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Leadership and Teamwork:

Patterns, Principles, and Stories

Jeffrey Wattles, October 2005
 

Once the inspiration of The Urantia Book touches our souls, the ambition to serve is kindled anew.  We 
go forward into projects, desiring to make a contribution.  Why is it that conflict, unhappiness, and 
failure sometimes result?  We have not learned the ways of leadership and teamwork, the practices of 
working together with others who think and feel differently.  We can create a culture of teamwork, 
partly by cooperative study of The Urantia Book and other sources and by conscious practice of the 
principles of leadership and teamwork. 

1.  A study group approach

            Before the publication of the book, the early leaders were given three priorities: to form 
thousands of study groups, to train leaders and teachers, and to prepare translations.  The training of 
leaders and teachers can begin within the study group.  In our study group, we began, in a small way 
(so as not to upstage the main purposes of each Paper), working toward the following goals. 

1.  Grow spiritually; learn how better to express Jesus’ gospel in thought, word, and deed; and 
improve as a spiritual teacher. 

2.  Prepare to lead a study group. 
3.  Choose a project in which you are functioning or may function as a teacher and/or leader.  

Read the book with an eye to that project.   “As a child [Jesus] accumulated a vast body of 
knowledge; as a youth he sorted, classified, and correlated this information; and now as a 
man of the realm he begins to organize these mental possessions preparatory to utilization 
in his subsequent teaching, ministry, and service . . . .” (1405) 

This document focuses on the leadership side of our study group adventure.  

Is this a pretentious undertaking?  Leaders are born, one might object; therefore, we cannot hope to train 
them.  This is true for the great leaders, but leadership functions in constantly in small ways in daily life, 
and it is not presumptuous to study The Urantia Book so that we can better play our roles in teams—as 
leaders and team members.  We certainly don’t aspire to produce another Moses through study, but we 
can get better in the conduct of our own sphere of responsibility.

            Don’t leaders just arise naturally?  Why do we need to train them?  Of course we have a choice 
to ignore what The Urantia Book teaches about leadership and teamwork, but that seems a little foolish, 
if not downright ungrateful, especially given a direct mandate from our unseen friends.

Isn’t there a danger about certifying someone as a leader, sending them forth full of pride to impose 
offensively on other groups?  We do not certify anyone, and studying The Urantia Book helps guard 
against such aberrations.  It also fortifies team members so they are alert to the problem and strategies of 
response.  I was initially moved to publish the initial article on leadership by a communication with a 
friend, who pointed out the following problem.  The drive to serve is often mixed, more or less 
unconsciously, with an egoistic ambition for position and power.  Here are two questions to refine the 
ambition to serve.  First, consider: "God-knowing creatures have only one supreme ambition, just one 
consuming desire, and that is to become, as they are in their spheres, like him as he is in his Paradise 
perfection of personality and in his universal sphere of righteous supremacy" (21.3).  What does it take 
for us to make that ambition supreme over every other ambition?  Second, recall the proverb, "Ambition 
is dangerous until it is fully socialized" (557.3).  What would it mean fully to socialize an ambition?

            Andrew Story, one of our study group members, commented on the heightening of his 
experience as he prepared to lead the group.  Just by the simple experience of sharing leadership in the 
study group gives people the opportunity to practice on a very simple level.

            As other individuals and groups take up a similar study, there will be a time for internet 
discussion groups and conferences or conference-segments dedicated to this theme.

 

2.  The initial harvest

After just a few weeks of putting some attention on leadership-related passages in The Urantia Book in 
our study group, I experienced a major step forward in my understanding.  Years ago, distressed at the 
neglect of this important topic, I had published a list of principles on leadership that I had culled from 
my study.  As we worked together in the study group, I realized two things.  First, The Urantia Book has 
a lot more to offer than resources for distilling a set of principles.  It has examples and stories to help the 
lessons come to life.  Second, the Papers on the Paradise Deities began to speak to me as never before on 
this topic, leading me very far beyond my initial list of principles.

            It will be some time before I have completed a fresh approach to this vital topic.  Nevertheless, 
before concluding with my list of principles, I want to share this basket of findings.

 

The Universal Father is the pattern of leadership.  “The Universal Father is the God of all creation, the 
First Source and Center of all things and beings.  First think of God as a creator, then as a controller, and 
lastly as an infinite upholder” (Paper 1, section 0, p. 21.1).  This is the first principle, the key to 
everything else about leadership.  Love, equally bestowed upon all, motivates his relation with each 
individual personality.  The Father “refuses to coerce or compel the submission of the spiritual free wills 
of his material creatures” (Paper 1, section 1, p. 22.5).  His exercise of power is restrained by “his 
infinite love, by truth, beauty, and goodness; by the will of God, by his mercy ministry and fatherly 
relationship with the personalities of the universe; and by the law of God, by the righteousness and 
justice of the eternal Paradise Trinity” (3:2, 48.4-6).  The Father is sensitive to others’ limitations and 
suffering.  He “has an eternal purpose pertaining to the material, intellectual, and spiritual phenomena of 
the universe of universes, which he is executing throughout all time” (4.0, 54.1).  He began by creating a 
model (Havona) that would be a pattern for further developments.  He is approachable by each 
individual, and his association with us transcends any creature interests we may have (5:3, 65.5).

            Leadership is an application of fatherly love to the requirements of pair relationships and of 
social systems embracing three or more personalities.  This is the main principle—leadership is about 
service, second-miler service: a parent will do more for a child than a sibling will.  Fatherly love 
transcends brotherly love.

            What is the significance of the distinction between a pair relationship and a social system?  
“Relationships exist between two objects, but three or more objects eventuate a system, and such a 
system is much more than just an enlarged or complex relationship. This distinction is vital, for in a 
cosmic system the individual members are not connected with each other except in relation to the whole 
and through the individuality of the whole. . . .  In aggregations parts are added; in systems parts are 
arranged. Systems are significant because of organization--positional values. In a good system all factors 
are in cosmic position. In a bad system something is either missing or displaced—deranged.” (112:1, 
1227.9).  
 

Social architects do everything within their province and power to bring together suitable 
individuals that they may constitute efficient and agreeable working groups on earth; and 
sometimes such groups have found themselves reassociated on the mansion worlds for continued 
fruitful service. But not always do these seraphim attain their ends; not always are they able to 
bring together those who would form the most ideal group to achieve a given purpose or to 
accomplish a certain task; under these conditions they must utilize the best of the material 
available.
            These angels continue their ministry on the mansion and higher morontia worlds. They are 
concerned with any undertaking having to do with progress on the morontia worlds and which 
concerns three or more persons. Two beings are regarded as operating on the mating, 
complemental, or partnership basis, but when three or more are grouped for service, they 
constitute a social problem and therefore fall within the jurisdiction of the social architects. (39:3, 
432.6-7).  

 
Jesus made it clear how extensively leadership functions: "In my universe and in my Father's universe of 
universes, our brethren-sons are dealt with as individuals in all their spiritual relations, but in all group 
relationships we unfailingly provide for definite leadership. Our kingdom is a realm of order, and where 
two or more will creatures act in co-operation, there is always provided the authority of 
leadership" (1959.0).
            The first patterns of teamwork are the responses of the Eternal Son to the proposals of the 
Universal Father and the responses of the Infinite Spirit to them both.  “The Eternal Son . . . did sit in 
council with the Universal in the eternal past, approving the plan and pledging endless co-operation, 
when the Father, in projecting the bestowal of the Thought Adjusters, proposed to the Son, ‘Let us make 
mortal man in our own image’” (6:5, 78.3).  The bestowal plan “is the great Father-revelation enterprise 
of the Eternal Son and his co-ordinate Sons” (7:4.85.6).  Compare the astounding and spontaneous 
cooperation of the Infinite Spirit.  “With transcendent willingness and inspiring spontaneity, the Third 
Personal of Deity, notwithstanding his equality with the First and Second Persons, pledges eternal 
loyalty to God the Father and acknowledges everlasting dependence upon God the Son” (8:1, 90.6).  
“The God of Action functions and the dead vaults of space are astir.  One billion perfect spheres flash 
into existence” (8:1, 91.1).  “When the attainment plan and the bestowal plan had been formulated and 
proclaimed, alone and of himself, the Infinite Spirit projected and put in operation the tremendous and 
universal enterprise of mercy ministry” (7:4, 85.7).
            The pattern of teamwork is the pattern of brotherhood.  “In all universe activities the Son and the 
Spirit are exquisitely fraternal, working as two equal brothers with admiration and love for an honored 
and divinely respected common Father” (10:3, 111.1).  This inspiration for service is reflected in the 
advice Jesus gave to the mistress of the Greek inn: "Minister your hospitality as one who entertains the 
children of the Most High. Elevate the drudgery of your daily toil to the high levels of a fine art through 
the increasing realization that you minister to God in the persons whom he indwells by his spirit which 
has descended to live within the hearts of men, thereby seeking to transform their minds and lead their 
souls to the knowledge of the Paradise Father of all these bestowed gifts of the divine spirit" (133:4, 
1475.1).
            The Eternal Son is the pattern administrator.  “The Eternal Son is the spiritual center and the 
divine administrator of the spiritual government of the universe of universe” (6.1, 74.1).  Through his 
spirit gravity circuit, he draws all spiritual values Paradiseward and holds them ever securely.  He 
organizes the response to prayers.  (Since the Father relates to individuals, not to groups or institutions 
as such, the Father is in some ways not the pattern for leadership in groups, social systems.)
            The pattern organization is the Paradise Trinity.  Justice is administered by the Trinity; and Jesus 
insisted on this pattern: “Mercy ministry is always the work of the individual, but justice punishment is 
the function of the social, governmental, or universe administrative groups” (133:1, 1469.1; cf. 159:1, 
1762-63).
 
            The family of the Infinite Spirit is a pattern of group functioning.  They are activated by mercy 
ministry, and they are organized!

After the second millennium of sojourn at seraphic headquarters the seraphim are 
organized under chiefs into groups of twelve (12 pairs, 24 seraphim), and twelve such 
groups constitute a company (144 pairs, 288 seraphim), which is commanded by a leader. 
Twelve companies under a commander constitute a battalion (1,728 pairs or 3,456 
seraphim), and twelve battalions under a director equal a seraphic unit (20,736 pairs or 
41,472 individuals), while twelve units, subject to the command of a supervisor, constitute 
a legion numbering 248,832 pairs or 497,664 individuals.

The power of this organization may be imagined by stopping to consider that "Intellectually, socially, 
and spiritually two moral creatures do not merely double their personal potentials of universe 
achievement by partnership technique; they more nearly quadruple their attainment and accomplishment 
possibilities." (43:8, 494.10)  In other words, three persons working together are potentially nine times 
as effective; four persons sixteen times, and so on.  Consider the 10,992 midwayers: "Their 
determination is suggested by the motto of their order: "What the United Midwayers undertake, the 
United Midwayers do."(77:9, 866.2).  "Long since, the battle cry of these pilgrims became: "In liaison 
with God, nothing--absolutely nothing--is impossible" (26:5, 291.3).  
            A word about the military metaphors.  Obviously there is no connotation of support for carnage; 
but rebellion may break out in a local system; moreover, Jesus had to deal with "open warfare."  Perhaps 
the main idea is that united beings mobilize their total powers as they face the challenge: "In the 
evolutionary cosmos energy-matter is dominant except in personality, where spirit, through the 
mediation of mind, is striving for the mastery" (12:8, 140, 10).
 
 

3.  Seventeen principles of leadership and teamwork
 

1.  Leadership is an application of fatherly love to the requirements of pair relationships and of social 
systems embracing three or more personalities (432.6; 1227.9).
            This is the main principle--that leadership is about service, second-miler service: a parent will do 
more for a child than a sibling will.
 
2.   It is on superhuman levels that provision for leadership is made (1959.0).

"In my universe and in my Father's universe of universes, our brethren-sons are dealt with 
as individuals in all their spiritual relations, but in all group relationships we unfailingly 
provide for definite leadership. Our kingdom is a realm of order, and where two or more 
will creatures act in co-operation, there is always provided the authority of 
leadership" (1959.0).

 
3.  Leadership enables teamwork to functioning with "an enthusiastic and effective load-pulling 
spirit" (911.2).
        Here is the great challenge for all of us as team-members!  How often is one’s load-pulling 
less than enthusiastic and well-coordinated! 
        Leaders should not regard their associates as followers--we follow Jesus alone. Rather, we are 
called to engage in responsible teamwork, taking responsibility as appropriate. (For the ideal of 
teamwork in pair marriage, study how the Local Universe Mother Spirit supports the work of the Creator 
Son: 368#3).
 
4.  Relating to others as equals keeps leadership from degenerating into tyranny.
            The Universal Father does not command the Eternal Son; rather, he proposes, "Let us make 
mortal man in our image." (Even the Father's command to the creature, "Be you perfect as I am perfect," 
is an invitation-command.) Jesus made it clear that teamwork is voluntary. To the man assaulting his 
wife, Jesus said, "Man has no rightful authority over woman unless the woman has willingly and 
voluntarily given him such authority. . . . The Father in heaven treats the Spirit Mother of the children of 
the universe as one equal to himself" (1471.1).
            The truth of spiritual equality does not, however, imply that democracy is the pattern for every 
organization. The apostles were not invited to vote on whether or not to take up arms against Rome; nor 
were the multitudes invited into the counsels of the kingdom. Jesus' leadership was definite: he defined 
the gospel mission; gathered, trained, and ordained his messengers; and organized their teamwork into a 
sequence of preaching tours and other missions. But he did not manage excessively; for example, he let 
the apostles organize themselves and they counseled together in planning their missions.
 
5.  Pair relationships operate with particular effectiveness when one or more factors of complementarity 
operate.
            Regarding pair relationships, we are told, for example, that "a man and a woman, co-operating, 
even aside from family and offspring, are vastly superior in most ways to either two men or two 
women" (932.6). It shocks modern sensibilities to see male and female portrayed as positive and 
negative, aggressive and retiring (938.9). How is such a comment to be taken? Surely it does not mean 
that women cannot exercise primary social leadership--witness the example of Ellanora (607.2). In other 
words, there are a variety of factors in addition to sex that affect the expression of such tendencies.
 
6.  Leadership is often best shared.
            There is a two-fold complexity of leadership. First, in a group, leadership may be shared in the 
sense that a group may have both a leader and a co-leader. Many organizations would do well to have 
teams of a man and a woman sharing the leadership. Second, even within a pair relationship, leadership 
functions may be divided; in marriage, even in the father-family, where man is typically denominated 
the leader, woman "has always been the moral standard-bearer and the spiritual leader of 
mankind" (938.8).
 
7.  "Leadership is dependent on natural ability, discretion, will power, and determination" (1739.2).
            Highly capable leaders are rare, and, considering the enormous importance of leadership, it is 
foolish not to value and help them cultivate their abilities when they appear. Discretion includes a sense 
of timing and avoidance of excess in word and deed. Will power overcomes inner obstacles to whole-
personality mobilization in decision-action; determination perseveres in the face of environmental 
obstacles. Jesus' natural ability was early evident (1368.2; 1369.4). His discretion was shown in his 
restraint in what he said and did (1624.4; 1689.2; 1772.1; 1821.4; 1999.1); in addition, "he never 
manifested a desire to direct, manage, or follow [people] up" (1875.1). His will power was a function of 
his devotion to the Father's will, and his determination to persist in the face of every obstacle was superb.
 
8.  Leaders can look to Jesus for inspiration (1874#7). 
            Jesus gave his followers teaching, encouragement, assurance, exhortation, warnings, rebukes, 
guidance, healing, and divine love. He prayed for them repeatedly and at length. He was tolerant and 
considerate. He was a friend. Jesus provided attitudinal leadership as a calm and happy laborer, in his 
contentment, his majestic calm, his cheerful humor. Jesus' trust in God enabled him to cooperate in 
spontaneous self-forgetfulness.
            Jesus, who knew the friendly universe, also took the leadership in confronting the enmity of the 
world (1819.4). He dealt with his enemies directly and warned his apostles that the enemy of the 
kingdom would also seek to draw them away (1544.3). Jesus led his apostles through the sifting of the 
kingdom--the great drop in followers after the epochal sermon declaring open warfare.
            Jesus gave supreme devotion to primary values without fanatical neglect of secondary values. 
Jesus meditated deeply and at length in preparation for certain key events in his life; nevertheless there 
was "little of the professional, the well-planned, or the premeditated" in his ministry (1875.4). Jesus did 
certain necessary things in a formal manner (1418.5; 1569#2; 1941#5), but on the whole he related 
informally to his associates. He balanced respectful participation in tradition with critique and periodic 
rebellion (1404.5; 1767#4; 1888#1), for example, in his relation to women (e.g., 1678#1). He balanced 
justice and mercy (1462.1; 1468#1). Jesus balanced direct confrontation with wise strategy and tactics 
(1605#3; 1617.2; 1880#3; 1899#2) and timing (1495.5; 1627.6; 1818; 1850.2). He taught unmistakable 
truth and yet skillfully varied the meanings attached to key terms (1863.5). Jesus' balanced life of 
righteousness was so attractive that he did not have to seek out others to respond to his leadership 
(1726.) Jesus did not make the mistake of exhausting himself in excessive devotion to the cause; he took 
time for refreshment, vacation, and recreation and had his apostles do the same (1610#3).
 
9.  Leaders must correctly understand the definition of their mission and its implications.
            One of the hardest issues for students of The Urantia Book has been understanding the practical 
implications of the separation and integration of different types of projects including, most especially, 
spiritual projects, on the one hand, and social, economic, and political projects on the other hand--a 
distinction whose importance is repeatedly underscored (Paper 99; 1579#8; 2069.3; 2082.9). In 
particular, there has been a tendency to confuse the religious project of proclaiming the gospel to all the 
world with the combined religious and cultural project of bringing The Urantia Book to those who are 
receptive. Even though many particular groups have an immediate and urgent need for selected 
teachings from the papers, there remains a limited receptivity to the book itself. The consequence is 
clear. An organization whose primary work is to bring the gospel to the public cannot also--as its 
primary work--be in the business of promoting The Urantia Book; it necessary to prioritize one function 
or the other.
        There are other relevant distinctions that may clarify the mission of an individual or a group, for 
example, between different ministry projects and administrative functions (224.2) and between the 
exclusive religious focus required of apostles and leaders in the spiritual renaissance (1583.4; 1931.2; 
2082.9). The various tasks assigned, for example, to groups of the master seraphim of planetary 
supervision may focus mortal cooperation (1254-58).
 
10.  Leaders need preparation and experience.
            The painstaking training given to those who will occupy positions of universe responsibility is 
emphasized on every level, from the Paradise training of a Creator Son to the school for evangelists. 
Jesus prepared himself at length (1388.5) by working through in advance the defining issues of his 
mission (1390-91), by careful and wide-ranging study, by waiting until he was sufficiently mature for 
his mission (1436.4; 1484.4), and by formulating the great decisions about how to use power once the 
time to begin his public career had come.
 
11.  Even though human leaders are, at best, middle managers, leadership must have relative 
independence.
            Jesus was independent of human opinion (1594.6) and would not let himself be directed by the 
councils of men (1412.8). Nor should the gospel be directly attached to older traditions (1670.4). 
Leaders--including teachers (806.4)--cannot be entangled in what they hope to uplift (1087.4).
 
12.  Leaders should work for unity within their own group and with members of other religious groups.
            Jesus harmonized the differences in the apostle's various presentations of the gospel (1658.1); 
and he repeatedly taught them about spiritual unity (1591#5; 1972.6; 1963#1). He promoted unity with 
John's apostles (1624#6) and was as positive as possible regarding the religion of his day. He modeled 
what is needed today: "It is to be hoped that the ardent and sincere efforts of these future prophets will 
be directed less toward the strengthening of interreligious barriers and more toward the augmentation of 
the religious brotherhood of spiritual worship among the many followers of the differing intellectual 
theologies" on our planet (1010.4).
 
13.  Leaders make wise compromises.
            Jesus made compromises (1532.1; 1748.2; 1749.5), like Moses (1055-59) and unlike Ikhnaton, 
who tried to go too far too fast (1047#5).
 
14.  Good leaders sometime use force.
            Jesus' discipline was patient and wise (1401.3-4; 1417.3). Yet the cleansing of the temple by a 
mercy-dominated Son "demonstrates that Jesus did not look with approval upon the refusal to employ 
force to protect the majority of any given human group against the unfair and enslaving practices of 
unjust minorities who may be able to entrench themselves behind political, financial, or ecclesiastical 
power" (1891.1)
            What distinguishes force from violence is its ethical character (1520#8). Note that in the 
cleansing of the temple, no money was stolen, no property destroyed, no person assaulted. Modern 
images of spiritual sweetness repress the recognition of the Master's tough side. "Tell my children that I 
am not only tender of their feelings and patient with their frailties, but that I am also ruthless with sin 
and intolerant of iniquity. I am indeed meek and humble in the presence of my Father, but I am equally 
and relentlessly inexorable where there is deliberate evildoing and sinful rebellion against the will of my 
Father in heaven" (1766.5). From the instructive section on "The Part and the Whole," we learn that to 
creatures of limited vision, even the acts of God "must often appear to be dictatorial and 
arbitrary" (137.5; cf. 48.1-2). In many ways, students of Part III are reminded of the evolutionary 
importance of the decisive exercise of concentrated authority. As "arrogant individualists," we had to 
learn to submit (786.12). Nor should we entertain the idealistic fantasy that the members of our own 
civilization are so advanced that gentle persuasion can be relied upon for every purpose today (804#4).
 
15.  If erring leaders cannot be corrected they must be replaced.
             Leadership inevitably functions, consciously or unconsciously, wisely or not (911; 1937.4; 
2051.5). Part of our problem is that we mortals are designed to respond to the leadership of superhuman 
planetary leaders and rulers (1008.7), and, in the absence of effectively present superhuman leaders, we 
tend to follow human leaders irresponsibly. In addition, religious leadership is problematic in the current 
age, when people look for mediators between humans and the spirit world (986.2). When leadership 
goes bad, teamwork responsibilities shift from (primarily) cooperating with leaders to correcting and, if 
need be, replacing them, as Van did (756#3; cf. 858#3).
 
16.  In a leadership vacuum, the qualified individual (or team) must assume leadership.
            Many of Urantia's great early leaders, like Onagar, assumed leadership, brought peace, and led 
his people in worship (715#6), a combination of functions found also among other early Sangik leaders 
(722#6; cf. 1018.7).
 
17.  Leaders need to study the principles of organization.
            Very much of what The Urantia Book has to offer on the subject of leadership and teamwork is 
implied in the descriptions of various universe organizations, a topic sadly neglected today. We cannot 
derive every lesson from Part IV. Is there a study group willing to undertake an entire reading of the 
book with, among other things, a special eye to producing a thorough report on this topic? When clouds 
of religious passion threaten to eclipse the wisdom of organization, the rule of law, and the responsibility 
of authority, when fanatical notions of sonship usurp the mature duties of citizenship (1929#1)--or when 
the evils of bureaucracy obscure the familial character of universe relationships--students do well to 
recall and consider anew the techniques and values of careful administration on all levels. Good 
organization provides a framework within which alone freedom can flourish (783.2; 1487.6).
            One of the main functions of organization is to facilitate an effective division of labor. The 
Father's rule is not self-centered; he delegates as much as possible. Organization is complex (567.9); but 
in the end, although levels of subordination are clearly defined, universe organization is not like the 
hierarchical and static organizational chart so popular in textbooks on management. Universe 
organization is flexible, organismic and familial (137#7; 647.5; 1276#7; 1401.4; 2080.7). The lesson on 
the family is the master lesson in the functions of leadership, in which the parent provides for the fact of 
existence, security and pleasure, education and training, discipline and restraint, companionship and 



loyalty, love and mercy, and provision for the future (1603#7).
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For readers of The Urantia Book

 
Welcome!  It is a pleasure to offer these resources, pruned and regrouped as of May 2004.  
 
Getting underway—a brief introduction to The Urantia Book, to God, and to our universe adventure.
 
A new philosophy of living: join the construction project.
 
On leadership and teamwork, teaching and learning, and introducing The Urantia Book wisely to 
others.
 
Diverse essays, mostly in religion and philosophy.
 
Want to deepen your understanding and ability to share the gospel?  
 
Resources for study groups or individual study?
 
Resources translated into French or Spanish.
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The homepage of Jeffrey Wattles

    Welcome!  Let's conspire for personal growth and planetary progress!

     Explore the golden rule's multicultural and interdisciplinary richness, and see excerpts from my first 
book.

    For experiential learning in religion, see my Comparative Religious Thought course, and enjoy a 
thorough look at the Projects--Hinduism section.

    My next book shows how to construct a philosophy of living out of concepts of truth, beauty, and 
goodness.  

    Here are materials for my classes.

    Here are some articles I've written.

    My office is in the Department of Philosophy at Kent State University.  Here is a brief resume.  If you 
would like be informed about the publication of my next book, whose working title is Living in Truth, 
Beauty, and Goodness, or if you would like to interact for any reason, please e-mail me: the user name is 
jwattles and the domain name is kent.edu (I write so as to frustrate the "spiders" used by spammers to 
collect e-mail addresses) thus: jwattles at kent.edu.
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For classes in philosophy and religion

Writing papers

Introduction to philosophy

Comparative Religious Thought I.  Notes on the Bhagavad-Gita, chapter 2, on the eternal spirit self 
(atman).  Link to the 2002 Comparative Religious Thought I  website.  Comparative Religious Thought 
II

Aesthetics

The sophists

PLATO (427-347 BCE).  A brief introduction to Plato, including some summaries.  Here's 
Socrates' famous dilemma for religious ethics: The Euthyphro dilemma: explanation and reply.  
Socrates had to defend himself in court for (among other things) challenging conventional 
religious thought: The Apology.  Convicted and in prison Socrates reasoned that he should not 
escape: The Crito; contrast Frantz Fanon theory of counterviolence; here's a written 
assignment to help you think how to resolve the clash between Socrates and Fanon.  Now you 
are ready for Plato's teaching on the forms.  The Phaedo is Socrates' last dialogue--on the 
immortality of soul--just before he died.  The Symposium explores eros and beauty; see here 
also notes on the critique of Plato's concept of love by theologian Anders Nygren, Agape and 
Eros.  Plato's main dialogue on justice, political order, education, psychology, goodness (the 
form or idea of the good) is The Republic.  Here's an epistemological adventure with the Ion.

ARISTOTLE (384-322 BCE) NICOMACHEAN ETHICS 

DESCARTES (1596-1650).  Susan Bordo's feminist critique of dualism and other cultural contributions 
to pathology

KANT (1724-1804).  Kant's ethics.  Kant's Idea of history.  

MILL and Utilitarianism

HEGEL (1770-1831).  Here's a summary of Hegel's Encyclopedia Logic.  Here's a summary of 
Hegel's Philosophy of Right.  

WILLIAM JAMES (1842 -1910).  Notes and questions on several chapters of William James, The 
Varieties of Religious Experience. ub  

The project on positive attitude

Nikolai Berdiaev (1874-1948) on personality

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976).  "The Question Concerning Technology"

Emmanuel Levinas

Jacques Derrida 

Theodicy.  This is the attempted answer to the "problem of evil": how can one consistent affirm the 
existence of a perfectly good, all-knowing, all-powerful Creator God and at the same time honestly 
acknowledge the variety and extent of evils in our world?

The Feminist ethics of  Nel Noddings

Notes on Garrett Thomson, On the Meaning of Life
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A Philosophy of Living

 
Truth, beauty, and goodness are qualities of divinity.  At the same time, they are qualities that we can 
live.  They infuse the nitty-gritty of our everyday existence.  Living these values does not turn us into 
God, but they represent what we can comprehend of God.  Everyone, whether religious or not, has tasted 
supreme truth, beauty, and goodness at one time or another.
Consider the alternatives.  Who would not prefer a life based on truth?  Sensitive to beauty?  Dominated 
by goodness?  To cultivate that takes a philosophy of living.
The chapters whose links are given here make up a book written for a mass audience, not a university 
audience.  I am currently writing a book on these themes for more educated readers.
A caveat.  Any particular formulation of philosophy, especially in bulleted lists, is likely to become 
static.  Moreover, the project of constructing a new philosophy of living is a group project, not an 
individual affair.  Nevertheless, since personality is a mystery beyond philosophic comprehension, 
however, since each main theme—truth, beauty, and goodness—culminates in an enhanced experience 
of personality relationships, and since the “categories” here are doors, not dogmas, I hope this sketch 
may help you go beyond this site.
Here's a transcript of a presentation applying the philosophy of living to the theme, "Joyous Living." 
Here's a preface for the student and an introduction. 
 

I.  Truth
1.  The truths of science
            Refining our initial sense of reality, we develop our sense of fact into science. 

●     Be alive to the surroundings, noticing things, facing facts, 
determining facts with scientific care as needed.  (What is a fact?  
What are problems surrounding the theory and practice of 
establishing facts well?)

●     Explore causes.  (What kinds of causation can we observe?  What 
limits are there to the concept of causation?) 

●     Gain a broad evolutionary perspective.

Around these habits of mind grow the virtues of scientific living.
 
 
2.  The truths of philosophy
            We can enjoy success in the ever-progressing quest for wisdom—an integrated comprehension 
of reality on material, intellectual, and spiritual levels.  We make the truths of philosophy our own in 
several ways.  Here is a broad method for thinking on any level, material, intellectual, or spiritual.
 

●     Sharpen your intuition to the level of insight.
●     Draw inferences from the starting points you have thus made clear.
●     Form a wisdom perspective weaving diverse strands of intuition and reasoning.  Mature concepts 

form through years of struggle and growth.

           Our affirmations of the reality of matter, mind, and spirit are so basic that they can neither be 
proved nor disproved; any proof or disproof assumes too much or proves too little.  Bringing the 
meanings of facts and the meanings of values together leads to the syntheses that form philosophy.
 
3.  The truths of spiritual experience
            Religion is so often taken as an institutional affair, a matter of creed and ritual, but the life of 
religion comes through spiritual experience.  The door to the truths of spiritual experience is faith.  
Science-centered and humanistic perspectives sometimes tell part of the story or all of the story about 
what seem to be spiritual experiences.  Therefore the person of faith moves in a field of adventure in 
which discernment grows gradually.  If we say “Yes” in faith, we express our primary relationship with 
God in prayer, worship, and service.  We begin to relate with everyone as members in a universal 
family.  We gain new light on questions about human suffering and eternal life.  Integrating science, 
philosophy, and religion leads to a new vision of  history and cosmology . . . and the mysterious, 
wondrous, unique personality.
            On each of these levels—science, philosophy, and spiritual experience—we see both the stability 
of truth and the dynamism of truth.
  

II.  Beauty
 

            The more we realize truth, the more we feel the beauty of truth, preparing us to enjoy the 
beauties of nature and the arts.
 
4.  Beauties of nature 
             Taking time in the beauties of nature allows us to enjoy the paradox that, while we somehow 
transcend nature, we are also a part of nature.  Our sense of the beauties of nature is enhanced by input 
from every other area in the “map” of truth, beauty, and goodness on physical, intellectual, and spiritual 
levels.  One of the striking beauties of nature is the capacity of the human body to enter into a system of 
integrated living, beyond the conflict of the spirit and the flesh, where self-mastery regarding physical 
impulses show our marvelous potentials as many-dimensioned beings.
 
5.  The charm of the arts
            There are fun arts (gardening, play, sports, humor) as well as fine arts that engage us on an 
emotional level and take us to thoughts of eternal import.  Reflections on these topics culminate in 
reflections on the art of living, from personal grooming and keeping an orderly home and workplace; to 
the vigorous attitudes needed for challenges; to principles of balance for health, sanity, and happiness.
            We usually experience the art of living more like improvisation with a jazz band than a solo 
performance of a predetermined score; but sometimes we glimpse a stretch of our lives as part of a 
cosmic symphony of vast grandeur.  
            Beauty is a gift, the value that governs the realm of feeling—from transient, material emotions to 
sublime feelings of soul.  Beauty discloses an integrating, evolving universe.  Realizing the beauty of 
truth prepares us to participate in the beauty of goodness.

III.  Goodness 
            Goodness spills over from the divine to the human.
 
6.  Morality
The golden rule, viewed through many cultures and disciplines, proves to offer a treasure-chest of 
guidance for the decisions that exercise our precious personality freedom.  Progressive human interaction
 

•       begins on the level of sympathetic understanding,
•       moves through the philosophic recognition of duty,
•       and culminates in the spiritual joy of loving service.  
 

How can we move from duty consciousness to a spiritual quality of action? 
            On a foundation of morality, we can explore compromise, the mercy process, and conflict.
 
7.  The grandeur of genuine character achievement
There are virtues connected to practices in each area of truth, beauty, and goodness.  These virtues 
combine and unify in strong character.  How does character grow?  It is not particularly a self-conscious 
and deliberate affair.  Why does love grow as we pursue truth, beauty, and goodness?
 

                                            Revised July 2006
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Religion

         

        Here's a paper presented in March, 2000, to the Ohio Academy of 
Religion, "The Universal Family: More than Metaphor?"

        One of the most important developments needed among world religions today is 
for members of each religion to help one another to be the best Jews, Christians, 
Muslims, Hindus, Buddhists, and so on that we can be.  In addition, we can ask, 
"What is the role of religion in world peace?"

        One place to begin is with the site for the Comparative Religious 
Thought course.  

        For the philosophy of religious experience, see William James's 
Varieties of Religious Experience. as found on the psychology of religion 
site of Michael E. Nielsen, Georgia Southern University.

          The Autobiography of Master Han Shan, followed by a list of  his 
maxims, offers a fine introduction to Zen Buddhism.       

        Click here for resources on religion and interfaith dialogue

        For Christians 

        

http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/plato.htm
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The Golden Rule

We often hear that the peoples of our world share the golden rule--Do to others as you want others to do 
to you--as our most common moral principle.  The golden rule, however, is not only a unifying thread 
among peoples.  It is also a principle with many different facets.  Bring together the views of many 
cultures, ancient and modern, and consider the rule through psychology, philosophy, and religion, and 
you will find a surprisingly dynamic principle. 

To unfold the beauty of this principle, I've written The Golden Rule (Oxford University Press, 1996).  
You can read selected quotes from the chapters or see more information about the book.  Here are the 
chapters on psychology, "In the Other Person's Shoes," Confucianism, classical Jewish thought, and the 
one on the late nineteenth and early twentieth-century American social movement of the golden rule of 
the Fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man.  

For further internet resources on the rule, see Harry Gensler's web page, Scarboro Missions, a group in 
Ontario working to promote an international golden rule movement, and David Keating's site 
emphasizing the golden rule as a popular principle. 

http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/GRquotes.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/moreinfo.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/shoes.htm
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http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/grjew.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/grbro.htm
http://www.jcu.edu/philosophy/gensler/goldrule.htm
http://www.scarboromissions.ca/Interfaith_dialogue/gold_rule_guidelines.php
http://www.goldenruleradical.org/
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Selected Writings

Articles

Teleology Past and Present

Husserl and the Phenomenology of Religious Experience

Religious Experience, Fanaticism, and Kant

The Universal Family: More than Metaphor?

Custom from Death to Life

Towards a Phenomenology of Courageous Willing

Beauty's Bonds with Truth and Goodness: "Reflections on Pied Beauty"

Books

The Golden Rule (excerpts)

A Philosophy of Living in Truth, Beauty, and Goodness
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A Brief Introduction to The Urantia Book

            The Urantia Book is a collection of papers on religion, cosmology, planetary history, 
philosophy, and the life and teachings of Jesus.  Written mostly in the 1930s, the papers offer 
concepts of continuing interest for those integrating science, philosophy, and religion.  You can 
read the book online at the website of Urantia Foundation.  

Unity, Not Uniformity

            "Gold is where you find it."  This was a motto of miners during the California Gold Rush of 
1849.  They would find gold in unexpected places--and not find it in places that seemed likely.  
Likewise, truth is where you find it.  

            A New Yorker cartoon showed a society hostess introducing two gurus to each other, each of 
whom was glaring angrily at the other.  She said, "And this is Swami [XYZ].  He, too, has found the 
truth of life."  The joke is offensive insofar as it makes fun of Indian teachers.  The point of the joke, 
however, is that often people become hostile to each other when they believe they have The Truth.  
Spiritually-minded people should be one and remain one, even though their ideas may differ.

The religions of authority can only divide men and set them in conscientious array against 
each other; the religion of the spirit will progressively draw men together and cause them 
to become understandingly sympathetic with one another. The religions of authority 
require of men uniformity in belief, but this is impossible of realization in the present state 
of the world. The religion of the spirit requires only unity of experience--uniformity of 
destiny--making full allowance for diversity of belief. The religion of the spirit requires 
only uniformity of insight, not uniformity of viewpoint and outlook. The religion of the 
spirit does not demand uniformity of intellectual views, only unity of spirit feeling. The 
religions of authority crystallize into lifeless creeds; the religion of the spirit grows into 
the increasing joy and liberty of ennobling deeds of loving service and merciful 
ministration. (Paper 155, section 6, p. 1732)

 

No official interpretation

            There is no official interpretation of The Urantia Book. The publisher, Urantia Foundation, wants 
to make sure that individuals always have the opportunity to interpret the book in the light of their own 
understanding and to discuss their interpretations in study groups and elsewhere. Individuals offer their 
own interpretations, but these must not take the place your own study of the book itself.

Truths Shared by Many Traditions

            It is often helpful to begin with what people may agree on.  Some truths are the common heritage 
of many religious traditions.

God is the Creator of the universe.

God is one.

God is personal.

There is a spark of the divine spirit within each one of us.

Human beings are all sons and daughters of God, brothers and sisters, each one equally and infinitely 
loved by God.

Our lives can be based on truth, sensitive to beauty, and dominated by goodness.

The golden rule: Do to others as you want others to do to you.

Our growth in this life is a prelude to a wonderful eternal life.

 

An Overview of The Urantia Book

Part I. The Central and Superuniverses

God, the Trinity, Paradise, the eternally perfect creation around Paradise, and the 
evolving, perfecting creations that circle Paradise.

Part II. The Local Universe

The beings and organization--personalities and material factors--administering our group 
of inhabited worlds.

Part III. The History of Urantia

The astronomic, geologic, biologic, anthropologic, sociologic, religious, and philosophic 
evolution of our planet.

Part IV. The Life and Teachings of Jesus

Jesus' universe purpose in coming here; the conditions he faced; his development from 
infancy to adult maturity; his public career; a summary of intervening history with special 
focus on the 20th century and on Christianity; a religious and philosophic summary.

 

From the Introduction to Paper One

            The Universal Father is the God of all creation, the First Source and Center of all things and 
beings. First think of God as a creator, then as a controller, and lastly as an infinite upholder. The truth 
about the Universal Father had begun to dawn upon mankind when the prophet said: "You, God, are 
alone; there is none beside you. You have created the heaven and the heaven of heavens, with all their 
hosts; you preserve and control them. By the Sons of God were the universes made. The Creator covers 
himself with light as with a garment and stretches out the heavens as a curtain." Only the concept of the 
Universal Father--one God in the place of many gods--enabled mortal man to comprehend the Father as 
divine creator and infinite controller.
            The myriads of planetary systems were all made to be eventually inhabited by many different 
types of intelligent creatures, beings who could know God, receive the divine affection, and love him in 
return. . . .
            The will creatures of universe upon universe have embarked upon the long, long Paradise 
journey, the fascinating struggle of the eternal adventure of attaining God the Father. The transcendent 
goal of the children of time is to find the eternal God, to comprehend the divine nature, to recognize the 
Universal Father. God-knowing creatures have only one supreme ambition, just one consuming desire, 
and that is to become, as they are in their spheres, like him as he is in his Paradise perfection of 
personality and in his universal sphere of righteous supremacy. From the Universal Father who inhabits 
eternity there has gone forth the supreme mandate, "Be you perfect, even as I am perfect."
            This magnificent and universal injunction to strive for the attainment of the perfection of divinity 
is the first duty, and should be the highest ambition, of all the struggling creature creation of the God of 
perfection. This possibility of the attainment of divine perfection is the final and certain destiny of all 

http://www.urantia.org/
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"The religious challenge of this age is to those farseeing and forward-looking men and women of 
spiritual insight who will dare to construct a new and appealing philosophy of living out of the enlarged 
and exquisitely integrated modern concepts of cosmic truth, universe beauty, and divine 
goodness" (43.3).

            So let's get to work.  Let's construct that philosophy of living.  To do so, it's wise to scrutinize the 
project description--this is done in the paragraphs immediately following.  Then you have a summary of 
a draft of a book setting forth this philosophy with links to some of the chapters.  

            In case you become interested in actually working on this project, here is a collection of passages 
from The Urantia Book pertinent to the seven subtopics of this philosophy: the truths of science; the 
truths of philosophy; the beauties of nature and the charm of intellectual art. 

Warning: if you follow links to actual book chapters you will exit this site: there are no links back.  I am 
trusting you to handle with discretion this book, presently being revised for publication, and--SMILE--
when the thing comes into print I expect you all to buy copies and help me market the thing.  Better yet: 
adjust its teachings to fit your expanding insight, practice them, go beyond them, and advance the 
creation of a fuller presentation of the emerging philosophy of living!  

Commentary on the mission statement

"The religious challenge of this age is to those farseeing and forward-looking men and women of 
spiritual insight who will dare to construct a new and appealing philosophy of living out of the enlarged 
and exquisitely integrated modern concepts of cosmic truth, universe beauty, and divine 
goodness" (43.3).

The religious challenge. What a surprise to propose this one as primary! What would you have said if 
you had been asked what the main religious challenge of this age is? Most religionists would come up 
with very different answers. Let us not hurriedly nod our agreement with the text and quickly pass on to 
the next edifying line. In order to discover whether we can understand the author, we must investigate.

The religious challenge. We might have been less shocked if the author had called this the intellectual or 
philosophic challenge of the age. I can only surmise that progress on this project is important for 
preachers and religious teachers before, during, and after the spiritual renaissance.

Note that a religious challenge is not identical to a spiritual one. A spiritual challenge pertains to our 
coordination with spirit realities; for example, "the great challenge to modern man is to achieve better 
communication with the divine Monitor that dwells within the human mind" (2097.2). Religion depends 
not only on inner spiritual experience but also on truth coming from outside--from epochal revelation 
and from evolutionary traditions. Religion is the interface of spirituality and culture.

The religious challenge. To succeed in a challenge it is well to know the obstacles. What are they? 
Religious inertia? Secularist social power? THEIR static concepts? OUR arrogance and ignorance?

Trail-blazing is somewhat lonely. It is easy to get off the track in uncharted territory. Most people do not 
understand or appreciate your project. If you say a few words about it, you may expect the polite 
approval generally accorded to idealistic projects. If you say much more, people may conclude that you 
belong where you are--on the margin of the culture.

If the project could be completed in a pleasant weekend seminar, there would be no point in asking for 
people who will dare to construct this new philosophy. We can only comprehend truth by living it, and 
a finer philosophy presents greater challenges to the way we live.

The religious challenge of this age. This is an age of ideological conflict--published attacks, institutional 
prejudice, warfare. To be sure, there are many well-balanced, humane, and truly spiritual individuals 
leading civilization forward. But two thousand years after Christ, there are scientists who regard the 
acquisition and application of knowledge as the key to solving the world's problems; humanists who 
believe that enlightened tolerance, rational persuasion, and political power are adequate to the problems 
of human community; and preachers who teach people to expect miracles when they need to face facts 
and participate in rational dialogue.

To be a peacemaker in this chaos of ideologies one must appreciate the values they are defending. To 
know them takes time to explore thickets of fundamentalistic onesidedness, secularist error, and atheistic 
ugliness--in search of truths that can be the basis of dialogue. Not only is there a risk of getting lost in 
some thicket. To experience the reality of the struggle, one must get out and talk to people--leave the 
quiet of one's own study and the peace of one's own ideological circle to meet some of the bright, well-
educated, persuasive, living advocates of different positions.

A philosophy of living can express cosmic, universal, and divine values without taking positions on 
social, economic, and political issues. Much of the ideological battle today has to do with disputes over 
democracy, capitalism, and nationalism. Philosophy is capable of becoming directly involved in these 
controversies; but the religious challenge is not to produce a new political theory, an attractive economic 
vision, or an exquisite blueprint for interracial peace and progress. The project assigned by the Divine 
Counselor comes down on the personal and spiritual side of life, rather than the material and social side. 
The care with which this frontier is understood and respected will greatly affect the serviceableness of 
what we construct. It must be possible to speak certain helpful essentials that will indirectly illuminate 
these issues--but without entering the same battleground. Can we manage that? It will not do simply to 
ignore such issues, for our own poorly developed positions then tend to manifest unconsciously. Our 
moral mandates and spiritual precepts must keep pace with advances in civilization (1087.3).

Farseeing and forward-looking. A farseeing planetary perspective ranges back to the stone age and 
forward to the advanced culture of destiny. It is not overwhelmed by the immediate problems of its own 
generation. A new age is under construction. A forward-looking perspective is not chained to 
philosophic tradition. The more accurately we can discern planetary developments, the more 
strategically we can emphasize timely facets of truth.

Men and women. This is not a job for a lone religious philosopher; if and when the planet receives 
another Plato, it will not do to just go and implore this genius to construct our philosophy of living for 
us. And the viewpoints of men and women are complementary; it takes many voices to speak truth 
repletely.

Men and women of spiritual insight. This is the number one qualification for the job, not academic 
degrees or impressive human achievements. It is not even necessary to "be a philosopher." We often use 
the word "insight" to refer to a momentary experience of putting some pieces together, associating ideas 
to form a new arrangement or find a new connection. Insight, however, is "the capacity to experience 
unchallengeable consciousness of cosmic reality" (1226). How is insight tested? Does attack make it 
timid? Does seeming evidence to the contrary suspend it? Do the months and years make it dim and 
eventually dubious? One Buddhist scripture describes such insightful persons as "having seen the Truth, 
having mastered the Truth, having understood the Truth, having penetrated the Truth, having overcome 
uncertainty, having dispelled all doubts, having gained full knowledge, dependent on nobody else for the 
knowledge of the doctrine of the Teacher."

Construct. There is a danger to constructing a philosophy. Some of the finest articles of Thomas 
Aquinas concern the nature of God. The intellectual precision of his system, however, not only served to 
handle the arguments of his day with a stunning completeness; it also helped crystallize scholastic 
philosophy and thereby undermine its vitality. Intellect domesticated experience. Confucius is said to 
have built too well (1034.4); perhaps his error was to go too far in identifying goodness with the details 
of a particular ethical tradition. Why does the Divine Counselor introduce Paper 2, which contains this 
project description, with the remark that "it is permissible, and may prove helpful, to study certain 
characteristics of the divine nature . . ." (33). This implies that there is a possibility that this paper may 
not prove helpful. What can we do to secure beneficial results for the coming millennium? The author 
emphasizes looking up "to God as a true spiritual Father" and keeping in mind the life of Jesus as the 
living illustration of the concepts of divinity being presented. We are being invited to see the Master's 
life in new categories and to discover new life in the concept of God.

Constructing a philosophy of living is different from writing down the meanings of supreme concepts. 
To construct does not mean to publish. Is the construction a literary enterprise at all? Or a life of 
dialogue? The questions of whether something should be written down, and if so, which generation 
should do it, were questions that Jesus and the apostles took seriously. Those developing the new 
philosophy will undoubtedly yield an abundant variety of creative expressions.

A new and appealing philosophy of living. Why not many philosophies? Why shouldn't each person 
construct his or her own? To be sure, there are particulars that give a unique hue to one's personal 
philosophy; not only the way we express truth, but the ideas we highlight have much to do with such 
variables as race, sex, class, occupation, education, family situation, and personal religious experience. 
But something more universal is underway in this philosophy of living project, and only by sharing with 
others will we discover what is universal about our own philosophy.

This philosophy is not like a prefabricated house, a mass-production special, one model per 
neighborhood. It is a flexible design that includes the essentials of any adequate particular structure--
family room with an area for games, a place for worship, a study, and so on. And it is more like a home 
to live in than one built for speculation on the market.

New and appealing. Appealing to whom? Is there a primary audience, a secondary audience, and so on? 
The previous paragraph, setting up this project appeal, contains one important clue: "As civilization 
progressed, and since religion continued to pursue the same unwise course of overemphasizing the 
goodness of God to the relative exclusion of truth and neglect of beauty, there developed an increasing 
tendency for certain types of men to turn away from the abstract and dissociated concept of isolated 
goodness" (43.2). And though the new philosophy must not be distorted to appeal to any one group, it 
seems to me important not to alienate needlessly the thoughtful followers of any of the great religions. 
As a non-theologic philosophy it does well not to hang on quotes from any book. The philosophy itself 
should be appealing, I believe, even to people of little education, though any writing or speaking, should 
perhaps be directed to more educated people, without presupposing any particular specialization.

I find a creative tension in the marketing implications here. If you are too new, you won't appeal to many 
people. Someday a keen essay about the seven absolutes may appeal to a majority of intellectuals. On 
the other hand, if you are too appealing, you won't be communicating much that's new. The formula for 
quick appeal is to "find a parade and get in front of it." At the extreme, this is the musician's' dilemma--
shall I sing pop trash and enjoy the applause, or dedicate myself to beauty and starve?

In order to appeal, the new philosophy must relate to human needs. Sensitivity to the ideological 
battleground will make the construction more relevant. And so will sensitivity to each generation's "ever-
new and varied spiritual difficulties" (2060)! Surely the spiritual difficulties reveal needs to which the 
new philosophy must minister if it is to appeal. And the more it incorporates universal concepts, the 
more lasting will be its appeal, since it will be capable of application to many generation, not only to one.

Philosophy. Consider the different functions of philosophy. First, philosophy is half-way up the 
mountain that ascends from science to spiritual experience. Philosophy is a reflection on facts in order to 
discern meanings; and it is sublime thinking, a preparation for worship. Second, for someone who has 
reached the top of the mountain, as it were, philosophy integrates a balanced perspective on reality, 
bringing material fact and spiritual experience together with the aid of revelation. From the standpoint of 
mind, philosophy surveys the totality; and religion is one theme, albeit the central theme within its 
reflective compass. Finally, philosophy finds its place as part of a larger whole. Religion is the whole of 
life, ultimately, not a part. Philosophy is religion's access to science. And philosophy cultivates 
conceptual excellence: "Philosophy is to religion as conception is to action" (1080).

Philosophy of living. When a culture takes religion too seriously and lacks a "non-theologic philosophy 
of living," its direct contact with life is hampered. Every experience is filtered through scripture. Every 
lesson has been written down and needs only to be quoted. Only a philosophy grown on the soil of 
experience can achieve simplicity and broad appeal. Buddhist philosophy spread as a simple teaching 
about universal human concerns--the cause and cure for suffering, and discipline that leads to moral 
excellence and mental serenity.

Construct a philosophy out of the expanded and exquisitely integrated modern concepts. The network of 
high concepts is the raw material, not the finished product. Exploring their breadth and integration is one 
task. And expressing one's discoveries in an accessible way is another. "Jesus brought the philosophy of 
religion down to earth."

Expanded and exquisitely integrated concepts. Expanded concepts have tentacles into many fields. 
The concept of evolution is meaningful in history and in many sciences; the concept of character is 
meaningful in social science, literature, philosophy, and religion. Familiarity with such concepts, the 
more extensive the better, is another major requirement for those who aspire to join in the construction. 
The difficulty of attaining an adequate acquaintance with these concepts (and Urantia Book study, by 
itself, does not, I believe, suffice) is one reason why this is a team project, even if individuals try their 
hand individually at expressing their grasp of the new philosophy.

Exquisite is a quality of artistry. Plato attained heights of artistic philosophy that have not been reached 
since. How can we approach these heights within the limits set by our genetic capacity, education, and 
available time? "Cosmic concepts of true philosophy, the portrayal of celestial artistry, or the mortal 
attempt to depict the human recognition of divine beauty can never be truly satisfying if such attempted 
creature progression is ununified. These expressions of the divine urge within the evolving creature may 
be intellectually true, emotionally beautiful, and spiritually good; but the real soul of expression is 
absent unless these realities of truth, meanings of beauty, and values of goodness are unified in the life 
experience of the artisan, the scientist, or the philosopher" (507).

Modern concepts. What will the term "modern" mean in two hundred years? Literally the term 
"modern" refers to changeable fashions--the latest fashion. What are the modern concepts we are 
supposed to use? Where do we find them? The URANTIA Book contains the essentials. But what were 
the "more than one thousand human concepts representing the highest and most advanced planetary 
knowledge of spiritual values and universe meanings" (17)?. And what were the "thought gems and 
superior concepts of Jesus' teachings assembled from more than two thousand human beings" (1343)? 
To identify these concepts will require much research within the book; but there is a further part of the 
task. Evolutionary cosmology, philosophy, and theology were not frozen in 1934. To survey the ripening 
planetary harvest of expanding concepts, ongoing study outside the book is required. No wonder there is 
talk of a challenge for many men and women!

Concepts. A concept is more than an idea; it has two sides, an intellectual side and a spiritual side. The 
intellectual side is a clear idea, expressing the meaning of some set of facts; but an idea is potentially 
static, for it can be treated as having a single, fixed meaning, isolated from the rest of the organically 
growing universe. The spiritual side is a value, flowing and dynamic; it can never be captured in words, 
but it can be obscured by the human tendency toward standardized emotional responses.

The best way to realize the special significance the authors give to the term "concept" is to contemplate 
sample passages showing how these two sides, fact and truth, are explicitly joined. "The Master made it 
clear that the kingdom of heaven must begin with, and be centered in, the dual concept of the truth of the 
fatherhood of God and the correlated fact of the brotherhood of man" (1859). "The gospel of the 
kingdom is: the fact of the fatherhood of God, coupled with the resultant truth of the sonship-
brotherhood of man" (2059).

Cosmic truth, universe beauty, and divine goodness. The adjectives require that our concepts not be 
limited to a human and earthly focus; they should point to our participation in a wider universe. The 
term "cosmic" also reminds us that science is also part of truth; the concept of God as Creator links 
spiritual truth with the science of fact. The beauty we celebrate is more than local charm; the events of 
our lives reflect larger patterns. And this goodness overflows the confines of humanism; the golden rule 
cannot be truly explored under the ceiling of secularist assumptions about ethics; nor can character be 
fathomed without a vision of the soul

Consider the three-part structure of the project. The systematic order given here--truth, beauty, 
goodness--is nearly standard in this book. "Such a Father life is one predicated on truth, sensitive to 
beauty, and dominated by goodness" (1175).

The paragraph on page 43 that precedes the one we are studying gives an objective for the new 
philosophy and topics in the overarching structure of truth, beauty, and goodness. In order for religion to 
come alive for certain types of people today, it must cease to be so moralistic and give equal attention to 
the "truths of science, philosophy, and spiritual experience, the beauties of nature, the charm of 
intellectual art, and the grandeur of genuine character achievement." This is the big hint about how to 
flesh out the new philosophy.

I find cosmic truth best summarized in the concept of the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of 
man, universe beauty revealed most in the joy and liberty of sonship with God, and divine goodness 
experienced most directly in worship and service. Thus the three branches of the philosophy of living 
can be symbolized by different phases of the gospel; on these pillars a bridge can be built harmonizing 
mind and spirit, philosophy and religion, culture and spirituality. The gospel is the seed of the new 
philosophy of living; the life of Jesus is its master illustration; but it is necessary to say more than the 
gospel and to show more than Jesus. Cosmic concepts must be explored and made appealing in an 
unprecedented way.

Who will build the new philosophy? How conscious does the teamwork need to be? How organized? 
And why do it? This philosophy presumably, is not an end in itself. Is a philosophic foundation required 
if we are to convert our spiritual action-impulses into enduringly productive service? Do we have the 
patience to establish an adequate foundation before raising up towers of ambitious enterprises? 
Spirituality, philosophy, service. Has the page 43 project been overanalyzed and left for dead by the side 
of the road, or are we beginning to fathom the challenge?

Jeffrey Wattles, 1985 (touched up 1997)

It should now be clear that no one person can synthesize the new philosophy of living as a definitive 
achievement.  It is a group project, and the present draft reflects the inputs of many men and women, 
and is barely a beginning toward the teamwork that will eventually see this project through.

Here is a recent draft of my book on the philosophy of living that I have offered to the general 
public on the web.  It begins with an overview and includes over a dozen chapters.  As you click on 
the "up" navigation bar in each of the chapters, you will be returned to this public overview.

http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/sci_act.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/beautyna.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/philtrth.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/artcharm.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/sci_act.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/philtrth.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/beautyna.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/artcharm.htm
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Teaching and Receptivity 

  

As members in our Father's family, it is a great privilege to be able to teach truth by what 
we say and do.  In gratitude, we pray for guidance, for the people with whom we 
interact, for fellow teachers, and for the extension of the realization of the family of God. 

The following ideas have gospel teaching primarily in mind, but they have a wider 
application.  They come mostly from revealed patterns of teaching.  Page references, 
comments, questions, and exercises help the reader gain additional insight from the 
study of information about the Eternal Son, the Infinite Spirit, and other universe beings, 
including Jesus of Nazareth (86.1; 94#4; 98.2; 224.2; 362.1; 385.4; 386.0; 386.1; 430.3; 
576.0).  To be sure, the study of patterns raises questions of which patterns may be 
relevant, when to imitate, and when to adapt patterns. 

I.  What to Teach

 1.  Be clear about your project, the context of your teaching—for example, if you are 
bringing a gospel message, minimize remarks about social, economic, and political 
topics (1579-83). There are topics for gospel teachers to avoid: the visible church 
and the second coming of Jesus as well as entangling controversies about genetics, 
society, economics, and politics, and epochal revelation (1866.2).  Point to God and to 
Jesus rather than to yourself.  We do not share our spiritual experience to evangelize, 
but for mutual satisfaction with and edification of other believers (30.5; cf. 91.5; 1423L; 
1257.5). 

 2.  Avoid being overly intellectual (1091.8; 1078.4; 1079.2).  To be free of 
dogmatism, teaching should come from the soul more than from the intellect (1012.4-5).  
The gospel is not a cosmological, philosophical, or theological discourse.  Do not let 
your teaching become scripture directed (1079.4--and enjoy the irony of citing a 
scripture to support this point). 

  

II.  The people whom you aspire to teach

3.  Teach with sensitivity to the receptivity of the other person.  Select the right level for 
your hearer (1016L).  Do not overteach (750.1-2; 1016.8; 1535.6).  Give advanced teachings 
only to those whom you find to be ready.  It is good to first see that the other person is in the 
temple before attempting to reveal the beauties of the temple—advanced teachings 
(1592.4,6).  This implies that it would normally be inappropriate to use The URANTIA Book 
in the early phase of ministry.  

Those, however, who are seeking those who are 

receptive to the book might well discern receptivity by observing how the individual responds to 
gospel truth.  It requires patience to reject the temptation to take short cuts (840.2; 846.4; 1011.L; 
1047#5).  Jesus might speak with a person on twenty occasions, gradually preparing the person 
for a revelation of truth that would arrive only years later (1472.1).  Beware the dangers of 
excessive zeal.  The rhythm of communication is lost, one fails to whet the appetite of the other; 
one offends and communicates passion rather than truth.    

 4.   Get to know all sorts of people well.  Jesus gained “an intimate knowledge of all races and 
classes of men” and sought to learn “their reactions to the life they were living in the 
flesh” (1460.5).  He made “close personal contacts” and “intimate associations” (1427.5) and 
said, "In the experience of finding the Father in heaven you discover that all men are your 
brothers, and does it seems strange that one should enjoy the exhilaration of meeting a newly 
discovered brother?  To become acquainted with one’s brothers and sisters, to know their 
problems and to learn to love them, is the supreme experience of living” (1431.1). 

 5.  Be on the lookout for people in special need.  Divine love reaches out more where the need is 
greater.  Jesus asked his followers to minister to the downhearted, the anxious, the afflicted.  Once the 
apostles “began more specifically to carry out Jesus’ instructions to minister to the sick,” visiting every 
house in Jericho and seeking to comfort every afflicted person, they “made the discovery that the good 
news of the kingdom was very comforting to the sick; that their message carried healing for the 
afflicted” (1595.2-3; cf. 1758.4; 1805.12; 1813.2).  Learn to detect unexpressed needs.  Sometimes the 
Master answered an unexpressed request for help, for example, from Fortune (1437#6).  Artfully 
refusing to be put off by Fortune’s superficial words, the Master observed, “To one who loves his 
fellows there is an eloquent appeal for help in your countenance of discouragement and despair.”

 6.  Interpret mercifully what you observe.  Consider the effect of taking the broad perspective on the 
snarling cave man (1098.1-3), 

as demonstrated by Jesus’ attitude toward the prostitutes whom Ganid repulsed (1472L).  

Note that an attitude of mercy does not imply being blind to error and evil.  Jesus “pondered the bondage 
of ignorance in which these Romans were held as he beheld this magnificent temple dedicated to Jupiter, 
Juno, and Minerva” (1455.2). 

  

III.  The manner of teaching 

 7.  ”Ever be wise in your choice of methods for presenting the good news to the different 
races and tribes of mankind” (2042.1). 

 8.  Whet appetites (556.16). 

 9.  Relate to the other person’s experience. 

10.  Promote discovery. 

11.  Be artistic.  Be patient, not rushed: time is one of the important media in this art.  Awaken 
attention by appealing to the emotions or the imagination.  Then address the mind as the gateway 
to your final appeal to the spirit (1705.3-4; 1765.4; 1672.6). “As the days pass, every true 
believer becomes more skillful in alluring his fellows into the love of eternal truth.  Are you more 
resourceful in revealing goodness to humanity today than you were yesterday?  Are you a better 
righteousness recommender this year than you were last year?  Are you becoming increasingly 
artistic in your technique of leading hungry souls into the spiritual kingdom?” (1740.2)  Be 
flexible in your language.  You may need to make a conscious effort to use colloquial words, 
expressions and metaphors that your listener(s) can understand.  Be vivid, e.g., by using 
parables.  Vivid does not mean flashy.  “In all his teaching Jesus unfailingly avoided distracting 
details.  He shunned flowery language and avoided the mere poetic imagery of a play upon 
words.  He habitually put large meanings into small expressions.  For the purposes of illustration 
Jesus reversed the current meanings of many terms, such as salt, leaven, fishing, and little 
children.  He most effectively employed the antithesis, comparing the minute to the infinite and 
so on.  His pictures were striking, such as 'The blind leading the blind.'   But the greatest strength 
to be found in his illustrative teaching was its naturalness.  Jesus brought the philosophy of 
religion from heaven down to earth.  He portrayed the elemental needs of the soul with a new 
insight and a new bestowal of affection" (1771.1).  Religion needs new slogans (2077.6); come 
up with a few you can use. 

12.  Trust in God and the Spirit of Truth.  "In the gospel of the kingdom there resides the 
mighty Spirit of Truth . . . .  The fruits of the spirit, your sincere and loving service, are the 
mighty social lever to uplift the races of darkness, and this Spirit of Truth will become your 
power-multiplying fulcrum" (1930.3). 

13.  Be wise as serpents and harmless as doves (1580.8).  Be ready for struggles on account of 
the enmity of the world, the appeal of sophistries, and attitudes deriving from the rebellion 
(2039.2; 1946#3; 1544.2).  Neither should you respond as though you were essentially 
threatened; said Jesus, "I am absolutely assured that the entire universe is friendly to me--this all-
powerful truth I insist on believing with a wholehearted trust in spite of all appearances to the 
contrary" (133:1; 1470.0).  Make wise compromises.  One of the great questions in teaching is 
what compromises to be prepared to make and what compromises to avoid?  Some continuity 
with previous tradition is normal (1626.2; 1769.9).  The need to compromise with hearers’ limits 
is inevitable (1057.3; 1058.3-4; 1718.1.  Jesus instructed his followers to adapt their methods to 
the different races and tribes of human beings (2042.1).  Moses got high marks for his ability to 
compromise (1056.4-5); and Jesus made significant compromises, too (1532.1; 1748.2). 

14.  Mobilize progressive attitudes toward challenges (291.3; 1002#9; 2064.3-4).  Dynamic 
service "demands initiative, necessitates vigorous, active, and courageous expression of the 
believer's personality."  Jesus exhorted his followers "with energy and enthusiasm to live up to 
the full measure of their human responsibilities and divine privileges in the kingdom of 
God" (1770.1-2).  The dynamism of true religion, the religion of the spirit (1728-33), is not the 
timid politeness that sometimes passes for religion today.  Dynamism can be achieved without 
fanaticism.  "The all-consuming and indomitable spiritual faith of Jesus never became fanatical, 
for it never attempted to run away with his well-balanced intellectual judgments concerning the 
proportional values of practical and commonplace social, economic, and moral life 
situations" (2088.2). 

15.   In general, when relating with members of other religions, emphasize truths held in 
common (1010.4).  Future phases of this project of striking step with the gospel movement 
involve the study of particular religions—Christianity, Hinduism, Buddhism, and eventually 
every religion.  For example, there is a balance to strike in the attitude to Christianity, 
characterized as both cocoon and as the larval stage of the kingdom destined to emerge as a 
beautiful butterfly, both as an obstacle and as a tradition that Jesus has fostered (1866.1; 2085.0-
1). 

16.  Make judicious use of the sources familiar to your audience.  Observe how Jesus made 
discriminating use of the scriptures in teaching and training (1428.2; 1440.2).  In his initial four 
months of training with the apostles, they studied and discussed the scriptures diligently 
(1532#7).  Jesus was an artist at selecting and sequencing readings when he taught in the 
synagogue (1399L).  He never gave advanced, critical teaching about the scriptures in public 
(1767#4; 1769#5).  One question to ponder is whether it is appropriate with some people to depart 
from that example, since criticism of the scriptures is so widespread in some quarters today. 

17.  We teach, ideally, by revelatory living.  As a teacher, Jesus was centered, focused, 
positive, vivid, responsive, courageous, and trusting.  (See the section “As Jesus Passed By,” 
1874#7).   Jesus was not a systematic teacher but taught as the occasion served (1672#4).  To 
follow him, the branch must abide in the vine (1945#2).  “Jesus endeavored to make clear that 
he desired his disciples, having tasted of the good spirit realities of the kingdom, so to live in the 
world that men, by seeing their lives, would become kingdom conscious and hence be led to 
inquire of believers concerning the ways of the kingdom” (1593.4).  “The world needs to see 
Jesus living again on earth in the experience of spirit-born mortals who effectively reveal 
the Master to all men” (2084.1).  “You can cultivate gracefulness, but graciousness is the 
aroma of friendliness which emanates from a love-saturated soul” (1874.5). The supreme 
motive in teaching is to “allow the overflow of the welling-up of eternal goodness within his 
soul to refresh and ennoble his fellows” (1121L).  Even your gestures, bearing, and 
expression manifest your quality of dignity and love. The emperor Tiberius remarked of Jesus, 
“If I had that fellow’s kingly bearing and gracious manner, I would be a real emperor, 
eh?” (1455.1)  To what extent is this the sort of thing that we can deliberately do or cultivate? 

  

IV.  Techniques of teaching

Readiness for either alternative--saying or doing--marks the Jesusonian teacher. The Master 
was “minded to say or do something to make [the other's] life richer and more worth 
while” (1460.5).  He would impart “some thought of spiritual ennoblement by well-chosen 
words or by some obliging service" (1461.2). 

  

Saying

18.  Ask questions and listen.   From the section on Jesus personal ministry (1460#4) come the 
following points.  “Jesus’ usual technique of social contact was to draw people out and into 
talking with him by asking them questions.”  His usual practice was to enlist the person “in 
conversation which would naturally lead up to the discussion of spiritual questions.”  What are 
the advantages of beginning with questions?  Can you recall hearing someone draw another 
person out well by asking questions?  Jesus listened to overburdened, anxious, and dejected 
people—the very ones who derived most benefit from his personal ministry.  Jesus gave them 
“the opportunity to unburden their souls to a sympathetic and understanding listener.”  “As a rule, 
to those he taught the most, he said the least.”  It has been observed that many people come to the 
crux of what they have in mind only at the end of what they say.  The authors of Part IV notice 
when someone interrupts Jesus.  While Jesus was talking with someone, it seemed as if that 
person was the most important person to him in all the world.  What is it about mortal personality 
that is of such worth? 

19.  Say three kinds of helpful things (1460L).  “When these maladjusted human beings had told Jesus 
about their troubles, always was he able to offer

(a)     “practical and immediately helpful suggestions looking toward the correction 
of their real difficulties”  (How does this differ from unasked-for advice?) 

(b)     “words of present comfort and immediate consolation” (Practice creating  your 
own examples, perhaps adapting a thought similar to those of the beatitudes [1573#5].) 

(c)     “And invariably would he tell these distressed mortals about the love of God 
and impart the information, by various and sundry methods, that they were the 
children of this loving Father in heaven.”  “Always the burden of his message was: 
the fact of the heavenly Father’s love and the truth of his mercy, coupled with the good 
news that man is a faith-son of this same God of love.”  What growth do we need in 
order to experience the love of God—receiving God’s love, loving God in return, and 
sensing God’s love for the other person—in such a way that we can express it to the 
other?  What “various and sundry ways” can we imagine, ranging from direct 
proclamation to indirect ways? 

20.  Answer questions.  Jesus “was equally adept at teaching by either asking or answering 
questions.”  “The interview would usually begin by his asking them questions and end by their 
asking him questions” (1460L).  Be ready for questions about evil (1429; 1430.2; 1457#2; 1435.3-
36.1).  With contentious questioners in public, Jesus' answers were always “dignified, 
enlightening, and final” (1674.1).  It is acceptable and responsible to avoid commenting on 
certain topics.  Jesus avoided commenting on Buddhism—until Gonod asked him a direct 
question (1466.3-67.1)—and he avoided commenting on the relations between the sexes. 

21.  Build on the truth in what the other person says.  Jesus, when conversing with the most 
advanced Roman teachers, used this method: “Never once did he attack their errors or even 
mention the flaws in their teachings.  In each case he would select the truth in what they taught 
and then proceed so to embellish and illuminate this truth in their minds that in a very short 
time this enhancement of the truth effectively crowded out the associated error” (1456.0).  To 
embellish suggests expanding on what has been said by adding attractive detail.  To illuminate 
suggests placing the other's best ideas in the context of spiritual truth.  Exercise: Think of some 
ideas of other people that you might on, and think of how you could you do it. 

22.  Do not try to take something out of the other's heart.  Jesus explained Simon Zelotes’ 
failure to impart the gospel to a Persian whose religion he had misunderstood.  “When Simon 
Zelotes and Jesus were alone, Simon asked the Master: “Why is it that I could not persuade him?  
Why did he so resist me and so readily lend an ear to you?”  Jesus answered: “Simon, Simon, 
how many times have I instructed you to refrain from all efforts to take something out of the 
hearts of those who seek salvation?  How often have I told you to labor only to put something 
into these hungry souls?  Lead men into the kingdom, and the great and living truths of the 
kingdom will presently drive out all serious error" (1592.4). 

In particular, do not undermine a person's trust in the scripture that motivates their life.  
When Jesus responded to Gadiah’s question about Jonah, he was able to use the story of Jonah as 
a parable expressing spiritual truth (1428.2).  This episode demonstrates the value of sympathetic 
and thoughtful study of scripture, seeking the spiritual potentials even in stories that in some 
ways we would reject. 

Model attitudes of openness in discussion.  Ganid was “mightily moved in his own mind by 
Jesus’ broadmindedness, fairness, and tolerance.  In all their discussions of philosophy and 
religion this youth never experienced feelings of resentment or reactions of 
antagonism” (1467.4). 

23.  Respond with unconventional words in conventional situations.  Jesus, who had a fine 
sense of tact and social appropriateness, did not allow convention to block truth.  He would drop 
words at work to whet the truth appetites of his fellow workers (1430.2). Consider Jesus’ parting 
remark to the boy selling fruit (1440.3).   Exercise: Think of conventional situations and 
unconventional remarks that you could try. 

24.  Develop the capacity for advanced responses.  Some of Jesus’ victories in conversation 
were the result of the bold exercise of spiritual power.  Should we say that we could never—or 
should never—attempt such things ourselves?  If you are ready to let the Spirit of Truth speak for 
you and through you, prepare wisely to grow to a level where you can exhort directly, as Jesus 
did to the Roman soldier (1461.4) and to challenge, as Jesus did to the speaker at the forum 
(1461.5).  In what sort of situation might it be wise to risk such a challenge? 

Doing 

25.  Minister as you pass by (1874#7).  "Jesus was very fond of doing things—even little things
—for all sorts of people” (1461.2).  How can we, just by the way we do something, impart a 
thought of spiritual ennoblement?  “When Ganid inquired what one could do to make friends, 
having noticed that the majority of persons whom they chanced to meet were attracted to Jesus, 
his teacher said: “Become interested in your fellows; learn how to love them and watch for the 
opportunity to do something for them which you are sure they want done” (1438L).  Salvation 
from spiritual blindness involves the realization of the universal family—“the service-discovery 
of spiritual reality and the ministry-revelation of the goodness of spirit values” (1112L; 2043.1; 
1037.3; 1032.2).  To the mistress of the Greek inn he said: "Minister your hospitality as one who 
entertains the children of the Most High. Elevate the drudgery of your daily toil to the high levels 
of a fine art through the increasing realization that you minister to God in the persons whom he 
indwells by his spirit which has descended to live within the hearts of men, thereby seeking to 
transform their minds and lead their souls to the knowledge of the Paradise Father of all these 
bestowed gifts of the divine spirit" (1475.1). 

26.  Engage in social service as needed.   Jesus’ gospel of the fatherhood of God and the 
sonship and consequent brotherhood of all men “is personally realized in loving ministry and 
social service” (1032.2).  “Brotherhood and service are the cornerstones of the gospel of the 
kingdom. . . .  [The] material-minded sons in darkness will never know of your spiritual 
light of truth unless you draw very near them with that unselfish social service which is 
the natural outgrowth of the bearing of the fruits of the spirit in the life experience of each 
individual believer” (1930.2).  A gospel is weak that does not “produce a religion of social 
service” (1937.3). 

            Consider some of the things Jesus did and extend this list by recalling what you have done 
and imagining what you could do. 

(a)    Restoring lost children to their parents (1465.5) 

(b)    Visiting the lonely (as Jesus visited the woman whose husband had just died--
1465.6) 

(c)    Giving alms and in other ways assisting the poor (1440.4) 

(d)    Helping the unemployed find work (1465.6) 

(e)     Helping those on the wrong path (e.g., prostitutes) find a new life (1471#3) 

            (f)  Intervening to defend someone being attacked (1462.1; 146831; 1470#2). Study the 
example of Jesus’ response to the man beating his wife.  Ponder Jesus’ gentle and 
considerate approach in his description of what the man was doing and his expression of 
appreciation for the man before asking his question, giving a kindly look and a sympathetic 
smile . . . and a parting discourse. 

27.  There are exceptions.  Jesus did not attempt to minister to a man who did not 
have a normal mind (1440L; 1468.3) nor to a man who had no hunger for spiritual 
truth (1466.2).  Jesus was not outgoing when his mind was filled with much to 
ponder, e.g., at the end of the Roman tour, in Antioch, nearing Palestine (1480L).  
Jesus did not go to places of promiscuity (1461.3; 1480.6).

28.  Be ready to pray with and for the other person.  In Jesus’ friendship with Gadiah, after 
a long talk one evening, the two “prayed together and for each other” (1438.3). Exercise: Take 
a half-hour to pray for someone with whom you interact.  Jesus spent whole nights in prayer 
for the apostles--averaging, one might say, not taking this application of mathematics too 
seriously, at least a half-hour per apostle. 

29.  Smile.  Jesus, the "calm and happy laborer" (1509.1), highlighted the proverb that "A merry 
heart makes a cheerful countenance and is a continual feast" (1445.3; 1674.4).  "When Jesus 
smiled on a man, that mortal experienced increased capacity for solving his manifold 
problems" (1875.1; cf. 1395.6; 1470.2; 1834.2; 1874.1; 1009.0).  Smiling was something that 
others could learn from the Master.  Jesus and Ganid while in Naples “thoroughly canvassed the 
city and spread good cheer with many smiles upon hundreds of men, women, and children 
(1441.1).  What attitude must have been expressed in such a smile?  Maintain a sense of humor 
(1736.5; 1616.5).  What truths about God, what attitudes toward challenges, and what 
perspectives on the past, present, and future (547L-546.2) nurture a sense of humor? 

30.   Shall we ask the Master to help us become better teachers? 

                                                                                    Jeffrey Wattles, revised August 2005 
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SHARING THE URANTIA BOOK IN ACCORD 
WITH ITS TEACHINGS

Jeffrey Wattles, August 2005

Recognizing The Urantia Book as a wonderful gift, we naturally want to introduce the book to others. 
The coming of the book is good news, and the book gives the good news of the gospel of the fatherhood 
of God and the brotherhood of man in a way that is in some respects ideal. We are called to proclaim the 
gospel to all the world. Shall we therefore do the same with The Urantia Book?  Some call for 
aggressive promotion of the book, while others adhere to the tradition of a quiet and gradual approach.  
Can we find guidance from the book to resolve the debate?

There are three possible ways to use the book on controversial questions.

1. The one-sided warrior combs the book for quotations that can be taken out of context to support a 
particular ideology.

2. The pluralistic pacifist, reacting against the ugliness of the battle of the one-sided warriors, draws 
the sophistic conclusion that since “each side” can fabricate proof for its own position, the result is a 
draw, and anyone should feel free to opt for any policy in good conscience, safe in the belief that the 
book itself does not lean one way or the other. The pacifist looks down with condescension on the 
entire debate and appeals to loving tolerance as a substitute for sustained inquiry.

3. The seasoned scholar attempts to discern a guiding framework by reflecting on key passages in the 
light of a coordinated study of the book as a whole. The book thus does not leave us at sea without a 
star chart.

Though passages may be used to support opposing policies, a few clear distinctions unlock a coherent 
interpretation. Clarity dawns if we distinguish goals from methods, the book from its teachings, and 
exclusively spiritual revelations (to be proclaimed to all the world) from spiritual-and-cultural 
revelations (which spread in a gradual, evolutionary way). The book contains and implies many lessons 
that delineate a ballpark. No one will be perfectly accurate in calling foul balls. Some naturally hit to 
right field and some to left field. But some ideas are not even in the ballpark.

The main word of wisdom on this topic has been stated by Jesus:

When you enter the kingdom, you are reborn. You cannot teach the deep things of the spirit to 
those who have been born only of the flesh; first see that men are born of the spirit before you 
seek to instruct them in the advanced ways of the spirit. Do not undertake to show men the 
beauties of the temple until you have first taken them into the temple. (1592.6)

Even this wisdom, however, does not completely instruct those who share the book today, and we need 
further study to gain the balance that we see in the Master’s life.  

Sharing truth is a normal part of personality relationships (31.6). It is also a sacred trust; Solitary 
Messengers regard the assignment to reveal truth as “the highest trust of their order” (260.2). And, as we 
know from experience, no matter how much we labor in “natural, ordinary, difficult, and trying 
methods,” sharing truth is a delight (1521.2). For those who aspire to “walk in the clear light of living 
truth” and who would heed the principles of prayer before “surrender[ing] every wish of mind and every 
craving of soul” in quest of divine guidance, we should have been industrious, and this includes making 
a thorough study of the book itself for what guidance it offers (1571.5; 1002#9).

This essay includes many references for study and discussion.  This essay is, in a way, like a musical 
score, a condensed version of the symphony of wisdom that awaits the student who returns to the texture 
of the revelation itself.  A study group years ago went through an earlier version of this essay. Initially 
they disagreed with these conclusions, but weeks of study and discussion convinced them otherwise. 
Because the present generation of readers seems, on average, hasty in sharing the book and tardy in 
sharing selected teachings—and since this is an essay on sharing the book—this essay places greater 
emphasis on the theme of gradual, evolutionary growth. It is my prayer that readers of differing views 
can sustain spiritual unity while considering this sometimes contentious issue. This essay will be in vain, 
however, if those who cherish the book’s wisdom use it as a rationale for fear, elitism, inaction, and 
failure to adapt lessons from earlier times to changing present circumstances.

Obviously The Urantia Book does not give precise policy details for any one generation of readers. It 
would betray the creative tensions deliberately introduced into the book itself to pretend to summarize 
everything too easily. Since the guidance from the book on this topic is largely indirect, since the 
historical situation continues to develop, and since individuals find themselves at times in exceptional 
circumstances, it would be unreasonable to pretend to derive an inflexible and dogmatic policy. Let me 
emphasize that the interpretations and conclusions offered here are mine alone and represent no official 
position whatsoever.

 

I. Gathering perspectives from  
a review of Parts I – IV

The perspective of Part I transcends the specific sequence of planetary epochs. It announces a process 
underway which began long ago and whose fulfillment is countless generations into the future.

The revelation of the truth about God is appearing, and the human race is destined to know the Universal 
Father in all that beauty of character and loveliness of attributes so magnificently portrayed by the Creator 
Son whosojourned on Urantia as the Son of Man and the Son of God. (60.6)

Among the many principles of sharing truth expressed in Part I, we note that those charged with the task 
of revealing universe truth are genuinely qualified for their work. They do not overreveal, and they give 
preference “to the highest existing human concepts” in their efforts to reach the human mind (330.2; 
144#1; 207#1; 16.7; cf. 17.1; 1343).

Part II sets forth the normal pattern of evolution in which a planet receives a sequence of epochal 
revelations (576#5 and Paper 52). In “Urantia’s Postbestowal Age” (597#6), Part II’s most direct and 
relevant discussion of our topic, the author avoids any definite reference to The Urantia Papers 
themselves. Instead, after noting the importance of religious revelation, the author simply says that Jesus 
has shown the way, and goes on to call for various “personal transformations and planetary 
adjustments”—social fraternity, intellectual cross-fertilization, ethical awakening, political wisdom, and 
spiritual insight.

Part III helps us to distinguish wise, evolutionary methods from revolutionary methods by telling the 
stories of the successes and failures of the first three epochal revelations. At times the authors give 
general statements that are directly applicable today, while they more often present instructive narratives 
which we must judiciously adapt to present problems. Why are we given such detail about previous 
epochal revelations? If the purpose were merely to explain why the planet is in its present condition, less 
detail would be needed. It rather seems that we have an opportunity to gain wisdom by understanding 
past successes and failures, described in terms that invite judicious application by readers of the book. 
Except for occasional universal statements, such as the warning against short cuts (846.4), most 
comments on epochal revelation management are tied to the particular revelation in question and can 
only be extended with discrimination to a discussion about policies for sharing The Urantia Book.

The first epochal revelation ministered to the full range of human needs—spiritual, intellectual, and 
material. The Planetary Prince’s staff had an early phase of gathering their associates, organizing their 
headquarters, and establishing their ten councils for service (575#4; 749#6). They enjoyed 300,000 years 
of success by following the classic policy of evolutionary revelation:

None of the Prince’s staff would present revelation to complicate evolution; they presented 
revelation only as the climax of their exhaustion of the forces of evolution. (747.4; cf. 1002.8)

“Sometimes error is so great that its rectification by revelation would be fatal to those slowly emerging 
truths which are essential to its experiential overthrow” (554-55).  Though word of the arrival of the 
Prince’s staff spread slowly, very significant changes occurred under their influence (743.10). However, 
the college of revealed religion was especially slow in functioning (747.3-6). Their first step was to go 
forth proclaiming a bold gospel of personal initiative to challenge the tradition-bound tribes of the day 
(749.4; 767.4).

There is a successful way to present spiritual truth within the context of a spiritual-and-cultural 
revelation, and Hap’s college of revealed religion is our classical example. His teaching was thoroughly 
integrated with the program of the entire staff (743.4; 747.4-7; 748.7). In other words, the college of 
revealed religion did not go out proclaiming their message ahead of the rest. You were not ready to meet 
Hap and his associates until you were ready to meet all the other councils of the Prince’s staff. The 
analogy for today—to whatever extent one wants to shape policy on the model of the First Epochal 
Revelation—is this: that one does not go forth advertising e.g., Part IV in ways that would be unwise 
regarding the other parts of the book.

Describing policies of gradualism in 749#6, the author notes—with the aid of a twentieth-century 
example—“the confusion and dismay which always result as a result of overteaching and 
overenlightenment.” One of their cardinal methods of “slowly and naturally” advancing their goals was 
that “the Prince’s corporeal staff continuously gathered about them the superior individuals of the 
surrounding tribes and, after training and inspiring these students, sent them back as teachers and leaders 
of their respective peoples” (743.9). Their epochal revelation collapsed when some of them let pride and 
false freedom overturn the plan they had been given.

The second epochal revelation was also a ministry to the full range of planetary needs. An Adamic 
bestowal typically moves through two major phases, from limited contact with the planetary population 
to full interaction (585.6). However, although their training had given our Adam and Even “a full 
realization of the folly of attempting to achieve planetary advancement independently of the divine plan 
of progression” (830.6), progress was so slow and their situation seemed so desperate, that they became 
impatient to see some immediate results, and so they fell victim to “the insidious propaganda of personal 
liberty and planetary freedom of action” (840.2; 846.3). The lesson is sobering and universal, and it 
pertains to personal growth as well as to epochal revelation management. “Never, in all your ascent to 
Paradise, will you gain anything by impatiently attempting to circumvent the established and 
divine plan by short cuts, personal inventions, or other devices for improving on the way of 
perfection, to perfection, and for eternal perfection” (846.4). One of the most important lessons of 
the default is that the Luciferian sophistries of personal liberty and planetary freedom of action can 
infect even those who believe in the Universal Father and are working for a high planetary destiny.

The third epochal revelation was of a new type—an exclusively spiritual mission.

Like Jesus, Melchizedek attended strictly to the fulfillment of the mission of his bestowal. He did 
not attempt to reform the mores, to change the habits of the world, nor to promulgate even 
advanced sanitary practices or scientific truths. He came to achieve two tasks: to keep alive on 
earth the truth of the one God and to prepare the way for the subsequent mortal bestowal of a 
Paradise Son of that Universal Father. (1018.4)

Please note that the comparison of Melchizedek with Jesus establishes a type of revelation in contrast 
with the earlier type. Melchizedek’s mission, however, also went through phases, not moving into high 
gear until after winning over Abraham.

Part IV tells of another exclusively spiritual epochal revelation, the life and teachings of Jesus. Jesus’ 
strategy and tactics were neither impulsive or compulsive, since his spontaneity was grounded in 
decisions made in the light of thorough reflection. As an adolescent, he painstakingly thought through 
the forest of problems associated with his mission (1389#3). Later, after fully consecrating himself and 
formally beginning his public career, he took forty days in the wilderness to formulate the great 
decisions that would be his policies of epochal revelation management. He began by thinking over “the 
whole span of human life on Urantia, from the days of Andon and Fonta, down through Adam’s default, 
and on to the ministry of the Melchizedek of Salem” (1514.6). The leading theme of these decisions was 
his carefully articulated resolve not to use the full revelatory powers at his disposal; in addition, he 
would rigorously avoid compromise with evil and would subordinate his inclinations on all other matters 
to the Father’s will (1516-23). Jesus was “always torn in his human heart” between his strong desire to 
win the world and the Father’s way (1515.1-2). Refusing false generosity and the cheap thrill of 
fascinating people with an overdose of revelation, Jesus chose “natural, ordinary, difficult, and trying 
methods” (1521.1). Once provisioned with such superbly clarified policy decisions, he could 
wholeheartedly go forth as the master teacher he was—focused, responsive, positive, free, vivid, and 
trusting. In these early days of the fifth epochal revelation, it is well for students to do likewise—to take 
the time required for patient problem-solving, for a thorough review of planetary history, and for careful 
policy-making.

Jesus’ public career unfolded in an unforced rhythm of phases, with different reasons for the activities 
and corresponding restraints appropriate at each step. In the first phase, Jesus made every effort to 
salvage the pre-existing religion—quietly and gradually to take over the work of John the Baptist 
(1626.2), before a phase of more aggressive, public work, oriented primarily, but not exclusively, to the 
Jews, with persistent efforts to win over the religious leaders. Until the last phase of his earth career, the 
epochal fact of Jesus’ combined nature was concealed. In seeking instructive analogies between Jesus’ 
ministry and the outworking of the fifth epochal revelation, recall that Jesus’ earth career stretches over 
a few decades, while that of The Urantia Book is projected for a thousand years (330.2).

As a consequence of the specific nature of his project, and in accord with Immanuel’s instructions 
(1329.5), Jesus excluded certain topics from public discussion.

He cautioned his apostles to be discreet in their remarks concerning the strained relations then 
existing between the Jewish people and the Roman government; he forbade them to become in any 
way embroiled in these difficulties. He was always careful to avoid the political snares of his 
enemies, ever making reply, “Render to Caesar the things which are Caesar’s and to God the 
things which are God’s.” He refused to have his attention diverted from his mission of 
establishing a new way of salvation; he would not permit himself to be concerned about anything 
else. In his personal life he was always duly observant of all civil laws and regulations; in all his 
public teachings he ignored the civic, social, and economic realms. He told the three apostles that 
he was concerned only with the principles of man’s inner and personal spiritual life. (1580.4)

Jesus, as previously noted, also imposed a second sort of restraint on his gospel messengers, based on 
his knowledge of the psychological laws of spiritual growth: we should not give advanced teaching to 
those not yet born of the spirit (1592.6).

We can infer from Jesus’ strategy the principle to act so as to avoid or delay an epochal confrontation 
until it is unavoidable and imminent. Look how the youthful Jesus handled the shock of witnessing the 
Jerusalem temple scene for the first time. He repeatedly retired for meditation; he engaged the religious 
teachers in questions that imparted teachings, but he remained free of any attempt to win victories 
(1377ff). Note that after Jesus’ public career was underway, even the opposition in Jerusalem (1605.3) 
and the Nazareth rejection (1686) did not justify the change of tactics of Jesus’ epochal sermon (1709). 
Only the organized opposition of the religious leaders indicated to him that the time of open warfare had 
arrived (1708.2). Again, to delay epochal confrontation does not mean to avoid all controversy. Rather 
the wise teacher proclaims just that truth with the greatest leverage for people’s growth at that time.

The two concluding Papers of Part IV review history since Pentecost and provide an invigorating and 
balancing conclusion for Part IV and for the book as a whole. They also say several things, to which we 
will turn presently, that directly address our present question.

  

II. Principles of method

1. Be patient.

Attitude is the foundation of method. Is an attitude of patience one extreme along a spectrum 
of reasonable attitudes, or could patience possibly be the very golden mean itself? A passage 
in Part II describing the Quickeners of Morality presents patience as the mean between 
stagnation and overrapid growth. Impatience, we recall, is “a spirit poison” (557.4). True 
patience is not passivity. It is an active attitude infused with enthusiasm for the cosmic rhythms 
in which we participate as we farsightedly actualize destiny (1295.6). Patience is compatible 
with properly focused aggressive action.

2. Distinguish goals from methods.

We can be enthusiastic about goals while heeding wisdom about methods. The papers contain many 
clarion calls alerting the reader to goals. For example, at the close of Paper 94, Melchizedek Teachings 
in the Orient, the author speaks about twentieth-century Buddhism and asks how it will respond to “the 
presentation of new concepts of God and the Absolute” (possibly by those who carry the teachings as 
well as by the book itself).

All Urantia is waiting for the proclamation of the ennobling message of Michael, unencumbered 
by the accumulated doctrines and dogmas of nineteen centuries of contact with the religions of 
evolutionary origin. The hour is striking for presenting to Buddhism, to Christianity, to Hinduism, 
even to the peoples of all faiths, not the gospel about Jesus, but the living, spiritual reality of the 
gospel of Jesus. (1041.5)

And there are other clarion calls signaling urgent planetary needs for truth. The traditional religious 
records are “untrustworthy as guides for religious living or as the source of true information about the 
Universal Father” (59.7). Moreover, “revelation is the only technique for atoning for this deficiency in 
the conceptual data which man so urgently needs in order to construct a logical philosophy of the 
universe and to arrive at a satisfying understanding of his sure and settled place in that 
universe” (1137.3). Moreover we live in turbulent times; “And such times of great testing and threatened 
defeat are always times of great revelation” (2082.9).

If we take these statements of goals out of context of the book as a whole, they might seem to justify 
revolutionary policies of sharing The Urantia Book. Or we might feel that they stand in tension with 
other statements in the book which talk about wise, evolutionary progress. But so long as we distinguish 
enthusiasm about goals from wisdom about methods, we can be inspired by these statements without 
becoming confused. Our concern about methods should channel, not block, our enthusiasm.

3. Give advanced spiritual teachings only to those who already know God.

The clearest and simplest principle, quoted earlier, is this one of Jesus.

“When you enter the kingdom you are reborn. You cannot teach the deep things of the spirit to 
those who have been born only of the flesh; first see that men are born of the spirit before you 
seek to instruct them in the advanced ways of the spirit. Do not undertake to show men the 
beauties of the temple until you have first taken them into the temple” (1592.7-1593.1).

Jesus presented this requirement without qualification, not as a lofty ideal to be gradually approached, 
nor as a high standard for apostles as distinct from disciples. How then shall advanced truths be 
promulgated? Jesus wanted his messengers to learn to live the truth, so that people would then seek after 
them for additional teachings (1726.3; 1592.4; cf. 507.4; 2084.1). Today we tend to regard that ideal as 
unrealistic. Or are we the ones who are unrealistic? There is such wisdom about the laws of growth and 
the ways of teaching imbedded in this teaching that it is worth considerable inquiry. Melchizedek 
followed the same policy, presenting advanced teachings only to those who could handle them (1916-
17). The Urantia Book presents the beauties of the temple. So we should present the book only to those 
whom we know to be born of the spirit.

Despite its importance, even this teaching is not an absolute guide for us today. If we were to apply it 
mindlessly, we would cease discussing the book on websites or placing it in bookstores and libraries 
(though presumably the purpose of making the book publicly available is not to grab the attention of 
passers-by, but to enable those who are receptive to find it). Nevertheless, Jesus’ principle greatly guides 
our quest for wisdom as we design projects and policies.

4. Living interaction normally precedes presenting the whole revelation.

It is clear that revelation is to come partly by the lives we live: “The world needs to see Jesus living 
again on earth in the experience of spirit-born mortals who effectively reveal the Master to all 
men” (2084.1). Of course the book itself is to play an important role. “The great hope of Urantia lies in 
the possibility of a new revelation of Jesus with a new and enlarged presentation of his saving message 
which would spiritually unite in loving service the numerous families of his present-day professed 
followers” (2086.2). “What a transcendent service if, through this revelation, the Son of Man should be 
recovered from the tomb of traditional theology and be presented as the living Jesus to the church that 
bears his name, and to all other religions!” (2090.3) It is a lot easier to hand someone a book then to 
impart the gospel, and a higher achievement still to love someone in a way that incorporates the gospel 
and the book in due season.

5. It is perfectly legitimate to present the teachings of an epochal revelation without disclosing the 
epochal fact.

If the only tool you have is a hammer, you’ll treat everything as if it were a nail. If we make The Urantia 
Book mandatory in our ministry, we fall into this elementary blunder. It would destroy sagacity and 
good taste to feel honor-bound to reveal your source every time you mention a truth that you found in 
The Urantia Book. This is not to deny the book can achieve results that human efforts cannot. The 
practice of presenting revealed teachings without mentioning the fact of epochal revelation is sometimes 
called “bootlegging”, connoting something devious. Nevertheless the previous two epochal revelations 
did precisely that. Melchizedek did not initially announce the epochal fact—that he was superhuman—
and he departed when he began to be regarded with superstitious awe. He did not overteach, but 
presented what the listener was capable of receiving and assimilating (1016.6-8) (note the high marks 
given to Ikhnaton and Moses for judiciously adjusting high teachings to the receptivity level of their 
hearers [1047.6; 1056#4]). When the epochal fact was prematurely announced by Anna and Simeon 
(1353), the baby Jesus was murderously pursued (1353#10). Notice how Jesus managed his epochal 
revelation for most of his career. He prepared the teachers in Rome for a message that would come to 
them only later. He often taught without disclosing the fuller package and greatly delayed announcing 
his divine Sonship, and he insisted that the gospel not be upstaged by the epochal fact (1670.5; 2052.4.) 
Why did Melchizedek and Jesus defer mentioning the epochal fact? They knew that attention 
would focus less on the main message than on the fascinating, extraordinary source. When the 
proper sequence of gospel truth and advanced teachings was inverted, the religion of Jesus was turned 
into a religion about Jesus (2086.1). It could happen again with this book, just as unconsciously, and 
with intentions just as good.

In most situations, it is wise to disseminate the teachings of The Urantia Book without mentioning the 
book itself. As a scholar writing for publication, I cite The Urantia Book in a footnote as required by 
integrity and professional ethics. I recall, however, that years after publishing an article in which I cited 
a major debt to The Urantia Book, I was asked by a fellow scholar who read it about my interest in the 
book. In his mind, my connection with the book upstaged what I had to say. Therefore, I often try to 
write with enough originality and enough engagement in current discussions so as not to need to cite the 
book as a major source. The issue calls for good judgment, and I continue to seek it in particular cases.

Some people object to presenting the teachings of The Urantia Book without presenting the book itself 
because it seems somehow secretive, and many people feel uncomfortable about that. In each Part of the 
book, however, the authors speak with respect of certain kinds of secrets. In evaluating the ethics of 
omitting or delaying giving certain information the following points may be considered. There are 
secrets for various reasons (144#1; 207#1). The information may be incomprehensible (for the time 
being or forever) (79.1; 144.4; 145.1; 219.3); there may be a violation of personal intimacy (208.4; 
208.5) or of reverence (603.3). The information may be irrelevant to someone’s work (144.6; 147.5; 
149.6; 350.6) or even harmful to someone’s work—it might “confuse and handicap” the person (145.1; 
148.5; 149.6) or stifle the imagination (330.2).

As Jesus grew, he disclosed less information about himself (1391.4-5). He dissociated the phases of his 
career (1423.5-8). He restrained talk of the voice at his baptism (1545.4). He restrained public preaching 
during the early phase of kingdom work (1538.3). He forbade denunciations of Caesar or his servants 
and told the apostles to stay out of political, social, and economic tangles (1542.5; 1580-81). He tried to 
keep his healings quiet. He presented his teachings in parables, partly as a defensive measure to confuse 
superficial hearers (1749.4). He gave special teaching to those (e.g., Nathaniel) who were ready for it 
and who promised not to share it with others (1767.4). He restricted some meetings for counsel and 
planning to those who were tried and tested disciples (1717.4). Note further his selective answering of 
questions in his trial (1979.3; 1982.7,9; 1983c; 1984.2; 1986.3; 1990d; 1992.5; 1996.1). And note the 
contrast between the Master’s discretion and the evasion of Peter’s denial. Jesus recommended that our 
real prayers be in secret (1640.2). We are cautioned not to waste our time trying to unravel the mysteries 
of his incarnation (1317.2) and excarnation (2021.4-9).

What shall we conclude? At the very least, we need not be haunted by guilt if, in many a situation, we 
do not disclose our reliance on The Urantia Book, but rather simply tend to others’ immediate needs.

6. Spiritual-and-cultural revelations spread gradually.

One may classify epochal revelations in terms of the types of project they promote—or avoid promoting. 
The first type of epochal revelation is a spiritual-and-cultural revelation. Such a revelation includes 
spiritual teaching and also addresses social, economic, and political matters. The Planetary Prince’s staff 
had a college of revealed religion with a gospel to proclaim; and they also taught how to irrigate fields, 
trap ferocious beasts, select marriage partners, improve tribal governments, etc. Adam and Eve taught 
the basics of religion and conducted worship; and they also set up a school system, worked for racial 
uplift, and promoted cultural progress. The second type of epochal revelation, exemplified by 
Melchizedek and Jesus, is a specifically spiritual revelation. The second type does not set forth or 
engage in cultural uplift projects.

Roughly speaking, each type of revelation has its proper velocity of propagation. A Mack truck is not a 
Ferrari. The motto of specifically spiritual revelation is, “Proclaim this gospel aggressively to all the 
world.” More people are receptive to the simple gospel than to spiritual-and-cultural revelation, and 
responding to a gospel message entails fewer changes for the recipient (911.5). The motto of spiritual-
and-cultural revelation is “gradual and solid growth.”

    Failure to heed instructions and blindness to patterns and principles doesn’t work. You can’t drive a 
Mack truck like a Ferrari, at least not for long. If you drive it around a curve too fast, it tips over. 
Disaster has followed when spiritual-and-cultural revelations tried to go artificially fast and when 
specifically spiritual revelations became entangled in social and cultural reforms. After leaders of the 
first epochal revelation shifted into high gear, the enterprise came to a halt within fifty years (758#5). 
After Adam and Eve defaulted, Plan A was lost, and they had to improvise Plan B (843#5). Specifically 
spiritual revelations have had analogous problems. The Salem gospel was progressing well in 
Mesopotamia until the leader decided to attack a practice associated with the local cult (1043.1-4). 
Christianity has suffered from mixing religion with other concerns (2069.3; 2086.6; 1087.4-5). Past 
carriers of epochal revelation who violated their instructions could hardly have predicted the 
consequences. If someone had warned them accurately of what lurked beyond their proposals, he or she 
would have been laughed out of their company as a fear-monger. But the lesson from the Adamic 
default is sobering: even those who believe in the Universal Father and labor toward a high planetary 
destiny can take the wrong road.  What mortal could have imagined the results of that one decision?

    How does The Urantia Book fit into the preceding classification of types of epochal revelation? Is it a 
spiritual-and-cultural revelation or a specifically spiritual revelation? Some readers get confused because 
the book describes both types. However, the fact that The Urantia Book includes instructions for the full 
range of projects puts it in the first category. It presents teachings about spiritual and religious priorities 
and also about science, eugenics, world government, and other social, economic, and political topics—
and it remains important to keep these types of project distinct today, lest religious groups become 
political parties (1086-89; 2085.5). The fact that The Urantia Book is an advanced spiritual-and-cultural 
revelation implies that the book not be treated as a tool of evangelization; rather the movement of 
students of The Urantia Book should follow the rhythms of solid and sure growth. On the river of truth, 
the gospel is the ice-breaker; The Urantia Book is the cargo ship that follows it.

7. Screening for receptivity and safety is normal in sharing a spiritual-and-cultural revelation.

    Epochal revelations are oriented to groups with high average receptivity in order to reach actually 
receptive individuals. The first two epochal revelations sought out superior individuals (575.2; 585.6; 
743.10), and analogous factors operated in the third and fourth epochal revelations (1018.7; 1344.2). 
Jesus gave advanced teachings to selected individuals (1456; 1767#4).

    We would like to introduce the revelation to those who are receptive and avoid those who might harm 
it. Thus some screening of prospects for epochal revelation is appropriate. This is a hard topic, but we all 
use an intuitive sense of what is appropriate to bring up in a given conversation. To put a big log on a 
little fire just kindled can extinguish the fire, whereas once it is burning brightly, the big log is just right. 
There is a danger of elitism and pride in raising the question of who is ready for the book, and we don’t 
want to judge people. Nevertheless, if we want to learn what The Urantia Book can teach on this subject, 
we must consider the topic. Discernment is not judging people, not judging souls. Screening is a matter 
of being wise as serpents, even as we intend to be harmless as doves.

    The screening policies of previous epochal revelations show two basic kinds of screening. The first 
type is screening for receptivity. We who have a complex epochal revelation to share need a complex 
concept of receptivity. Receptivity to The Urantia Book is not the same as the need for new truth or even 
receptivity to selected ideas from the book. The practices of previous epochal revelations suggest three 
guidelines for us to consider:

(a) Seek out superior individuals, prospective teachers and leaders. The Prince’s corporeal staff 
continuously gathered about them the superior individuals of the surrounding tribes and, after 
training and inspiring these students, sent them back as teachers and leaders of their respective 
peoples. (743; cf. 575.2)

(b) Seek out those with marked religious capacity, particularly those with experience in some 
religion. The evolution of the religious capacity of receptivity in the inhabitants of a world largely 
determines their rate of spiritual advancement and the extent of religious revelation (591.3). “The 
characteristic difference between evolved and revealed religion is a new quality of divine wisdom 
which is added to purely experiential human wisdom. But it is experience in and with the human 
religions that develops the capacity for subsequent reception of increased bestowals of divine wisdom 
and cosmic insight” (1101.5).

(c) Seek out those whose who are mentally flexible and whose ideas already agree substantially with 
those of The Urantia Book. “But it is only foolish to attempt the too sudden acceleration of religious 
growth. A race or nation can only assimilate from any advanced religion that which is reasonably 
consistent and compatible with its current evolutionary status, plus its genius for adaptation” (1004.8-
1005.1). “It is the mission of revelation to sort and censor the successive religions of evolution. But if 
revelation is to exalt and upstep the religions of evolution, then must such divine visitations portray 
teachings which are not too far removed from the thought and reactions of the age in which they are 
presented. Thus must and does revelation always keep in touch with evolution. Always must the 
religion of revelation be limited by man’s capacity of receptivity” (1007.1). Some people are simply 
not ready yet. Jesus observed of one man that “he must be allowed more time for the trials and 
difficulties of life to prepare him for the reception of wisdom and higher learning” (1466.2).

    For whom is the fifth epochal revelation intended? Another clue is to try to discern from the text itself 
what beliefs and knowledge seem to be presupposed by the authors. That may indicate to what type of 
reader it is initially—though not exclusively—directed.

    The second type of screening is screening for safety to the revelation. “Unarmed observers were 
freely admitted to Eden for short visits. To sojourn in the Garden a Urantian had to be ‘adopted.’ He 
received instructions in the plan and purpose of the Adamic bestowal, signified his intention to adhere to 
this mission, and then made declaration of loyalty to the social rule of Adam and the spiritual 
sovereignty of the Universal Father” (835.8). The prohibition against arms of course reminds us that 
visitors could do harm to the Garden inhabitants. The initial screening here is protective. Recall that 
Jesus advocated protective screening in the Ordination Sermon: “Present not that which is holy to dogs, 
neither cast your pearls before swine, lest they trample your gems under foot and turn to rend 
you” (1571.6).

    What dangers require screening in our day? Most obviously, we would prefer to avoid bringing the 
revelation to the notice of those who would become its enemies. Less obviously, it would also be good 
to screen out revolutionary friends—those whose enthusiasm for the revelation would lack respect for 
evolution. Revolutionary efforts multiply enemies and precipitate premature conflict.

    The Urantia Book takes on the powers of this world. It challenges the nationalism of every nation that 
regards itself as sovereign, the materialism of every business enterprise that subordinates service to 
profit, the authority of every religious tradition, and the secularism of any society that tries to live 
without God. And the response to the book may be proportionate to the book’s power, now hardly 
suspected. Those of us accustomed to centuries of civil liberties may take too much for granted (1302.4). 
It strains my imagination to think that we readers will never encounter persecution, sometime, 
somewhere in the world. If and when this becomes inevitable, let us rejoice in sharing the experiences of 
the prophets before us. But let us not bring down a stormy atmosphere prematurely on others who would 
otherwise have an opportunity to grow in peace.

    The point of this remark is not that we should avoid all controversy. The Planetary Prince’s staff, for 
example, proclaimed “the gospel of individual initiative” within the tradition-bound social groups of that 
day (749.4). The point is that the most strategic points should be selected whereon controversy is timely.

    In practice, how are we to do our screening? We are told that we can never know a person as a result 
of a single contact (141.3). Moreover, understanding requires knowing the individual’s motivation 
(1098.2). This is a demanding requirement, sometimes too high. In my own experience, there is a 
qualitative difference between the times when I notice someone who seems “ready” to me, and the times 
when someone asks a question which is unwittingly but unmistakably a request for The Urantia Book. I 
actually pray that the person will make such a request as an aid to discerning whether I should introduce 
The Urantia Book. We cannot operate humanely if we take guidelines as absolutes or become anxious 
about our inability to apply them perfectly. But if we go to the other extreme and refuse to accept the 
responsibility of discernment, I believe that we let the revelators down.

    In sharing truth, some risks are reasonable; some are unreasonable. And those elites who run 
unreasonable risks do so not just for themselves, but for all of us, and for the fifth epochal revelation. If 
we do our best in the light of all the instructions we can derive from higher sources, we can truly be 
content. During this early phase when massive exposure for the book would guarantee nearly universal 
rejection, if we spend the lion’s share of our time on projects that fall clearly within the ballpark 
indicated by The Urantia Book itself, and if we sustain commitments to ethical procedures, we will see a 
great reduction in energy-consuming organizational controversy and prepare for those anticipated, 
thrilling planetary developments for which we may be none too ready when the time comes—or which 
we may not see in our own lifetimes.

    In practice, we are normally far more relaxed about mentioning the book with others than were those 
who had to protect the early epochal revelations, and I believe that this is almost always good. The point 
of this study, however, is to make us stop and ponder a bit.

8. Our policies should fit the timing of the world-wide mission of the fifth epochal revelation.

One pattern in epochal revelation is that they do not just explode upon the planet. They unfold in stages. 
The Adamic bestowal exemplifies a two-stage epochal revelation: a phase of partial contact with the 
planetary population and a phase of full contact (586.6). There is some analogy to this two-stage 
revelation to be found in other revelations. The Planetary Prince’s staff had an early period of gathering 
their associates (including the procreation of the primary midwayers), organizing their headquarters, and 
establishing their ten councils for service. Melchizedek’s mission did not go into high gear with 
sustaining drive until he had fully won over Abraham. And Jesus’ mission advanced through a series of 
stages, even after his public career had begun.

How will we know when the times comes to shift into broader public interface with The Urantia Book? 
There is an impressive consensus that we need thousands of study groups plus translations into major 
languages plus prepared teachers and leaders. We must be ready to handle the intense questioning and 
confusion inevitable when the gold rush for truth is on. Another criterion is a settled, stable, peaceful 
world order.

As a teacher, I know that my first job is to “wake up the question”—to get others to ask the question on 
which I want to focus. If I proceed to give teaching in answer to a question that others are not asking, I 
largely waste my message. I believe that there is also a timed meeting between planetary question and 
universe answer. What if we pre-empt the rhythm of readiness with premature publicity? The drama of 
the timed meeting of planetary question and universe answer will be partly lost. Pearl casting 
precipitates premature rejection and conflict. Aggressively publicizing The Urantia Book could result in 
a step backwards. It has happened before—”the weakening of Vedism through the rejection of higher 
truth” (1028.5). Note that negligence in failing to reach out appropriately with the teachings and the 
book can also interfere with the timing. Foolish haste or laziness could abort a great hope—with 
consequences that we do not imagine. What if we work with wise methods? The heart leaps to 
contemplate the harvest!

Our sincere desire to do things right is met by a wonderful promise. The patient pursuit of wise 
evolutionary policies may have rapid and dramatic results. “Evolutionary” seems like a synonym for 
“slow,” and as a first approximation, that is correct (749#6). But evolutionary patience does not mean 
permanent slow motion. If we grow more, the effectiveness of our outreach will multiply. Sometimes 
evolution moves quickly. “The order of progressive evolution is subjected to sudden and unexpected 
periodical changes in both the material and the spiritual worlds” (1863.7). “When physical conditions 
are ripe, sudden mental evolutions may take place; when mind status is propitious, sudden spiritual 
transformations may occur…” (740.2). The teachings and conduct of the newly arrived Prince’s staff 
had a tremendous influence on nearby tribes (743.10). There is a similar, immediate impact from a 
normal Adamic mission (586.5). And great possibilities are again with us. After assuring us of the long 
time it will take to obliterate social class differences through racial, educational, and religious progress, 
we are told that “much social improvement will immediately result from the intelligent, wise, and patient 
manipulation of these acceleration factors of cultural progress” (793.8). And there is an intriguing 
possibility: “The social readjustments, the economic transformations, the moral rejuvenations, and the 
religious revisions of Christian civilization would be drastic and revolutionary if the living religion of 
Jesus should suddenly supplant the theologic religion about Jesus” (2090.3).

Suppose someone says that in this time of accelerated change, the old evolutionary methods are 
obsolete. This is like saying that when you hit white water rapids, you can jettison the fundamentals of 
canoeing. During a period of rapid change, we must still be faithful to the essentials. “And only by 
adherence to these essentials can man hope to maintain his present-day civilizations while providing for 
their continued development and certain survival” (912.1).

We must not panic. The revelators of the Urantia Papers anticipated world war at the same time that they 
predicted a spiritual renaissance (2082.5,7). Being faithful to essentials blocks foolish and harmful 
projects but does not stifle the progressively aggressive individual (1027.1).

There are many projects with the teachings of the book that fall clearly within the scope of 
reasonableness, projects that call for public work now.

Evolution is not always slow; but evolution always works. It succeeds where even revelation fails 
(900.5; 937.6; 990.5). So if we handle our new epochal revelation in ways that squarely align with the 
tried and true methods of evolutionary revelation, we are sure to be contributing to success. The pursuit 
of evolutionary methods, however slow they may seem to be, is certain to succeed. Revelation’s 
contribution is fragile; it needs to be handled with wise evolutionary hands.

What is the plan for The Urantia Book? Interpretations vary. Here is mine. Recall that the first two 
epochal revelations had a Plan A, but had to improvise a Plan B; Jesus’ Plan A was to win over the 
Jewish leaders and have the network of synagogues become the distribution channel for the new gospel, 
while Plan B was to move the center of the gospel movement to the west.

Jesus’ teachings are also to function as the foundation of a new and higher civilization (1720.3). This 
project is in some ways quite unusual. Normally, there is a sequence of revelations, each building upon 
the previous ones. On the basis of missions that establish the general cultural integrity (educational, 
familial, intellectual), the spiritual revelation proceeds. The Bestowal Son’s spiritualizing mission 
arrives as the center gem-stone in the lovely ring crafted by the Planetary Prince’s staff and the Adamic 
mission and the intellectual achievements sponsored by the Magisterial Son (591-97). But Jesus arrived 
to spiritualize a planet whose culture was at best very partial and fragmentary. Because of the rebellion 
and the default, the relative absence of spiritual-and-cultural revelation on our planet inverts the normal 
relationship between the kind of epochal mission that serves as the foundation and the kind that thrives 
on that foundation. Now we are being asked, roughly, to rebuild the culture on a spiritual foundation. 
The Urantia Book can help us to achieve that civilization, giving guidelines to help us make up for lost 
revelations.

Christianity is in crisis (2082#9). It is the leading world religion, the greatest exponent of Jesus’ 
teachings and the greatest obstacle to them (2085.1-2). The religion of Jesus is guaranteed to triumph 
(1608.1). Will the great hope of Urantia—for the new revelation to unify the followers of Jesus—be 
fulfilled (2086.2)?

This epochal revelation is destined to benefit all religions, all peoples; it serves precisely to break down 
religious barriers, e.g., between those who regard themselves as followers of Jesus and those who do not 
(1010.4). But Plan A seems to be for The Urantia Book to be presented to Christianity in such a way that 
it gets accepted by a critical mass of believers. If we present the book badly, will it be forced to retire to 
the libraries and study groups of an enthusiastic minority who wait for another Son to vindicate their 
loyalty? Our policies and conduct will greatly influence the outcome. I do not mean that readers should 
focus solely on Christianity or distort their teachings to appeal to Christianity, or join in Christian 
worship if they have no desire to do so, or regard Christians as “better” than adherents of other religions 
or as the chosen recipients of the fifth epochal revelation. I do mean that there are some historical street-
smarts clearly evident in Jesus’ policies that have analogues today.

Readers who arrive at Papers 195 and 196 having digested the lessons of previous epochal revelations 
are prepared to make wise use of the vigorous and specific directives given there. Plan A for The 
Urantia Book seems to be based on the recognition of the need of Christianity for “a new vision of the 
Master’s life on earth” and the promise of “a new and fuller revelation of the religion of Jesus” to 
overcome mechanism and naturalism (2082.7).

How is the “great revelation” (2082.8) to become effective?

Religion does need new leaders, spiritual men and women who will dare to depend solely on Jesus 
and his incomparable teachings. If Christianity persists in neglecting its spiritual mission while it 
continues to busy itself with social and material problems, the spiritual renaissance must await 
the coming of these new teachers of Jesus’ religion who will be exclusively devoted to the spiritual 
regeneration of men. And then will these spirit-born souls quickly supply the leadership and 
inspiration requisite for the social, moral, economic, and political reorganization of the world. 
(2082.9)

There follows an appeal for “firsthand religion” and a remarkable musing about how dynamic it would 
be if people could “see Jesus as he really lived on earth and know, firsthand, his life-giving 
teachings!” (2083.4) If this seeming fantasy is puzzling, suspense is promptly removed: “The world 
needs to see Jesus living again on earth in the experience of spirit-born mortals who effectively reveal 
the Master to all men” (2084.1). Talk of revelation refers here primarily to what transpires in the lives of 
believers. In the next passage, such talk seem to refer as much to the lives of transformed believers as to 
the book: “The great hope of Urantia lies in the possibility of a new revelation of Jesus with a new and 
enlarged presentation of his saving message which would spiritually unite in loving service the 
numerous families of his present-day professed followers” (2086.2).

The creative design of Paper 196 is instructive. It opens with an invigorating portrait of that very Jesus 
whom we are to reveal in our lives, and then restates Plan A in the first section. “What a transcendent 
service if, through this revelation, the Son of Man should be recovered from the tomb of traditional 
theology and be presented as the living Jesus to the church that bears his name, and to all other 
religions!” (2090.3) The paper does not end by sending us forth like missionaries shot from a cannon. 
Instead, it culminates with a section integrating the dynamic vision of religion with the balanced 
perspective of the book as a whole. The authors note that progress stems from “revelational 
evolution” (2904.14). It seems reasonable to interpret that our (evolutionary) way of living is to be 
revelatory and our use of the fifth epochal revelation is to be evolutionary. The final paragraphs redirect 
us to “the great challenge to modern man,” achieving better contact with the indwelling spirit, and to the 
life in the Creator Son, and back to the Father.

Plan A for the fifth epochal revelation seems to have the following features:

1.  The stimulus. Although not every student of The Urantia Book is called to this project, the fifth 
epochal revelation calls for a vanguard of teachers who adhere to the specifics of the spiritual mission 
of the gospel movement. Such teachers of Jesus’ religion (who need not necessarily know The 
Urantia Book) are to live the gospel so radiantly and with such second-miler service that they reveal 
the living Jesus to other people (2084.5). The new revelation of Jesus’ life and teachings emerges as 
transformed believers engage in revelatory living. Recall that Jesus, appearing to Greek and Jewish 
believers, said, “You are all to proclaim this gospel of love and truth by the lives which you live in 
the flesh” (2044.3).

2.  A special emphasis. Although these teachers are to proclaim the gospel to all peoples and to the 
members of all religions, there is a certain emphasis on Christianity (1041.4; 2086.2; 2090.3; 1866.4).

3.  A new vehicle of advanced teaching. Those spirit-born individuals who are found receptive will be 
introduced to The Urantia Book.

4.  The results. The refreshed, expanded, and reunified Jesus brotherhood will play a major role in the 
spiritual renaissance, sparking a planetary reorganization.

I infer that putting the lion’s share of our energies into participating in this plan directly and supporting 
it indirectly is the proper way to ensure the success of the fifth epochal revelation. The corollary is that 
making the book itself our major project is the shortsighted shortcut.

 

III. Conclusions

    Each epochal revelation has its disciplines. Beneficiaries of the first had to return to their native 
regions as teachers. Guests in the Garden had to give up multiple mates. The primary messengers of the 
third and fourth epochal revelations had to leave social, economic, and political reconstruction to their 
hearers. Maybe the students of the fifth epochal revelation are expected to forego treating The Urantia 
Book as a gospel. We tend to want to do it all, to have ourselves or our organizations fill both the 
functions—the function of spreading a deep and thorough spiritual-and cultural revelation and the 
function of the kind of dynamism that suits the gospel movement. We cannot drive the Mack truck like a 
Ferrari. The many urgent calls to proclaim the gospel must not be taken out of context and applied to 
The Urantia Book itself. The book does not precede or accompany the public gospel message, but 
follows it. From the day of the bestowal of the Spirit of Truth, Peter and his associates inverted the 
gospel and featured as the leading edge of their proclamation truths which were supposed to be grasped 
secondarily. As a result, acceptance of Jesus’ divine Sonship became the gateway to the Christian 
proclamation of the Father’s love. Countless people naturally stumbled at this gate, and the brotherhood 
of man has suffered. Today, an overemphasis on the book rather than the realities it discloses 
unwittingly fosters a religion about The Urantia Book (2086.1).

    Those who desire to be primarily active in bringing the book to those who are ready for it have many 
frontiers for fully legitimate and heroic activity. They can move to areas where no study group exists, 
and get to know people, introduce them selectively to the book, and start a study group. They can get to 
know individuals in a local religious or other group where they are likely to meet a high proportion of 
candidates for the book. They can even start up correspondence with internet acquaintances or with 
authors who have published forward-thinking articles and introduce the book in the context of a 
flourishing relationship. And many other projects fall within the ballpark delineated by the foregoing 
principles. We do not have to choose between do-nothing stagnation and risky publicity. There are many 
superb endeavors that are being largely neglected.

    Students who desire to introduce The Urantia Book to others in accord with its teachings learn to 
work with evolutionary resources and to attract prospective readers by revelatory living. Seeking out 
groups with high average receptivity, and sharing appropriate truths, they do not confuse the book with 
the gospel, and they avoid pearl casting. They get to know receptive individuals by meeting together 
more than once, and they see that the individual is born of the spirit. When they discern cultural as well 
as spiritual receptivity, they introduce such individuals to the fifth epochal revelation in loyalty and joy 
and trust.

    These ideals are so challenging that it is tempting to pursue an easier path. It is understandable that we 
err, on account of the complexity of our book, the mistakes of certain leaders, and the material emotions 
that course through the limited minds of every one of us. But experimenting with unreasonable publicity 
for the book takes risks for all of us and for posterity; and such conduct consumes precious time on the 
part of our unseen friends who are obliged to devote themselves to damage limitation.

    By the mercy of God we can do better. We can enlist as mortal partners on a great team. We can 
prepare to reap the mixed seed that has been sown and to lay more solid foundations for the future. 
Responsible readers experiment within the guidelines, not with the guidelines. What a gift to posterity to 
conduct ourselves henceforth in accord with the teachings of the book entrusted to us! We shall 
broadcast selected teachings, especially the gospel, and wisely share the book itself with receptive 
individuals who, for the most part, we find already “in the temple”.
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Welcome!

You've reached the Philosophy Department at Kent State University, located in 320 Bowman Hall. Our 
department includes 17 dedicated faculty on 3 campuses (Kent, Stark, and Trumbull), all committed to 
our unique pluralistic curriculum.

 

The department offers the B.A. and M.A. degrees in philosophy, with more than 75 courses from which 
to choose. In addition to the traditional major and minor, the department is home to programs in 
healthcare ethics and religion studies. Our courses are integral to the university's pre-law minor, the 
Women's Studies program, and more.

Veroni Lectures: The Philosophy Department is pleased to announce the Veroni Lectures for 2006–
2007.  Click here for more information.

Finally an answer to our most commonly asked question:  "What can I do with a major/minor in 
philosophy?"  Click here to find out (you might be surprised!).

copyright © 1997-2007 | kent state university | privacy  
philosophy department, p.o. box 5190, kent ohio 44242-0001  
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Various do's and don'ts

●     Enjoy creating a paper, not merely as an act of submission to an instructor and to institutional 
requirements, but primarily as an act of perfecting your own thinking and expressing something 
in a way that will do good to its readers, including but not limited to the instructor.

●     Do not rely on the dictionary for definitions of important philosophical terms.  There are 
philosophical dictionaries to help you begin.  You can, however, learn a lot from an excellent 
dictionary, however, such as the Oxford English Dictionary. http://dictionary.oed.com/entrance.
dtl 

●     For web links (but don’t forget the library), you may go through the American Philosophical 
Association).  Rather than simply going to Google, consider academic sites: http://www.
searchedu.com/ (now one of the Google search engines).  The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy is often helpful.

●     Avoid plagiarism.  Plagiarism occurs when students turn in work that is not their own. Plagiarism 
occurs when written work 1) fails to cite quotations and borrowed ideas from outside sources, 
including the World Wide Web and other student work, 2) fails to enclose borrowed language in 
quotation marks, and 3) fails to put summaries and paraphrases in the writer's own words. The 
definition of plagiarism was derived from Diana Hacker's "A Writer's Reference," Fourth Edition. 
Boston : Bedford/St. Martin's, 1999.

●     Do not write your Social Security Number (Student Identification Number) on anything you hand 
in to me.

●     Do create an expressive title for your paper.
●     Don't use plastic covers for papers.
●     Do staple the pages together.  
●     Do number the pages.
●     Do use a 12 point font and 1 inch margins left and right, top and bottom.
●     

 

 
Principles for projects

 

What are the projects? What do they require?

Your education gets real when you relate ideas from class to your life. The projects help you make those 
connections. The course is designed to be project centered rather than merely or instructor- or text-
centered.  Rather, texts serve as tools to help you in your experiments and in the writings you create.

Many students have made priceless discoveries and report fine adventures with these projects. 
Sometimes, of course, frustration arises in the process. Some frustration is part of the normal experience 
of encountering a worthy challenge. At other times, however, the frustration has a lesson to teach so that 
we can make the project assignment more clear and helpful. Please speak up about difficulties you 
encounter, ambiguities or problems that you note, so that we can all benefit from the lessons to be 
learned.  Be sure to see the instructor if you are lost for more than a couple days about how to 
proceed.

Each project involves the following elements.

●     Reading assigned writings and participating in class discussion
●     Experience applying the (adjusted) concept or principle to daily life
●     Writing a paper to sharing the results of your experience and reflection

No student is ever obliged to practice something that conflicts with his or her own beliefs or to 
experiment with something that just doesn't feel right.  The student is to adjust the assigned principle 
or concept as needed until it fits.  See the instructor if you have any doubts about how to modify the 
assignment in a way that will still satisfy the assignment.  

How much personal information should I share in writing the papers?

Growth happens most when we use the projects to address our own growth issues. You are never 
obliged, however, to disclose personal information to the instructor in a paper. You may find it useful to 
take advantage of a class assignment to write reflections on a sensitive issue; you may find sharing and 
interacting helpful to you. Nevertheless, always remember: Self-revelation is voluntary. You may prefer 
to write about an experience that is less sensitive. There are times in our lives where when it is unwise to 
probe a deep and difficult issue.  You may also write about the experience in a third-person way, 
changing the names to preserve the anonymity of those involved.

 
Writing English well

 Why does the instructor insist on well-written papers?

Think for a moment why many students graduate with a bachelor's degree without the habit of writing 
consistently correct English sentences or organizing their ideas in a logical way. U.S. business spends a 
billion dollars a year (so I read years ago) training people in basics they should have gotten from school. 
Tuition rises because state subsidies go down partly because legislators are not impressed with what all 
our investment in education is achieving. This scandal, like every other decline, gets turned around 
person by person, small group by small group, and this class is one where we turn it around. I growl 
fiercely about writing because I find that if I do not, I get far more careless writing than otherwise. 
Having spent years teaching English, I offer help to anyone who needs it. I also reduce grades 
significantly for poor writing. Writing is communication, bringing good to another person--ultimately, 
an act of love. The more we rely on machines for communicating, the more important it is to write 
graciously and well.

 

Selected Principles of Grammar, Punctuation, and Style 

 1.  Write complete sentences.  A sentence fragment lacks a normal main clause with a subject and a verb
—or else introduces a clause with a subordinating conjunction, for example: “Because you are just too 
tired to do it right.”

 2.  The number of the verb (singular or plural) must agree the number of the subject.

 3.  Use a comma to separate main clauses only when they are joined by a pure (coordinating) 
conjunction.  When joined by an adverbial conjunction or not joined at all, use a semicolon between 
main clauses.  There are only four pure conjunctions: and, but, or, nor.  

 4.  Commas follow introductory elements such as adverb clauses, long prepositional phrases, participial 
and infinitive phrases, transitional expressions, and interjections.

 5.  Enclose parenthetic expressions between commas (if you do not use parentheses).

 6.  Do not use a comma (a) to separate subject from verb, (b) to set off a coordinating conjunction, or 
(c) to separate components of a compound verb. 

 7.  In a series of three or more terms with a single conjunction, use a comma after each term except the 
last.  The number of commas to use is the n umber of items in the series minus one.

 8.  Use a colon after an independent clause to introduce a list of particular s, an appositive, an 
amplification, an illustrative quotation, and after the following, as follows, thus, this, and these.

 9.  Use a dash to set off an abrupt break or interruption, to announce a long appositive, and before a 
repeated word.

10.  Use the apostrophe to indicate the possessive case (except for personal pronouns and whose), to 
mark omissions in contracted words or numbers in dates, and to form certain plurals.

11.  Use quotation marks to set off all direct quotations, inside titles, and words used in a special sense.  
Commas and periods always precede final quotations marks.  Colons and semicolons always follow final 
quotation marks.  Interrogation and exclamation marks may precede or follow final quotations marks 
according to the sense of the context.  Italicize titles of publications.  Use quotation marks around other 
titles.

Style

12.  Your style should express your best effort to bring good to your reader in a way that is both 
responsible and expressive of you as a unique personality.  You do not need to try to be different or 
unique, however, because if your effort is excellent and your approach sincere, your personality will 
show through.  Do not fear to use humor.  The use of the first person singular is permissible on these 
papers.  

Here are some common recommendations regarding style that will often be helpful to the beginning 
writer.  Put statements in positive form.  Use definite, concrete language.  Omit needless words.  Write 
more with nous and verbs than with adjectives and adverbs.

 

Reasoning and argument analysis

One of the hallmarks of much philosophic writing is that there is some attempt to give reasons in support 
of a thesis.  Even though this class does not presuppose any training in logic, the student may well begin 
to consider some ideas about how to examine reasoning.  

Philosophy involves asking questions, considering alternative perspectives, reasoning, and articulating 
our experience/understanding.  One of philosophy's methods is analytic philosophy.  This tradition asks 
persistently, "What does this mean?"  "Why do you believe it?"  Analytic philosophy emphasizes precise 
formulation of a question, involvement with the best contemporary philosophy on a given topic, lucid 
organization of ideas, keen analysis, construction of persuasive arguments, and clear writing.

One commonly suggested sequence of questions to develop your response to reading is: Describe, 
Interpret, Evaluate. For example, What does the author say? What does the author mean by what s/he 
says? Is it true?

When considering a piece of reasoning, you may find leverage in asking the following questions.

1.  What is my purpose in working with this piece of text (or our purpose, insofar as the inquiry is a team 
project)?  If there are multiple purposes, which purpose is dominant?

2.  What does the author's purpose seem to be?

3.  Are there any empirical claims or assumptions which can be confirmed or disconfirmed in daily 
experience or science?

4.  Are there claims or assumptions--positive or negative--about religion or spiritual realities?

5.  What words or phrases convey key concepts?  (Do not overlook articles, prepositions, verb forms, 
etc.)  Is there any term, phrase, or sentence that is ambiguous?  What interpretations are possible?  What 
interpretation is most plausible?  Or is it the case that more than one meaning is involved (whether or not 
the ambiguity is deliberate)?  Note that what one finds to be clear depends partly upon the categories one 
is accustomed to using.  Is there any problem with the concepts being used? 

6.  In the sentences where key affirmations are made (assuming, for the moment, that they are not 
questions, exclamations, commands, or invocations) is the grammar clear?  Are the subject and predicate 
presented as possibly linked, actually linked, or necessarily linked?  Does a sentence express a necessary 
condition or a sufficient condition?  What other possible relationships might obtain between subject and 
predicate?  Do not overlook the interesting structures of paragraphs and groups of paragraphs.

7.  Examine the arguments.  The term "argument," as used in philosophy, does not connote an angry 
dispute between persons; it simply means that a conclusion is being proposed on the basis of one or 
more reasons or premises.  In reasoning it is common to use words called inference markers.  
"Therefore" indicates a conclusion.  "Because" indicates a reason for a conclusion.  Other conclusion 
indicators include "thus" and "hence."  Other reason indicators include "since," and (in some uses) "for."

Argument is not the only way to achieve a strategic sequence in writing.  Authors also use descriptions, 
accounts, and narratives. 

8.  Identify the conclusion(s), stated and unstated.  What is the text driving at?  What is the main point?  
There may be several arguments in the text.  Having summarized the text as a whole, you may focus on 
just one line of argument.

9.  Identify the reason(s) or premise(s) for each conclusion.  Are the premises true?

10.  Identify any unstated assumptions.  Attribute to the author only those assumptions that you may 
reasonably expect him or her to be assuming (on the basis of the text).  These are not necessarily the 
same as the assumptions that are logically required in order for the argument to be valid.  Are the 
assumptions true?

11.  Construct a diagram of the argument.  

12.  Do the premises and unstated assumptions, IF TRUE, constitute strong evidence for the conclusion?

13.  Consider other arguments that are relevant but not mentioned in the argument you are examining.

14.  Give the argument an overall evaluation.  It's easy to pick flaws.  Were your criticisms significant or 
minor?  Could the author easily fix the argument and make it strong?

15.  What can you do constructively with your analysis that goes beyond the immediate assignment in 
class?
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Introduction to philosophy

Philosophy 11001, section 020

Summer II, 2006; MW 7:00-9:30; Jeffrey Wattles, instructor

This course introduces approaches to a meaningful life of engagement in truth, beauty, and goodness.  
The specific objectives through we pursue this goal are the following: (1) to learn some highlights of the 
history of philosophy; (2) to be exposed to some practice of philosophy’s logical skills; (3) to begin to 
construct a philosophy of living.

Diversity Element: Philosophy specializes in intellectual diversity; in addition the class considers 
religious and non-religious philosophies, with some reference to non-Western and feminist 
perspectives.  This course satisfies Kent's diversity requirement.

Texts: (1) Great Dialogues of Plato, Plato (Rouse tr. New American Library, 0-451-5282745-3); (2) 
Philosophical Essays and Correspondence, Rene Descartes (Hackett Publishing Company, 0-87220-502-
9); (3) Garrett Thomson, On the Meaning of Life (Toronto: Wadsworth, 0-534-59580-4).

Evaluation.  (1) As a community of inquiry, our first responsibility is regular, punctual, well-prepared 
participation.  What does this mean?  Complete the reading assignment and any assigned written 
exercises before class and to come prepared to discuss.  Missing more than two days may affect your 
grade.  How can I pass you if you miss 6 classes?  I take note of lateness, too (10%).  (2) Each class 
session (except the first and the last) some written work is due; It is your responsibility to come to class 
to receive the assignment for the following session; the assignment will also be posted on the course 
website: http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/whatphil.htm  The exercises altogether count 40%.   (3) 
The exercises prepare you for the term paper, which counts 20%.  (4) The course has three quizzes, one 
at the end of each unit.  The first two are worth 5% and the last 20%.  Late assignments have a 10% 
penalty.  The writing must be at the level of C or better to earn an overall grade of C or better.  Good 
written English is so important in our world and too neglected in our schools!

Office hours: MW (6-7, 9:30-10), and by appointment (Bowman 320H, 330-672-0276 or jwattles@kent.
edu).  Supporting materials for the course are posted at http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/classes.
htm.  For web links (but don’t forget the library), you may begin at http://www.apa.udel.edu/apa/asp/
guides.asp  (through the American Philosophical Association).  Rather than simply going to Google, 
consider academic sites: http://www.searchedu.com/ (now one of the Google search engines).

In accordance with University policy, if you have a documented disability and require accommodations 
to obtain equal access in this course, please contact the instructor at the beginning of the semester or 
when given an assignment for which an accommodation is required.  Students with disabilities must 
verify their eligibility through the Office of Student Disability Services (SDS) in the Michael Schwartz 
Student Services Center (672-2972).

The Philosophy Department Grievance Procedure for handling student grievances is in conformity with 
the Student Academic Complaint Policy and Procedures set down as University Policy 3342-4-16 in the 
University Policy Register.  For information concerning the details of the grievance procedure, please 
see the Departmental Chairperson.

Schedule of activities

First Monday, June 12.  Introductions: to one another, to the field ofphilosophy, to attitudes in thinking 
(dogmatic, skeptical, and critically affirmative), to Plato, and to his dialogue, The Apology of Socrates.  
One highlight is this challenge from Socrates: “Aren’t you ashamed not to take every care and thought 
for understanding, for truth, and for the soul, so that it may be perfect?” 

Wednesday, June 14.  Study—by taking notes and writing down questions and insights prompted by the 
text—Plato’s Crito (pp. 447ff).  Hand in the questionnaire on the Crito handed out in class, and 
available online.  One highlight: “Must we value most not living, but living well? . . .  “Well and 
beautifully and justly are the same?”

Second Monday, June 19.  Study a selection from Plato’s Phaedo, Rouse, pp. 500-503 (96a-100a) and 
two selections from the Republic 303-09 (if you are using a different translation, read 503d to 510a) and 
312-317 (514a-519c) plus the summaries of those dialogues contained in the web documents on those 
two dialogues.  (Chapter 7 Thomson on cognitivist and non-cognitivist theories of meaning is relevant).  
Beware of the terms “model” and “ideal” in the translation.  They are Rouse’s way of capturing the 
eternal, intellectual objects often in English referred to as “forms”; the example here is called “the idea 
of the good,” but don’t think of the idea as a notion in someone’s mind, but as a reality that can be 
discerned with insight.

Wednesday, June 21.  Study the speeches of Agathon and Socrates from Plato’s Symposium (Rouse pp. 
90-106), plus the web document on it.  Socrates is unfolding what it might mean to live in beauty (the 
final vision in the concluding paragraph) by striving to realize, in what has beauty (from physical to 
personal to social to intellectual) what is beauty (beauty itself).  (Thomson’s chapter 9 on appreciation is 
relevant—see at least the web summary of this chapter.)  A five-point, ten question, multiple-choice quiz 
will conclude the session.

Third Monday, June 26.  Study and prepare to discuss Descartes, The Discourse on Method Parts I-IV.  
Read and print out the web document on Descartes.

Wednesday, June 28.  Study and prepare to discuss the rest of the Discourse on Method plus, from the 
Meditations on First Philosophy, the first three paragraphs of Meditation II.

Monday, July 3.  Study Meditation III.

Wednesday, July 5.  Study Descartes’ Passions of the Soul, ##30-35 (pp. 307-309 in our text).

Fifth Monday, July 10.  Thomson, On the Meaning of Life chapters 1 and 4 plus the summary of the 
book as a whole in the course website.

Wednesday, July 12.  Chapter 6.

Sixth Monday, July 17.  Chapter 7, chapter 8 pp. 96-97, and chapter 9.

Wednesday, July 19.  Chapter 10 and 13.

Seventh Monday, July 24.  Chapters 11 and 12.

Wednesday, July 26.  Chapters 2, 3, and 5.

Eighth Monday, July 31.  Chapter 8.  Final paper due. 

Wednesday, August 2.  Review and final examination.

 

For homework assignments, see the end of this document

 

What is philosophy?
The word "philosophy" comes from two Greek words, meaning “the love of wisdom.” The ancient 
Greek philosopher Heraclitus remarked that wisdom is not the same as knowledge, since one can be full 
of knowledge and also be foolish about the most important things.  Some philosophers have thought that 
there is a certain kind or level of knowledge that philosophy studies.  These observations open the 
question of philosophy's relations with the sciences.  What assumptions are operative in what a scientist 
says?  What higher meanings are implicit in a well-established scientific fact or set of facts?  These are 
philosophic questions about science.
Philosophy explores truth, beauty, and goodness, and most of philosophy's subdivisions are in the first 
area.

Branches of philosophy

Truth (aletheics, to use a rare term) Beauty (aesthetics) Goodness (ethics and political theory)

Here are some of philosophy's subdisciplines in the realm of truth:

●     Philosophical theology
●     Philosophy of religion 
●     Metaphysics or ontology—reality-ology or being-ology
●     Philosophical anthropology: What does it mean to be a human being? 
●     Philosophy of mind 
●     Epistemology—knowledge-ology 
●     Logic: the study of correct ways of reasoning 
●     Philosophy of science 
●     Philosophy of nature

 

A few facts

            Of the most prominent philosophers of ancient Greece, the first two were Athenian.  Socrates 
(469-399 BCE) engaged others in discussion but wrote nothing.  Plato (427-347) wrote dialogues in 
which Socrates is often the main character.  Aristotle (384-322) was born in Macedonia but studied 20 
years in Plato's Academy then founded a school of his own school Athens.
            French mathematician, scientist, and philosopher René Descartes (1596-1650) sought the 
perfection of scientific knowledge connecting mechanistic cosmology with philosophically 
demonstrated affirmations of the existence of God and the immortality of the soul.

 

Three attitudes of thinking

Thinkers may be said to show (mostly) one of three basic attitudes in thinking.  

●     Dogmatism, which knows how to make sturdy affirmations, but resists critical examination. 
●     Skepticism, which knows how to pose critical questions, but takes the critical attitude to excess.  

Any virtue, carried to extremes, may become a vice. 
●     Adventuresome thinking, namely philosophy, which can make sturdy affirmations and entertain 

critical questions.

Where shall we seek for wisdom?  In the ancient proverbs and teachings of the world’s traditions?  In 
religion?  “The fear (awe) of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom” (the Hebrew Book of Proverbs).  “If 
any man lack wisdom, let him ask” (New Testament).  The ancient Greeks, drawing on the rich cultures 
of the Mediterranean world, including Egypt and the Middle East, including influences from Persia and 
India, developed a new discipline, they called philosophy, discussing questions in quest of knowledge 
and insight beyond the realm of simple matters of fact.  Stimulated by progress in science and by the 
lack of an advanced religion, the philosophers probed the depths of thought.
 

Fact, meaning, and value

             Reading a text philosophically, we ask: When is the writer making a claim about some matter of 
fact?  What does the writer mean by what he or she says?  What is logically implied by the meaning of 
certain statements?  When is an evaluative statement being made?  The concepts of fact, meaning, and 
value are important philosophic themes.  As a beginning, you might think of fact as about what we can 
perceive and about what can be empirically, scientifically verified . One can have heaps of 
information yet lack wisdom.  Meanings are discerned by wise interpretation of the truth of facts, 
meanings, and values.  Values, in the supreme sense, are experienced in a spiritual realization of 
truth, beauty, and goodness. 

 

A note on diversity
            Inquiries into human diversity flourish when three phases of affirmation, inquiry, and 
appreciation are balanced.

●     Affirm our common humanity.
●     Seek to understand our differences (as well as particular similarities).
●     Appreciate the unique, mysterious, and wonderful personality of each individual.

 

Method in Philosophy

1.  One model of philosophic method is the medieval quaestio, or question, whose roots go back to 
ancient Greek philosophy.  In some of his dialogues, Plato would probe a topic in conversation with 
various objections coming from a particular view or school of philosophy.  For example, the Phaedo 
develops responses to problems arising for Pythagoreans.  Obviously, one might wish to have responses 
to objections from every point of view.  It would also seem nice for complex questions to be broken 
down into simpler ones, and put in order.  This is what we see in the practice of Thomas Aquinas (1225-
1274).  He would organize sequences of topics, set forth precise questions on each topic, and discuss 
each particular question in the following way.

            1.  State the precise question to be answered.

            2.  List all the (major) objections opposed to his answer that can be drawn from on the scriptures 
and the writings of ancient Greek, Jewish, Muslim, and Christian philosophers and theologians.

            3.  Quote a brief indication in favor of his own view.

            4.  Explain his own answer and  give reasons for it usually in a couple of paragraphs.

            5.  Show, whenever it was not obvious, how his answer supplied the key to an adequate response 
to the objections.

 

2.  René Descartes (1596-1650), hoping to dispense with the ill-founded opinions of the ancients, set 
forth a method centered on intuition and deduction.  His standard of insight for intuition was so high that 
only simple mathematical truths and a few philosophical propositions such as “I think” and “I exist” 
would qualify.  See the readings and webnotes on Descartes for more.

 

                                                        Argument Analysis

 
One of the hallmarks of much philosophic writing is that there is some attempt to give reasons in support 
of a thesis.  Even though this class does not presuppose any training in logic, the student may well begin 
to consider some ideas about how to examine reasoning.  
Philosophy involves asking questions, considering alternative perspectives, reasoning, and articulating 
our experience/understanding.  One of philosophy's methods is analytic philosophy.  This tradition asks 
persistently, "What does this mean?"  "Why do you believe it?"  Analytic philosophy emphasizes precise 
formulation of a question, involvement with the best contemporary philosophy on a given topic, lucid 
organization of ideas, keen analysis, construction of persuasive arguments, and clear writing.
One commonly suggested sequence of questions to develop your response to reading is: Describe, 
Interpret, Evaluate. For example, What does the author say? What does the author mean by what s/he 
says? Is it true?
When considering a piece of reasoning, you may find leverage in asking the following questions.
1.  What is my purpose in working with this piece of text (or our purpose, insofar as the inquiry is a team 
project)?  If there are multiple purposes, which purpose is dominant?
2.  What does the author's purpose seem to be?
3.  Are there any empirical claims or assumptions which can be confirmed or disconfirmed in daily 
experience or science?
4.  Are there claims or assumptions--positive or negative--about religion or spiritual realities?
5.  What words or phrases convey key concepts?  (Do not overlook articles, prepositions, verb forms, 
etc.)  Is there any term, phrase, or sentence that is ambiguous?  What interpretations are possible?  What 
interpretation is most plausible?  Or is it the case that more than one meaning is involved (whether or not 
the ambiguity is deliberate)?  Note that what one finds to be clear depends partly upon the categories one 
is accustomed to using.  Is there any problem with the concepts being used? 
6.  In the sentences where key affirmations are made (assuming, for the moment, that they are not 
questions, exclamations, commands, or invocations) is the grammar clear?  Are the subject and predicate 
presented as possibly linked, actually linked, or necessarily linked?  Does a sentence express a necessary 
condition or a sufficient condition?  What other possible relationships might obtain between subject and 
predicate?  Do not overlook the interesting structures of paragraphs and groups of paragraphs.
7.  Examine the arguments.  The term "argument," as used in philosophy, does not connote an angry 
dispute between persons; it simply means that a conclusion is being proposed on the basis of one or 
more reasons or premises.  In reasoning it is common to use words called inference markers.  
"Therefore" indicates a conclusion.  "Because" indicates a reason for a conclusion.  Other conclusion 
indicators include "thus" and "hence."  Other reason indicators include "since," and (in some uses) "for."
Argument is not the only way to achieve a strategic sequence in writing.  Authors also use descriptions, 
accounts, and narratives. 
8.  Identify the conclusion(s), stated and unstated.  What is the text driving at?  What is the main point?  
There may be several arguments in the text.  Having summarized the text as a whole, you may focus on 
just one line of argument.
9.  Identify the reason(s) or premise(s) for each conclusion.  Are the premises true?
10.  Identify any unstated assumptions.  Attribute to the author only those assumptions that you may 
reasonably expect him or her to be assuming (on the basis of the text).  These are not necessarily the 
same as the assumptions that are logically required in order for the argument to be valid.  Are the 
assumptions true?
11.  Construct a diagram of the argument.  
12.  Do the premises and unstated assumptions, IF TRUE, constitute strong evidence for the conclusion?
13.  Consider other arguments that are relevant but not mentioned in the argument you are examining.
14.  Give the argument an overall evaluation.  It's easy to pick flaws.  Were your criticisms significant or 
minor?  Could the author easily fix the argument and make it strong?
15.  What can you do constructively with your analysis that goes beyond the immediate assignment in 
class?
 
 

Philosophy—improving our quality of thinking

            As people and civilization develop, they pursue different kinds of goods.  Now many pursue a 
standard of living; after that, some pursue a quality of thinking.  What pointers can we get from Garrett 
Thomson to improve our quality of thinking?  My list will appropriately differ from yours.  
            First, a brief introduction.  Garrett Thomson is Professor of Philosophy in Wooster College; have 
a look at a photo and a brief bio.  Click here for the summary of his text, On the Meaning of Life (where, 
in addition, along with the summary of chapter 4, I have inserted there some notes from his book Needs). 
This year he is working for the Guerrand-Hermès Foundation for Peace.       
            Here are a few lessons to improve the quality of thinking that I would take from On the Meaning 
of Life.  
 
Chapter 1.

●     Be sure that a question is adequately clear before trying to answer it.  
●     There may well be more than two options on important questions.
●     One can affirm universal truths about people while at the same time recognizing differences 

between persons and cultures.
●     A system of ideas need not be accepted or rejected as a package deal.  One may agree with some 

ideas and disagree with others.
●     Distinguish exposition, which sets forth a view, from critique.

 
 

Term paper

The philosophy of living construction project

              You will construct a philosophy of living in truth, beauty, and goodness, taking account of 
relevant readings in Plato, Descartes, and Garrett Thomson’s book, including chapter 4 on goals, 6 on 
happiness, chapter 8 pp. 96-97 on the reality of meanings, and chapter 9 on values (note that the syllabus 
has us read these parts right away: the instructor and the author agree that it would be practical to do so).
          In a nutshell, the answer proposed by Plato is to guide your life by the results of your inquiries 
into eternal truths and the realities of beauty and goodness.  Descartes focuses on issues that are basic to 
the answers that anyone would propose: What does it mean to be a human being?  What is the proper 
way of inquiry?  Is God for real?  Can we prove it?  What does science teach us about the kind of reality 
that the world is and we are?  The answer proposed by Thomson is to find meaning in life through 
activities that have intrinsic (non-instrumental) value.
            The paper is to have the following structure.  Be sure to label the sections so I can see where 
you are doing what this outline requires.
 
Part I will state the gist of your philosophy of living as developed thus far regarding truth.

A.  You will set forth your thoughts on the philosophy of nature with reference at least to 
Descartes (Part V of the Discourse) and Thomson (introduction to chapter 1 and chapters 2 and 
8).  You may also choose to consider “Teleology Past and Present,” http://www.personal.kent.edu/
~jwattles/telos.htm   You are welcome to add any philosophy of science reflections that you find 
relevant to daily living.  (2 - 3 pages)
B.  Set forth your thinking on Thomson’s realist conceptions of meaning and value (1 – 3 pages).
C.  Set forth your philosophy of spiritual experience, drawing on anything you find relevant in 
Plato’s discussions of the beautiful and the good, in Descartes, and in Thomson (especially 
chapters 2 and 5) (2 – 3 pages).

 
            Part II will deal with beauty, drawing at least on Plato’s Symposium and on Thomson chapter 12 
(2 – 3 pages).
 
            Part III will deal with goodness, drawing on The Crito, The Republic, and Thomson chapters 4 
and 10 (2 – 4 pages).
 

•       In each section of your paper you are to (i) set forth the best ideas you find in the readings in 
class and (ii) add to them.
•       If you want to propose a change in the assignment, you are welcome to discuss it.
•       You are welcome to draw on additional philosophic resources beyond the ones listed here; 
discuss which ones you have in mind with the instructor if they are not among our course 
readings.  
•       The assignment may evolve as the course progresses.
 

    The term paper, at least ten pages (double spaced, 12 point font, typed, stapled, proofread) is due at 
the beginning of class on Monday of week 8.  The paper will be evaluated based on (1) its English (10% 
unless the English is very bad); (2) a self-evaluation in terms of attitude (what would your scale be?) 
intelligent effort, and progress (10%); (3) your fulfilling each aspect of the assignment (10%); (4) the 
quality of your work as a whole as measured by the rubric below (70%).
 

Rubric
A: shows accurate and thoughtful reflection on all three authors, going beyond the lectures and materials 
provided by the instructor, not so much by finding something on the internet (and acknowledging the 
sources if they are used), but primarily by giving the results of authentic personal reflection relating 
experience and philosophical reflection.
B: dutiful and generally accurate references to all three authors, but does not give evidence of much 
thinking beyond what was presented in class.
C: Decent, enough to graduate if you average this quality of work for four years, but shows only 
moderate effort to master what was presented in class.
D: enough to pass, but not at a level that would qualify for graduation if your work on average is like 
this.
F: very few and brief references to the idea of our philosophers, with poor interpretations and little 
relevance to the topic at hand.
 

 
 

Homework assignments

 1.  An exercise on Plato's Crito.
 
 2.  Exercise on Plato's Phaedo.
 
            (The question sheet handed out in class is a single page, with space for answers, including a half-
page for the last question.)
 
1.  What questions does Socrates first try to answer by natural science (96a-b)?  What 
does the range of the questions suggest about his interest? 
 
2.  What questions does S hope to have answered on the basis of a philosophy 
interpreting the cosmos as the product of a divine, purposive mind (97c-98b)?  What 
does the range of questions suggest about S's interest? 
 
3.  How does S refute a materialistic explanation of human action (98c-99b)?   How 
adequate is the refutation?
 
 
Click here for the exercise on the Republic.
 
 
 3.  Click here for the exercise on Plato's Symposium and on beauty.  
 
 4.  Questions on Descartes.
            On the Discourse on Method
For Monday, June 26:

●     Is learning satisfying if it does not provide sturdy knowledge?
●     What methods help secure progress in knowing?
●     Is there a single method for every question?

 
            On the Meditations
For Monday, July 3

●     What is the most convincing aspect of the proof for the existence of God in Meditation III?     
●     What is the least convincing aspect of this proof?
●     Is there a better proof?
●     If no proof is adequate, must a religionist give up believing in God?

For Wednesday, July 5

●     What are some problems with dualistic accounts of mind and body?  
●     What are some problems with accounts that posit only the brain as being real and the mind as 

somehow merely a function of the brain?

 
 
In addition, during the unit on Descartes you were to work on the following questions.  Try to make use 
of these methodical levers to explore a question relevant to the term paper.
 

Questions for beginning philosophic inquiry 

 1.  What question would you like to focus on?  

 2.  How does this question arise?  What provokes it?  In what type of situation would one ask it?

 3.  What added questions can you come up with relevant to the topic?

 4.  Which question would it make sense to focus on first?

 5.  What intuition comes to mind as a preliminary answer to this question?

 6.  On what experiences is that intuition based?  Give examples. 

 7.  Reflect on each example and say what is essential in it.

 8.  Attempt a definition or give an account of one of your key concepts.  (Test your definition with 
counter-examples.)

 9.  Express your present answer to the question as carefully as possible.

10.  What objections might someone have to this answer?  Consider differing cultural or other 
perspectives.

11.  What replies to these objections can you make?

12.  What further knowledge and wisdom would be helpful?

13.  How might you gain some added knowledge and wisdom? 

14.  After acting to gain some added knowledge and wisdom, say what you learned.

15.  How might you put into practice what you learned?

16.  How might you convey to others what you learned?

17.  How might you modify this list of questions to fit your type of inquiry better? 

 

For Monday, July 10.

A culminating paper for our study of truth in Plato and Descartes
             Living the truth for Socrates involved pursuing eternal truth and interpreting the meaning of the 
facts of one’s present situation, e.g., as a convicted citizen in prison and acting on the basis of what he 
found.  Living the truth for Descartes involved pursuing scientific and philosophic truth and using 
reason to discipline his material passions.
For Monday, July 11, 2006, please write a paper of 4-6 pages, typed, double-spaced, well-written, and 
proofread, on your experience of living the truth during the next few days.  Write an account of your 
experience, touching each aspect indicated.  Please do not repeat an example about which you have 
already written or write about a previous experience.
This would be a good time to read the document in the “classes” part of the website pertaining to the 
writing of papers: http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/papers.htm 
I.  On the factual and scientific level of truth, take some time to follow the Cartesian practice of (1) 
establishing clearly one or more facts that are important to you.  (2) Now go a step further.  Consider the 
causal antecedents of the particular situation you choose to explore.  In other words, ask what led up to 
this situation.  Also ask what the consequences would be of actions you are considering.  If you can 
bring in scientific perspectives from courses you have taken or knowledge you have acquired, so much 
the better.  (3) Try one more step.  Contemplate the big picture of your situation and the impact your 
actions may have.  Take the long-range view, and consider how this situation and your conduct in it fit 
into the potentials of personal, biological, and historical evolution or progress for those involved.
II.  On the philosophical level of reflection on the truth of meanings, (1) go through a process of 
examining your factual situation as Socrates did in the latter part of the Crito where he brought to mind 
the meanings or implications of the facts of  his situation as a convicted citizen.  (a) Sharpen your 
intuition to the level of insight; (b) draw some inference (implication, conclusion); and (c) develop your 
wisdom synthesis by considering other relevant intuitions and inferences (even if, like Crito’s ideas, they 
may not point in the right direction).  (There may be some overlap with what you did in Part I.  (2) In 
addition, reflect on the meaning of the supreme values that you recognize as relevant to your situation 
(think of what Socrates got out of the concept of justice in the middle section of the Crito).
III.  On the spiritual level, live in wholehearted loyalty to whatever relevant supreme values you 
acknowledge.  Describe your adventure of living the truth.  Recall Socrates’ stories of trying out 
different conceptions of causation, emerging from the cave into the light, and his evocation of living in 
beauty [p. 106 in Rouse].  Think of Descartes’ life-long loyalty to his revelatory dream and the 
worshipful conclusion to Meditation III.  Of course, you are free to differ.  In particular, if you are not 
religious, choose the highest truth relevant for you.
The exercise will be evaluated on the basis of your touching the different bases indicated above.  If what 
is proposed does not fit you, or if you have an alternative to propose, please interact with the instructor.  
You are not obliged to practice something that doesn’t feel right to you.  We can find a suitable 
modification of the assignment as needed.
 

Wednesday July 12,

 Please turn in a two-three page, typed, double-spaced, proofread paper answering these questions on the 
basis of the lecturettes given on Monday, July 10, and your reading of Thomson’s chapter 6.

1.  Explain (and illustrate from your own experience) Aristotle’s classification of goods that are (1) 
chosen for themselves, (2) chosen for the sake of something else beyond them, and (3) for chosen both 
for themselves and also for something beyond themselves.  (The idea is presented in Book I of the 
Nicomachean Ethics; there is an online summary if you’re interested.) (three paragraphs)

2.  Why is the dilemma posed in Plato’s Euthyphro said to be an obstacle to claiming that the meaning of 
life is to live the will of God?  (See the webnotes on the Plato’s Euthyphro for a fuller discussion).  (one 
paragraph)

3.  Why is Kant’s concept of autonomy said to be an obstacle to claiming that the meaning of life is to 
live the will of God?  (Nearly half-way into the document on Kant’s ethics, you’ll find more information 
on this.) (one paragraph)

            4.  Explain (and illustrate from your own experience) GT’s distinction between desire and 
interest (2 paragraphs).

 

NOT HOMEWORK: THE FOLLOWING WAS DONE IN CLASS and not handed in

On the Meaning of Life, Chapter 6

Exercise on desires and interests

            To replace the idea of happiness—interpreted as the satisfaction of one’s desires—as the key to a 
meaningful life, GT proposes the concept of interests, defined as “the motivational source of non-
instrumental desires” (e.g., desires for friendship and beauty).  He seems to use the term “need” as 
synonymous with “interest” (pp. 76-77), and refers to his book, Needs (London: Routledge & Kegan 
Paul, 1983).  Here are a few quotations from the Introduction (n.p.).

1.     Needs are objective in the sense that it is a discoverable matter of fact what needs people have 
and this fact has an intrinsic bearing on what we ought to do.  ‘Need’ allows us to pass from an 
‘is’ statement to an ‘ought’.
2.     Needs are unimpeachable values.  We cannot say truly that people ought to have different 
needs, and hence needs provide a bed-rock for evaluation.
3.     Needs are a matter or priority.  What we need is something which we cannot do without, and 
hence is an overriding reason.

  

Not all needs are instrumental; the notion of a fundamental or non-instrumental need is a normative 
concept because it pertains to serious harm.

Fundamental needs are inescapable.

Harm should be defined in terms of interests and not desires.

Harm is not indefinitely plastic.

The concept of a need is in a certain respect vague but this does not mean that needs are relative.

Needs must be distinguished from desires and needs override desires as prudential reasons.

The concept of a need cannot be analysed prescriptively.

‘Need’ makes a virtue of necessity."

 

 

            Now (JHW again), here is a matrix of values relevant to the philosophy of living.

Truth Beauty Goodness
Spiritual experience (this . .  category goes across the . . . whole row)
Philosophy including study The fine arts and recreation Morality; work; relationships
Science Beauties of nature  

 

1.  Give an example of a desire that you have in each of the areas of work, study, and play.

2.  Can you identify an interest or need in which that desire is anchored?  (Answer for each of the three 
desires that you picked to work with.)

3.  Are the needs instrumental or non-instrumental?

4.  Are there any fundamental non-instrumental needs in your list?

 

 

Back to homework: Meanings and values in a philosophy of living

Exercise for Monday, July 17

1.  Meanings are real, according to GT; on his cognitivist theory, we can know them (or “perceive”) 
them.  The meanings that are highlighted in the philosophy of meaningful living are related to values. 
 Values are real, according to GT.  He gives an example of a value when he writes, “if I need more 
beauty in my life . . . ” (p. 77).  On a realist theory, we can perceive values (and we can be mistaken in 
perceiving them).  We express our perceptions of value in judgments, such as “the poem is charming,” 
“she was joyous.”  

            List some values that you appreciate. 

2.  We perceive through values, says GT (p. 110).  Try to interpret what he means.  If you agree, 
describe an example from your experience.

3.  We feel through values, says GT (p. 110).  Try to interpret what he means.  If you agree, describe an 
example from your experience.

4.  We act on values, says GT (p. 110).  If you agree, describe an example from your experience.

5.  A meaningful life is one with activities having certain kinds of non-instrumental value.  Illustrate 
with one activity that is part of your work life, one activity that is part of your engagement in study, and 
one activity that is recreational.

6.  We construct a world, so to speak (p. 115); in other words, we shape our perception of the world.  We 
do this by selective attention; we may choose to focus more attention on certain values.  To what values 
would you like to pay more attention?

7.  Is there a way to sharpen our intuition of values by a method similar to what Descartes recommends 
in Rule 9 (p. 20)?  If you find this to be so, describe an example from your experience.

8.   Pick a value to which you would like to pay more attention and see what happens for a few days as 
you do so.  Write your experience.

http://www.apa.udel.edu/apa/asp/guides.asp
http://www.apa.udel.edu/apa/asp/guides.asp
http://www.searchedu.com/
http://www.wooster.edu/philosophy/faculty/default.php
http://www.ghfp.org/index.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/telos.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/telos.htm
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Comparative Religious Thought I

Notes for students

 

Comparative Religious Thought I, Philosophy 21020, Spring 2006
Jeffrey Wattles, instructor; Bowman 203; T/R 11:00-12:15

 
What kind of a world this would be if people appreciated one another’s religions, and if 
religionists lived the best of their traditions!  To promote these potentials, we’ll study five 
religions and do projects, applying in daily life selected spiritual ideals (as adjusted to what feels 
comfortable for the student).
You have an opportunity--the possibility is there now for any course--to add one extra unit 
of credit for a service-learning project.  See the instructor immediately if you are interested, 
since the paperwork must be completed by Friday of week 2.
Diversity element: The course focuses on world religions that are all alive in northeast Ohio.  We 
use intellectually diverse methods—scientific, philosophic, and religious.  Our approach 
emphasizes affirming our common humanity, understanding differences, and appreciating the 
wonderful uniqueness of each personality.  This course satisfies Kent State University's diversity 
requirement.
            Texts: (1) The Bhagavad Gita As It Is, tr. A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, The 
Bhaktivedanta Book Trust 1989, (ISBN: 0-89213-268-X); (2) The Buddhist Tradition, ed. de 
Bary, Random House (ISBN: 0-394-71696-5); The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the 
Apocrypha (3rd edition), ISBN 0-19-528485-2; The Meaning of the Holy Qur’an A. Yusuf Ali 
Amana Corporation; 10th edition (2001) (ISBN: 0915957760 ).

Evaluation.  We are a community of inquiry; the basic rule is the golden rule—Do to others as you want 
others to do to you.

1.  The first responsibility is participation: come to class regularly, on time, and well-prepared, having 
done the reading and ready for intelligent and respectful discussion.  Missing more than four days may 
affect your grade, and you cannot pass if you miss a month.  Finally, in some cases, there are materials 
to read and print out and bring with you from the course website, http://courses.dl.kent.edu/21020/
default.htm (be sure not to take syllabus indications or project assignments from this older site).

2.  There are three projects, 100 points each.  The quality of written English—such an important and 
often neglected part of your education!—is a significant part of the grade on the papers (normally 10% 
of the grade, except that very poor English earns the paper a D+).

3.  There are five quizzes, 60 points each (later quizzes include material covered on earlier quizzes).

Late assignments have a 10% penalty.  The final grade (except for adjustments as mentioned above) is 
calculated by dividing the total number of points (500) by 5.  A= 90+, B=80+, etc.  Please see the 
instructor if you have reason to request an alternative to any assignment. 

            Office hours (Bowman 320H): MWF 10:50-11:50 and T/H 9:30-10:30 by appointment 
(330-672-0276 or jwattles@kent.edu).
            In accordance with University policy, if you have a documented disability and require 
accommodations to obtain equal access in this course, please contact the instructor at the 
beginning of the semester or when given an assignment for which an accommodation is required.  
Students with disabilities must verify their eligibility through the Office of Student Disability 
Services (SDS) in the Michael Schwartz Student Services Center (672-2972).
            The Philosophy Department Grievance Procedure for handling student grievances is in 
conformity with the Student Academic Complaint Policy and Procedures set down as University 
Policy 3342-4-16 in the University Policy Register.  For information concerning the details of the 
grievance procedure, please see the Departmental Chairperson.
 

I. HINDUISM: MANY PATHS, ONE GOAL—UNION WITH SPIRIT
January 17  Introductions.  Today we draw on the course website for the following items from 
the Resources/Methods section: Defining Religion, Thoughts on Religion by Mohandas Gandhi, 
and Problems of Comparing Religions.  Print these out; the quizzes may touch on items here 
beyond what the lecture has a chance to cover.
19  Bhagavad Gita, chapters 1 and 2.  Note: you need only read the translation of the text in bold 
type.  If you read all the commentary (“Purport”) it will take too long.  Be sure to be prepared for 
our guest lecturer on this topic.
 
Week 2  24  Gita, Chapters 3-8.  Read, print out, and bring to class, from Resources/Methods, 
The Evolution of the God Concept; An Anthropological Approach to Religion; Religious 
Experience and the Phenomenological Study of Religion; 
26  Chapters 9-11.  Read and bring to class, from Resources/Methods: Concepts of Truth in 
Religion.
 
Week 3  31  Chapters 12-18.  Read Resources/Hinduism
February  2  Quiz--I allocate just the last half-hour for the quizzes.
 

II.  BUDDHISM: FROM THE DISCIPLINES OF MINDFULNESS
TO COMPASSION FOR ALL BEINGS

 Week 4   7  The Buddhist Tradition, Basic teachings pp. 1-24; mindfulness 36-39; the life of 
Siddartha Gautama 55-72.
 9  Mahayana Buddhism 73-91.  Buddhism resources 1, 2, and 4.  
 
Week 5  14  Buddhism comes to China 125-131; The two-fold truth 144-150; All things have the 
Buddha-nature 158-160; method of concentration and insight 160-62.
16  Pure Land Buddhism 197-207; Ch’an (Zen) 207-225.  Buddhism resource: the Heart Sutra.  
Project 1 due.
 
Week 6   21  Buddhism into Japan 255-59; Amida Buddhism 314-54.  Buddhism resource 6 (not 
the last one) on Tanabe.
23  Quiz
 

III.  JUDAISM: RENEWAL OF THE SOUL THROUGH FAITH IN,
OBEDIENCE TO, AND CELEBRATION OF THE ONE GOD

Week 7  28  Genesis chapters 1-4, 11:26 through chapter 17, and Exodus 1-5.  Consult the first 
three maps at the back of our text, plus these sections from the essays in the back of our text: 453-
56; 460-64; 471-74; 478-83.  See how remarkable is the very concept of God, the one Creator of 
the heavens and the earth, whose historical emergence is traced in these pages.  Be ready for our 
guest speaker.
March
  2  Deuteronomy 5-6; 10.12-22; 13.6-11; 30-32.9.  Read the first four Judaism resources.
 
Week 8   7  Psalms 1, 19, 22, 23, 25, 31, 35, 41, 42, 43, 55, 57, 100, 118; 133, 137.  What does it 
mean to be a human being?  A new aspect emerges historically in Jewish experience, as 
expressed in the Psalms.  Pay special attention to this theme: the soul!
 9  Job 1-7; 31; 38-42.
 
Week 9  14  Prophets.  Hosea.  Isaiah 40-55.  Read the rest of the Judaism resources.
16  Quiz
 

IV.  CHRISTIANITY: THE REVELATION OF PERSONALITY
IN A GOSPEL OF LOVE

Week 10    21  According to Matthew plus Christianity Resources: Profiles of the life of Jesus of 
Nazareth and What is Jesus’ Gospel?
23  “The New Testament Interprets the Jewish Scriptures” essays, 474ff; and “Interpretation of 
the Bible from the Nineteenth to the Mid-twentieth Centuries,” 491-97.  
 
Week 11  April 4 According to Luke
 6  “Contemporary Methods in Biblical Study” (essays at the end: 497ff).  Christianity Resources: 
Life after death and The meaning of Jesus’ death on the cross.
 
Week 12   11  Romans 1-8; James; the First Letter of John.  Both resources on Paul.  Project 2 
due.
13  Quiz
 

V.  ISLAM: DYNAMISM THROUGH LIVING THE WILL OF GOD
Week 13  18  Qur’an Sura (chapters) 1 and 92-114.  Read the last three Methods resources on 
dialogue, pluralism, and unity.  Note: the last project, dialogue with a Muslim (if you are not 
Muslim) can be a challenge to schedule; do not procrastinate.
20  Sura 19  Read the first two resources on Islam.
 
Week 14  25  Sura 2
27  discussion continued
 
Week 15  May 2  Surah 19. 
4  Surah 8 and Joshua 11.  Read Resources/Islam on Ali Shari’ati ( 1933-1977)
 
Final Examination  May 8, 12:45-3:00.  The quiz on Islam will be more comprehensive than the 
other quizzes.
 
On the internet, consult the links at the bottom of the Resources page; in addition, rather than just 
“going on the web,” consider beginning with academically generated information via www.
searchedu.com   

 

 

Project on centering
 
How do you get in touch with your true self?  When things get crazy, when too much has to be 
done in a hurry, when conflict mounts, when temptation lures, when emotions start to get out of 
hand, what do you do to find your place of calm?  Or do you binge on something or do you divert 
yourself into activities that just take your mind off the mess?  Have you learned a technique of 
getting back in touch?  Do you wait to do so until things are desperate, or is your practice more of 
a developing, daily affair?
Our first project involves us in exploring an ideal that we see in Hinduism and in all our 
religions.  The ideal is to get in touch in a deeper way, to discover the indwelling spirit, the 
eternal, spirit “self,” “the Buddha-nature,” “the spirit in man, the candle of the Lord,” “the 
kingdom of heaven within you,” God “closer than your jugular vein.”  Interpretations differ, but 
there is wide agreement that each of us has within him- or herself something wonderful.  It is 
thought of as spiritual, divine, a gift of a loving God, an impersonal spirit presence, a center of 
energy, wisdom, love, peace, creativity, guidance, and purpose.  Of course there are non-religious 
interpretations of this reality/experience, drawing primarily on biology and psychology, and each 
student is free to work with his or her own interpretation(s).
            How shall we gently enhance our attunement with the wonderfulness within?  I offer you 
three answers.  First, at the present time, my favorite introductory thought on spirituality is this: 
“Man attains divine union by progressive reciprocal spiritual communion, by personality 
intercourse with the personal God, by increasingly attaining the divine nature through 
wholehearted and intelligent conformity to the divine will.”  Second, one of the easiest ways for 
students to practice centering is simply to take 20 minutes morning and evening to consent to the 
presence and activity of the indwelling spirit.  See http://courses.dl.kent.edu/21020/
Mphenomenology.htm for more details; in particular, note that the instructions for centering can 
be applied by persons who are not religiously affirmative; one is free to choose any name or no 
name for that inner center of wonderfulness.  Ideally, no such instructions in technique or method 
would be given, since the intercourse between the mind and its spirit center is beyond technique 
and method—the motto here is “Just do it.”  It’s about openness, receptivity, and subtle response, 
integrity in relating, a back and forth in the inner life.  Take time for it, again and again.  
Nevertheless, please use these instructions if you like.  Third, there are alternatives which I am 
delighted to discuss with you.  In this and future projects, you are never obliged to practice 
anything with which you do not feel comfortable.  In particular, you are not being asked to 
pretend to be a Hindu or to take up any religious practice that feels strange to you.  See the 
instructor if you feel a block in the project.
            Sometimes I assign a project that overlaps greatly with what a student has already been 
doing.  If that is the case for you, please see me to arrange an alternative.
            As you go through your experience during the weeks of the project, it will help to keep a 
journal of your experiences, problems, and discoveries—as they relate to what we are reading and 
discussing in class.
Then WRITE a project report in three parts.  Part I: in the first three pages, describe your 
project experience; you are welcome to add an autobiographical preface indicating relevant 
events that happened prior to the project.  (Those doing the one-unit service-learning project must 
add two more pages describing how their venture in spiritual centering affected their service 
experience.)  Part II: next, construct a three - page commentary on your Part I experience report 
from the perspective of the Hindu teachings we have shared (include page references in 
parentheses before the period ending the sentence).  This is not a research paper; you can get an 
A relying only on the sources used in class; but if you use additional sources or other help, be 
sure to avoid plagiarism and to acknowledge them in appropriate footnotes.  Use at least four 
quotations from Hindu texts, and at least two quotations from Buddhist texts, interpreting each 
one and discussing its implications for your experience report.  Part III: finally, in a closing two 
pages, respond to the Hindu and Buddhist commentaries you just constructed from your own 
point of view, exploring similarities and differences between your perspective as set forth in Part 
I and the Part II commentaries.  This section is not to become your general assessment of what’s 
right and wrong with Hinduism and Buddhism; stay focused on the dialogue set up in the 
previous parts of the paper.  
            The paper is in itself a limited, initial adventure into inter-religious dialogue.  Refer to the 
webpage on dialogue, http://courses.dl.kent.edu/21020/mdialog.htm.  If you can meet with a 
Hindu or Buddhist person for dialogue, I will give up to one letter grade of extra credit for each 
religion.  Your goal in this exercise is not full dialogue in the sense that you present your own 
beliefs as well as invite the other person to do so.  Rather, the interview is solely designed to help 
you gain an understanding of the other.  You might consider discussing some of the themes that 
have come up in the course, but feel free to go beyond that.  Write up an account of your dialogue 
in one or two pages, indicating something about the person you met, the length of the 
conversation, the topics covered, and particular discoveries of interest to you.  Append this report 
to the end of your paper.  How to find a Hindu or Buddhist that you can talk to in this area?  
Here’s one way to begin: http://www.pluralism.org/resources/map/index.php  In addition, try 
KSU’s Indian Students Association:   http://dept.kent.edu/stuorg/kentisa/
            The project report is due at the beginning of class, February 16, Wednesday of week 5.  It 
is to be typed, double-spaced, and proofread (recall what the syllabus says about English); and 
keep a copy in case something gets lost.  Papers will be evaluated for the quality of written 
English 10% (and papers below C in English cannot receive a C or better overall); Part I, 
experience report 30%; Part II, Hindu and Buddhist commentary (50%); Part II, your response to 
the commentary (10%).  Occasionally the instructor may raise the proportion of the grade for a 
section that is outstanding.  Late papers will be reduced a letter grade.  Here is a “rubric” 
indicating standards of performance for the different parts of the paper.
            Here is a “rubric” describing levels of achievement correlated with grades on the various 
parts of the assignment.

Part I. 
A.  The experience report shows that the student has grown (lived progressively on a growth 
frontier in his or her life).  In other words, the student has found an ideal in the assignment in 
which he or she can grow and shows a genuine effort toward that ideal.  (An instructive failure is 
acceptable as well as a success.)  The experience is described in a way that sets up the 
commentary to follow; the details provided are relevant to the discussion in the following parts of 
the paper.
B.  The report indicates some sincere effort in the direction of the project, but the report indicates 
an experience less sustained, less wholehearted, and written with more unnecessary or chatty 
detail.  The learning was average.
C.  The project experience seems to have been brief and half-hearted and shows little discovery.  
The experience is described with unnecessary, chatty details, and does not sustain a focus helpful 
to the dialogue to be established in the paper.
D.  The report indicates a severe misunderstanding of the assignment.
F.  The report gives little or no evidence of effort along the lines of the assignment.
 

Part II.
A.  A full three pages with at least half a dozen quotations from the traditions being studied.  The 
quotes you choose do not come only from the instructor’s handouts or webnotes, but show a 
careful study of the assigned readings.  Each quote is interpreted, and its relevance to your project 
experience is clearly discussed.
B.  Quotes from the assigned readings are mostly ones referred to in class.  There is some 
attention to showing the relevance of the quotes to the experience report.
C.  The commentary is too brief, and it does not draw on the text except to cite information 
already given out by the instructor—it gives no evidence that the student read the text.  There are 
just a few references to the text.  Passages are cited from the text with very little commentary 
explaining their relation to the experience report (except for cases in which the relevance is 
obvious).  There are some significant misinterpretations of the text.
D.  The paper indicates a severe misunderstanding of the assignment.  The student complains of 
problems that should have been discussed earlier with the instructor.
F.  The paper gives little or no evidence of effort along the lines of the assignment.
 

Part III.
A.  In a full page of reflection, giving reasons, articulating concepts, the student shows 
appreciation of some teaching in the tradition and builds on that teaching in expressing its import 
for one’s life.  One selects the relevant truths in the tradition, and then embellishes and illumines 
them so as to add truth.  The student expresses criticism with respect and gives reasons for 
disagreeing.
B.  There is a balance of appreciation and critique and some thoughtful development of the main 
points.
C.  The student expresses a few likes and/or dislikes without developing concepts and reasons 
thoughtfully.
D.  The student expresses criticism in a way that is dismissive of the tradition or shows hostility.
F.   Brief remarks showing almost no reflection are tacked on to the end of the paper.

 

 

 

Hinduism

Friendship with God

 
Hymns from the Rig-Veda, tr. Jean Le Mée (NY: Alfred Knopf, 1975)
 
Spirit!  Confirmed in your friendship
We have no fear, O Lord of Might!
                                    Rig-Veda I.11
 
 
When Men of the Word, companions, worship,
In their hearts refining flashes of insight,
Then some become fully conscious of knowledge,
While others go away mouthing empty words.
                                    Rig-Veda I. 50
 
 
All the friends rejoice for their Glorious Friend
At the end of the journey, reaching fulfillment,
For he brings nourishment, and removes their guilt,
And he is prepared to act courageously.
                                    Rig-Veda, X.71
 
 

 

Bhagavad Gita, chapter 2, on the atman, the eternal spirit self

The key term, atman (“self”) is not used until v. 45 (and 55).  Thus, to translate by inserting a 
term like “soul” is an interpretation that obscures mystery that mounts with the repeated use of 
“that” and “the embodied.”   
 
Beginningless, endless 12; immortal 18-21 
 
Reincarnates 13, 22, 27-28; until one moves beyond rebirth 51 
 
Is in the full, true sense 16 
 
Pervades the cosmos 17 
 
Invulnerable to material assault 23 “Weapons do not cut it, fire does not burn it, waters do not 
wet it, wind does not wither it.” 
 
Fixed, immovable 24 
 
Unmanifest 25; rarely seen or heard 29 
 
Rarely spoken 29 
 
Inconceivable 25  no one really knows it 29 
 
Immutable  25 
 
Therefore do not grieve over “killing” but do your Duty with its earthly and/or heavenly reward 
30-38 
 
Gain the understanding and escape the bondage of action 39 beyond mere greedy ritualism 41-44, 
beyond the triad of natural qualities, and dualities and mundane rewards 45;  act without craving, 
possessiveness, or individuality 71 
 
Which makes the Vedas super-fluous 46 
 
Established in yoga, perform actions 48 
 
Exchanging desires for contentment of the self within himself 55 or in the self by the self 
 
From insight 55, awake in the night 69 
 
In equanimity 56-57 and serenity 65, 70 
 
Beyond the senses  56; controlling the senses 61 
 
In death, find the peace of brahmanirvana.
 
 

 

Truth in Religion--January 2006

             “Seek and you will find.  You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”
Really?  Is there any truth in religion?  Different religions and some secular disciplines (e.g., 
Freudian psychoanalysis, education theorists) make the same claim.
 

I. Truth as factual correctness

Do the statements correspond with the facts?  The concept of truth associated with this approach 
is called "the correspondence theory of truth."
 
Questions of fact
Did the conversation between Krishna and Arjuna told in the Gita actually occur?
Which version of the Ten Commandments did Moses actually give the Israelites?
How accurate are the New Testament records of what Jesus said and did?
            Did an angel really tell Mohammad what to write?
 
Limits to the correspondence theory
Some factual claims can't be checked.
Sometimes language is used symbolically, not literally; the truth intended is not on the level of 
fact--e.g., "You must be reborn."  Or a story (mythos in Greek) is told which is not meant to be 
taken as a report.  
Is it raining or sunny?  Is there one door in this classroom or more than one?  Have a look. To 
some extent we can check whether our statements of fact correspond with reality, and the 
correspondence theory of truth thus has some obvious utility.  But we can't thus check our 
deepest conceptual framework for thinking.
 

II. Truth as coherence 

            Are the ideas of this text consistent with each other?  Is this statement or action consistent 
with the ideal beauty of truth and goodness that the speaker is supposed to represent?  How can 
an incoherent set of thoughts be true?
 
Limits of the coherence theory of truth
One's ideas can cohere nicely, yet be in error, if one's thinking is one-sided or built on a false 
premise.
Paradox (apparent inconsistency) is sometimes the most helpful way to express a profound 
realization. "The greatest is the one who serves everyone."
 

III. Truth as revelation—a gift of truth from a superhuman source?

Varieties of (alleged) revelation
 
An inner realization of supreme truth, beauty, and goodness
A vision
An inspired saying or speech
A person, a life
A book, in whole or in part
 
Questions about revelation
 
            Does the being to whom the revelation is attributed really exist?
            Did the revelatory event really occur?
            To what extent did the subject's physical condition and cultural background shape (the reception 
of) the gift?
            How fully did the recipient communicate it?
            Has the original record been altered?

 
Limits to truth as revelation
 

●     There are many claims to revelation that are inconsistent with each other.
●     One needs scientific, philosophic, and spiritual responsibility in discerning truth.
●     Acceptance of revelation makes it easy to be intolerant and stop growing.
●     Revelation must make use of language and ways of thinking appropriate to the receiving 

culture.
 

IV.  Truth as recognized through the Spirit of Truth

There is a theological idea that God’s Spirit of Truth illumines the mind so as to facilitate the 
perception of truth.  Whatever one thinks about that idea, there is an experience of intuiting truth.  
Sometimes we hear or read something that immediately strikes us as having a ring of truth to it.  
It comes as authoritative, uncommonly insightful, and resonates with the deepest within us.
 
Limitations to the idea of a spiritual intuition of truth
 
Intuitions differ; intuition becomes more reliable as the person develops spiritually.
Intuitions may be confused by dogma or passion.
 

V.  Truth as lived

             You can know the truth, and you can live the truth.  Many truths are only comprehended 
when they are lived.  Living the truth carries its own power and authority.
 
Limitations to the idea of truth as lived
            Living true to the best you know today enables one to know more tomorrow, which 
implies that today’s statements of truth are not final.  Since truth is living it cannot be fixed.  
           Persons live beautiful lives sometimes partly in spite of, as well as because of, what they 
believe.
 
 
 

The spirit within

            The teaching that the spirit of God lives within man is very widespread.  The various 
testimonies surely are in diverse contexts of meaning and may conceivably not refer to the same 
reality, but the array of overlapping proclamations is striking.  .  The Bhagavad-Gita sings of the 
atman, the eternal, spirit self (e.g., chapter 2.45, 55).  Buddhism speaks of the Buddha-nature 
within (e.g., the Great Parinirvana Sutra, chapter 3).  Judaism tells of “the spirit in man, the 
candle of the Lord, searching all the inward parts” (Proverbs 20.27)  Jesus speaks of “the 
kingdom of God within you” (Luke 17.21).  Islam teaches that God is “closer to you than your 
jugular vein” (Qur’an 50.16).  The Confucian philosopher Mencius writes, “A noble man steeps 
himself in the Way (tao) because he wishes to find it in himself.  When he finds it in himself, he 
will be at ease in it; when he is at ease in it, he can draw deeply upon it; when he can draw deeply 
upon it, he finds its source wherever he turns.” (IV B 14)  
For present purposes let’s deepen the look at the Hebrew Scriptures and the New Testament. 
 Moses and Jeremiah spoke of a covenant that would be written in your hearts; Elijah experienced 
the word of God as “a still, small voice” (1 Kings 19.11)  “I will put my law within them, and I 
will write it on their hearts” Jeremiah 31.33; cf. Hebrews 8:10, 10:16)  Psalm 40:8: I desire to do 
your will, O my God; your law is within my heart."  The prophet wrote, “I dwell in a high and 
holy place and with him who is of a contrite heart” (Isaiah 57.15).  “Where shall I flee from your 
presence?  If I ascend into heaven, you are there; if I make my bed in the depths, you are 
there” (Psalm 139.7-8).  
In the New Testament, Peter’s sermon on the day of Pentecost refers to the prophet Joel, who 
speaks of the spirit being “poured out upon all flesh.”  The presence of the spirit may not be able 
to do much good for those without faith, but the implication is that it’s there nevertheless.  So 
where is God?  Three answers are indicated: (1) in heaven; (2) everywhere; (3) in each one of us.  
The residential self-focalization of Deity on Paradise would be different from the diffused 
omnipresence and different again from the kingdom of God within us.
 
 
 

Buddhism

          Buddhism offers a rational approach to confronting the things in life that can 
mar our happiness.

·       Problems with our parents or problems between our parents

·       Problems with siblings, friends, house-mates, a girl-friend or boy-friend

·       Social antagonism and injustice, e.g., racism or another source of hostility

·       Physical problems, menstruation, the pain of childbirth, aging

·       Educational requirements, classes, professors, or costs that are unwelcome

·       Career problems; a bad situation at work; financial problems

·       Losing in sports, or any failure that diminishes self-respect

·       The sorry state of the world’s problems

·       The sorry state of the country’s problems

·       Personal growth issues; facing personal problems is hard, and the front-
burner issues are precisely the ones that take us beyond what we have already 
learned how to handle well

·       Uncertainty, disappointment, apparent defeat, the sheer difficulty of what 
needs to be done, the immensity of certain challenges, things we can’t explain

 

          In response to life’s problems (“suffering”), Buddhism cultivates self-
understanding and self-mastery, including the ability to concentrate, and what 
might be called “the mind of perfect poise.”  The disciplines of Buddhism aim to 
facilitate insight—enlightenment—so that one can live that insight on a daily basis.

 

Contrasts between Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism

From Huston Smith, The World’s Religions, p. 126
 

Theravada Buddhism Mahayana Buddhism
Human beings are emancipated by self-effort, 
without supernatural aid.

Human aspirations are supported by divine 
powers and the grace they bestow.

Key Virtue: wisdom. Key Virtue: compassion.
Attainment requires constant commitment, and 
is primarily for monks and nuns. 

Religious practice is relevant to life in the 
world, and therefore to laypeople.

Ideal: the Arhat who remains in nirvana after 
death.

Ideal: the bodhisattva [devoted to see all beings 
saved before entering parinirvana].

Buddha a saint, supreme teacher, inspirer. Buddha as savior.
Minimizes metaphysics [deep philosophy]. Elaborates metaphysics.
Minimizes ritual. Emphasizes ritual.
Practice centers on meditation. Includes petitionary prayer.
 
 

Judaism

Project II: Refreshing the soul and loving service

 
The soul—one’s true self—can be lost, hurt, torn, or rejoicing.  A contemporary interpretation of 
the concept of soul emerging in the Hebrew scriptures is that the soul is the reality of the person’s 
relation to God.  Those for whom the concept of God is unwelcome are encouraged to substitute 
truth, beauty, and goodness.  The first dimension of the project, then, is to refresh the soul in God 
and/or truth, beauty, and goodness.
            The second dimension of the project is loving service.  Acting out of the desire to do good 
to others is an essential complement to the quest for the personal realization of God and/or 
goodness.  Service can be done slavishly, resentfully, reluctantly, indifferently, or cooperatively, 
intelligently, wisely, and lovingly.  Love originates in the realm that we approached in the 
previous project.  We do not have to—indeed, we cannot—manufacture or create love.  All we 
need to do is to let ourselves find or receive or “come from the place of” love.  Seek and you will 
find, it is said.
            The project begins today, February 28, 2006, and ends as you hand in your paper on 
Tuesday, April 11.  If you have difficulties or feel that you have reason to request a modification 
of the assignment, please speak with the instructor promptly.
 
            The paper is to have the following structure.
I.  Write a four-page experience report addressing the two dimensions of the project; if you notice 
any interaction between these dimensions, please include mention of that.
II.  Create a prophetic discourse addressing the people of our generation (two pages).  Use 
quotations from the best passages that you find in the Hebrew Bible (note the excerpts in the 
webnotes), and remember that a prophet need not specialize in condemning abuses; they had 
several arrows in their quiver.  Don’t just vent.  Be intelligent, even artistic, in how you 
communicate your message so that your imagined audience will have the best chance to see the 
light and turn and accept it.  This is not to say that you should fear to speak critical truth 
incisively.  Set forth what you take to be the spiritual difficulties with which our generation is 
coping, and speak a message designed to minister to these difficulties.  I ask that you not appeal 
to faith in Jesus for the purpose of this discourse.  The fuller reason for that request will become 
evident as we study the fourth unit in our course.  Those who do not believe in God should speak 
in terms of values, character, truth, beauty, and goodness—whatever themes seem to speak most 
appropriately to the soul needs of our time.
III.  Create a new psalm of your own, on the model of the psalms in the book of psalms, but fresh, 
an expression of the soul for today (about a page).  Make it a blessing for the people of our 
generation.  If it expresses the agony we all experience at times, see if there is also a way to 
express a turn to hope—but don’t fake it just to satisfy the hope implicit in the assignment.  Once 
again, no student is obliged to make reference to God as a literary device.
 
            Grading will pay attention to standards similar to those used with the previous project.

 
 
 

The Bible
 
            The essays that follow represent points of view of the authors.  You are of course free to 
disagree; but they are offered as representative of much current scholarship.  The essays are from 
the back of The New Oxford Annotated Bible (using the New Revised Standard Version).  I 
generally do not summarize or include text references for the illustrations used by the authors.
 

The Canons of the Bible (by Marc Z. Brettler with Pheme Perkins)
A canon is a collection of books officially recognized as what “a large segment of the community 
had already held to be central, holy, or authoritative” (456).
The canon of the Hebrew Bible developed in stages.  There was early agreement on the Torah or 
Penteteuch—the first five books, Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy.  They 
were regarded as central to Jewish identity by the Persian period (sixth to fourth centuries).  Even 
as the canon was forming in the first century CE, “there was a certain amount of flexibility or 
variability around the fringes” (456).  
            Books were accepted for “the community’s views on their centrality, authority, 
sacredness, and inspiration” (456).  
            The canon included “a wide variety of genres, ideologies, and theologies” 456).
 

Textual Criticism (Pheme Perkins with Michael D. Coogan)
            Different manuscripts have variant readings, and scholars attempt to establish the best text 
by considering what factors may plausibly explain why a scribe may have made a change from 
the text being copied (e.g., 461).  There is a preference for older rather than younger manuscripts, 
shorter rather than longer readings, and difficult or awkward rather than smoother readings (462).
 

The Hebrew Bible’s Interpretation of Itself (by Marc Z. Brettler)
            Interpretations of earlier texts (in a different book or in the same book) are made in order 
to (a) add wisdom (b) reconcile contradictions (c) make apparently false prophecies seem true 
(473-73).
 

Jewish Interpretation in the Premodern Era (by Marc Z. Brettler)
            Interpretation deals with “the ambiguity of certain words,” and often expresses “the desire 
to bring the text closer to Jewish life, and the fact that they now had to deal with these texts as 
canonical, that is, both authoritative and closed to further additions”; and interpretation was used 
“to give the static text greater elasticity” (478).  Within the Bible, “the interpretive addition is 
often inserted into the text itself without differentiating text and commentary, or in which 
scripture is rewritten (478).  Later interpretation sometimes responded to Christian or Muslim 
ideas.  
            In translation, interpretation is unavoidable, and sometimes translations take liberties with 
the text (479).
            In commentaries (pesharim), the earlier text is interpreted as relevant to the present day.
            In creative historiography, things are rewritten to harmonize and to add.  When various 
versions of a story, such as the creation story, are “read canonically and the existence of sources 
forgotten, it becomes natural to interpret the stories in this fashion” (i.e., here, taking the second 
telling as filling in details in the first one).
            Rabbinic interpretations typically tend to regard the Bible as divine speech, saturated with 
meaning, which can be diversely unpacked.  The Bible thus “cannot be interpreted as a ‘normal’ 
text which might have a stable meaning; rather it has seventy  (an indeterminate but large, 
number of ) faces or meanings” (481).  Every letter is significant; so is the juxtaposition of 
adjacent units.
            Medieval commentators dealt with the problem that traditional commentaries tended to be 
“atomistic” (focused on a single, small point) and “filled with diverse opinions” (483).  Rashi 
achieved a coherent selection of commentaries.  His son-in-law, Rashbam, commented in ways 
that respond to Christian persecution of Jews, for example, during the Crusades.  The mystical 
interpretation was illustrated in a text called the Zohar, and philosophical interpretation was 
practiced by Maimonides, The Guide to the Perplexed.  
            “Most Jewish and Christian premodern interpretation shares a set of basic assumptions 
that make them fundamentally premodern.  These include the idea that the Bible is an 
authoritative canonical work, which is revealed divine speech, and, as such, must be interpreted 
in a special way.  Though set in history, it is in a special sense timeless, speaking to every 
generation and to every individual.  Although several medieval rabbis cast some small doubts on 
one aspect or another of these premises of interpretation, only in the seventeenth century would 
these shared assumptions begin to erode, and only then would we slowly move from premodern 
to modern biblical interpretation.” (484)
 
 

Project II: Refreshing the soul and loving service

 
The soul—one’s true self—can be lost, hurt, torn, or rejoicing.  A contemporary interpretation of 
the concept of soul emerging in the Hebrew scriptures is that the soul is the reality of the person’s 
relation to God.  Those for whom the concept of God is unwelcome are encouraged to substitute 
truth, beauty, and goodness.  The first dimension of the project, then, is to refresh the soul in God 
and/or truth, beauty, and goodness.
            The second dimension of the project is loving service.  Acting out of the desire to do good 
to others is an essential complement to the quest for the personal realization of God and/or 
goodness.  Service can be done slavishly, resentfully, reluctantly, indifferently, or cooperatively, 
intelligently, wisely, and lovingly.  Love originates in the realm that we approached in the 
previous project.  We do not have to—indeed, we cannot—manufacture or create love.  All we 
need to do is to let ourselves find or receive or “come from the place of” love.  Seek and you will 
find, it is said.
            The project begins today, February 28, 2006, and ends as you hand in your paper on 
Tuesday, April 11.  If you have difficulties or feel that you have reason to request a modification 
of the assignment, please speak with the instructor promptly.
 
            The paper is to have the following structure.
I.  Write a four-page experience report addressing the two dimensions of the project; if you notice 
any interaction between these dimensions, please include mention of that.
II.  Create a prophetic discourse addressing the people of our generation (two pages).  Use 
quotations from the best passages that you find in the Hebrew Bible (note the excerpts in the 
webnotes), and remember that a prophet need not specialize in condemning abuses; they had 
several arrows in their quiver.  Don’t just vent.  Be intelligent, even artistic, in how you 
communicate your message so that your imagined audience will have the best chance to see the 
light and turn and accept it.  This is not to say that you should fear to speak critical truth 
incisively.  Set forth what you take to be the spiritual difficulties with which our generation is 
coping, and speak a message designed to minister to these difficulties.  I ask that you not appeal 
to faith in Jesus for the purpose of this discourse.  The fuller reason for that request will become 
evident as we study the fourth unit in our course.  Those who do not believe in God should speak 
in terms of values, character, truth, beauty, and goodness—whatever themes seem to speak most 
appropriately to the soul needs of our time.
III.  Create a new psalm of your own, on the model of the psalms in the book of psalms, but fresh, 
an expression of the soul for today (about a page).  Make it a blessing for the people of our 
generation.  If it expresses the agony we all experience at times, see if there is also a way to 
express a turn to hope—but don’t fake it just to satisfy the hope implicit in the assignment.  Once 
again, no student is obliged to make reference to God as a literary device.
 
            Grading will pay attention to standards similar to those used with the previous project.

 
 
            How to go about refreshing the soul?  Many of you already experienced something of that 
in your experience connected with the previous project.  For minds that were racing, conscious 
breathing provided a way of relaxation and the beginning of a deeper openness.  Those who 
fruitfully sought the indwelling spirit, the kingdom of heaven within you, have already tasted its 
soul-refreshing qualities.
              How to go about refreshing the soul?  Recall the psalms we considered in class, 42, 19, 
and 22.  Pick a psalm of your choice.  Let the divine spirit (you may simply think of it as the 
human spirit) help you select a psalm or a verse or phrase to allow to sink into the heart. 
 Meditate on its meaning.  By meditation, I don’t mean trance; take time to ponder the meaning.  
Allow the spirit to bring forth new insights.  
If you choose to reflect on a passage of scripture for this purpose, if you read seeking for a gem 
that is fitting for you at the present time, you are free to adjust the wording or concept to what fits 
your best understanding of what is truly worthy of your receptivity.
            Even those who believe in a divine spirit bringing God’s love to you from within the mind 
should remember the responsibility to discern well the truth, beauty, and goodness of what comes 
to mind during prayer and meditation.  Sometimes the mere deliverances of the subconscious can 
be impressive.  One is not impulsively to assume that simply because one has just prayed that the 
next thing that comes to mind is God’s answer.  Rather, the divine process is one of growing in 
the ability for discerning communion by decades of devoted living.
            How to go about refreshing the soul?  If you would like further ideas, please see the 
instructor.  One way is by loving service.  Experience with many classes in past years assures me 
that you will find service channels opening up once you sincerely look for them.  Ask for them.  
Prepare your heart and soul and mind and strength for them.  I look forward to reading some of 
your experiences.  You will not always know when and how you serve or what the effects may 
be.  
            If you would like further ideas toward making the idea of loving service more concrete, 
please see the instructor.  In addition, the teaching of Leviticus 19 to love your neighbor as 
yourself was explained by the first century in terms of the golden rule: select the chapter from my 
book on the rule in classical Jewish thought from this site: http://www.personal.kent.edu/
~jwattles/goldrule.htm 
The book and this website contain many other ideas that you may find beneficial.
            Most of all, have your own adventure.  I trust you to flourish in that.
 
 

Essays in the New Oxford Annotated Bible

            The essays that are summarized of course represent points of view of the authors.  You 
are free to disagree; but they are offered as representative of much current scholarship, so it is 
worthwhile in a course like this to learn from them.
 

The Canons of the Bible (by Marc Z. Brettler with Pheme Perkins)
A canon is a collection of books officially recognized as what “a large segment of the community 
had already held to be central, holy, or authoritative” (456).
The canon of the Hebrew Bible developed in stages.  There was early agreement on the Torah or 
Penteteuch—the first five books, Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy.  They 
were regarded as central to Jewish identity by the Persian period (sixth to fourth centuries).  Even 
as the canon was forming in the first century CE, “there was a certain amount of flexibility or 
variability around the fringes” (456).  
            Books were accepted for “the community’s views on their centrality, authority, 
sacredness, and inspiration” (456).  
            The canon included “a wide variety of genres, ideologies, and theologies” 456).
 

Textual Criticism (Pheme Perkins with Michael D. Coogan)
            Different manuscripts have variant readings, and scholars attempt to establish the best text 
by considering what factors may plausibly explain why a scribe may have made a change from 
the text being copied (e.g., 461).  There is a preference for older rather than younger manuscripts, 
shorter rather than longer readings, and difficult or awkward rather than smoother readings (462).
 

The Hebrew Bible’s Interpretation of Itself (by Marc Z. Brettler)
            Interpretations of earlier texts (in a different book or in the same book) are made in order 
to (a) add wisdom (b) reconcile contradictions (c) make apparently false prophecies seem true 
(473-73).
 

Jewish Interpretation in the Premodern Era (by Marc Z. Brettler)
            Interpretation deals with “the ambiguity of certain words,” and often expresses “the desire 
to bring the text closer to Jewish life, and the fact that they now had to deal with these texts as 
canonical, that is, both authoritative and closed to further additions”; and interpretation was used 
“to give the static text greater elasticity” (478).  Within the Bible, “the interpretive addition is 
often inserted into the text itself without differentiating text and commentary, or in which 
scripture is rewritten (478).  Later interpretation sometimes responded to Christian or Muslim 
ideas.  
            In translation, interpretation is unavoidable, and sometimes translations take liberties with 
the text (479).  
            In commentaries (pesharim), the earlier text is interpreted as relevant to the present day.
            In creative historiography, things are rewritten to harmonize and to add.  When various 
versions of a story, such as the creation story, are “read canonically and the existence of sources 
forgotten, it becomes natural to interpret the stories in this fashion” (i.e., here, taking the second 
telling as filling in details in the first one).
            Rabbinic interpretations typically tend to regard the Bible as divine speech, saturated with 
meaning, which can be diversely unpacked.  The Bible thus “cannot be interpreted as a ‘normal’ 
text which might have a stable meaning; rather it has seventy  (an indeterminate but large, 
number of ) faces or meanings” (481).  Every letter is significant; so is the juxtaposition of 
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adjacent units.
            Medieval commentators dealt with the problem that traditional commentaries tended to be 
“atomistic” (focused on a single, small point) and “filled with diverse opinions” (483).  Rashi 
achieved a coherent selection of commentaries.  His son-in-law, Rashbam, commented in ways 
that respond to Christian persecution of Jews, for example, during the Crusades.  The mystical 
interpretation was illustrated in a text called the Zohar, and philosophical interpretation was 
practiced by Maimonides, The Guide to the Perplexed.  
            “Most Jewish and Christian premodern interpretation shares a set of basic assumptions 
that make them fundamentally premodern.  These include the idea that the Bible is an 
authoritative canonical work, which is revealed divine speech, and, as such, must be interpreted 
in a special way.  Though set in history, it is in a special sense timeless, speaking to every 
generation and to every individual.  Although several medieval rabbis cast some small doubts on 
one aspect or another of these premises of interpretation, only in the seventeenth century would 
these shared assumptions begin to erode, and only then would we slowly move from premodern 
to modern biblical interpretation.” (484)
 
 

The Ten Commandments

 
 1.  You shall worship no other gods.
 2.  You shall not make a graven image, or any likeness of anything . . . .  You shall not  bow 
down to them or serve them.
 3.  You shall not misuse the name of the Lord your God.
 4.  Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy.
 5.  Honor your father and your mother.
 6.  You shall not commit murder.
 7.  You shall not commit adultery.
 8.  You shall not steal.
 9.  You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.
10.  You shall not covet.
 
 

Theodicy: Thoughts for your consideration

How can one affirm an eternally perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful Creator God in the face of the 
facts of pain, suffering, and evil?  Usually the discussion occurs as a debate, rather than as an 
inquiry toward greater understanding.  
 1.  “Taste and see that the Lord is good.”  Once you find God in personal, spiritual, religious 
experience, questions about suffering do not shake your faith.  You rather seek the meaning of 
suffering and the mission of adversity.
 2.  We cannot fathom why God permits the catastrophes we observe.  "God's ways are higher 
than your ways as the stars are higher than the earth."  The eternal wisdom and universal kindness 
of the divine acts is beyond our discernment.
 3.  Think of all the different reasons why things happen.  Natural processes follow their course, 
and accidents happen in our evolutionary world.  An earthquake should not be called an act of 
God.  We live in a realm of everlastingly dependable causal law.
 4.  Anxious craving causes suffering.  We should seek “the mind of perfect poise.”
 5.  If imperfect beings with free will are to be created, potential evil is inevitable.
 6.  Mortals need the contrast of potential evil to differentiate and recognize the good.
 7.  Some suffering results from our misuse of human freedom, violating—deliberately or not—
principles of health, sanity, morality, or happiness.
 8.  Without suffering we cannot develop a noble character.
 9.  We must not imagine that this world is the best the Creator could do.  There is a heaven of 
eternal perfection where the will of God is done, as well as this evolving realm where human 
beings are invited into the adventure of becoming perfect.
10.  There is an evolving phase of Deity whose incompleteness partly explains the degree of 
disorder on our planet.
11.  The work of creation has been shared with subordinate beings who are neither infinite nor 
eternally perfect.
12.  A superhuman rebellion against God is responsible for some of the confusion, evil, sin, and 
suffering on our planet.
13.  It is misleading to think that God gives permission to wrongdoers.  A human lifetime is over 
surprisingly quickly, and judgment must be faced.
14.  Some suffering occurs because God chastises those he loves in order to prod them to turn 
from evil into the way of life.
15.  Not everything is good, but God—and those who cooperate with God—so labor that 
everything eventually does work together for good—and we have a responsible part to play in the 
process.
16.  God does not leave us alone.  "In all our afflictions he is afflicted with us."
17.  A Son of God has come forth to reveal the love of God, to experience this life with its full 
measure of suffering, and to comfort those who suffer.
18.  Should we think of the world as filled with suffering?  On balance, there is much for which 
to be thankful.
19.  Once an episode of suffering is over—really over—we look back and find that the suffering 
was not truly substantial.  Though evil appears to exist for a time, it can only exist by being 
parasitical on realities that are good.  On the path from chaos to glory the sufferings of time are 
eclipsed by the joy of the process of realizing our universe destiny.
 

Project with Islam

 
1.  Write your own list of principles for dialogue.
In order to do this, first think about the question and jot down your ideas.  
Next, consult the three different sources in the Resources/Methods document at http://courses.dl.
kent.edu/21020/mdialog.htm.  Please note that the third source uses the term “debate” as a 
pejorative term, and for the immediate purposes of this class that’s just fine.  It is often true that 
debate is antagonistic, and it is true that students in this class who are meeting Muslims and 
learning the skills of dialogue should not move into debate.  Nevertheless, non-antagonistic 
positing of serious questions and setting forth of contrasting positions has an important role to 
play one the participants have developed a good working relationship and are mature in their 
approach to conversation.  
After you have read the web document, write your list of principles before going into dialogue.
Revise your list after your dialogue experience.  Write them down as the first page of your 
paper.  You are encouraged to comment on your principles, so that you offer more than simply a 
list.
 
2.  Have dialogue with a Muslim.  Try to find out what it is like for that person to be living their 
faith.  What is their way of expressing what Islam is all about?  What is their experience as a 
Muslim living in the United States?  What is their experience of living the will of God?  Of 
course, you will have other questions about which you are curious.  
You will need to be diligent to make arrangements, as this can be difficult at the end of the 
semester.  You are welcome to have these conversations in groups of two or three.  I ask that you 
not have larger groups so that each person has a chance to be active.      To make contacts with a 
Muslim, contact Aman Ali aaali@kent.edu (suggested for men) or Chereen Gamal cgamal@kent.
edu (suggested for women).  Chereen writes of some events to be aware of: April 18th room 133 
Bowman 7pm-an event addressing civil rights concerns and the Bush wire tapping issue (our 
speaker is still unconfirmed though, I'll keep you updated).  April 18th 11-6pm is our annual 
"Faces of Islam" event which is held in Risman plaza which is more of a bazzar type event 
addressing the diversity in Islam.  April 25th 7pm room 315 student center-an event addressing 
Islamic penology and the death penalty.  Our meetings are Thursdays at 8pm in the student 
center, usually room 304, but I would check the schedule near the elevators.  [Non Muslim 
visitors are most welcome to attend.]  We will be having some candy selling tables in Bowman 
on the 19th and 26th from 11-4pm and your students may always come and talk to anyone sitting 
there.
Prepare by study and come up with thoughtful questions.  
            As Part II of your paper, write a two-page report of your experience in dialogue.
If you are Muslim or someone already quite familiar with Muslims and their expressions of 
their own faith, please see me to arrange an alternative to this part of the assignment.
 
 
3.  On the basis of assigned readings, class discussion, and your own further discoveries, write a 
two page (500 word) essay on the potentials you see in Islam that support hope for good 
future relations between Muslims and their neighbors around the world.  You are not 
obliged to be optimistic if, on balance, you expect short- or long-term decline in relations.  In 
such a case, it is still true that not every interaction is bad.  Therefore, your task is to see what 
potentials there are for good interactions and what ways there may be to slow the decline.
 
4.  Optional extra credit (up to 10%, a letter grade).  There is an experiential dimension that 
makes a good project in association with the study of Islam: Live in supreme devotion to the will 
of God and/or goodness.  Note that this does not require you to depart from your normally 
planned activities for this intense, final month of the semester.  If you choose to do this phase of 
the project, add an additional two pages showing what you realized and experienced through your 
focus on this theme during the project period.
 
 
The paper is due on May 4, the last day of class.
Any questions?  Please ask the instructor promptly.
 
 

Just War Theory (military jihad in the West)

 
According to the “just war theory” developed in the West (and of course each point is contested), 
a war has been held to be just if . . . 
 
1.  It is legally declared by a public authority legitimately authorized to commit a people to war.
 
2.  It must be pursued for a morally just cause, such as self-defense.  A pre-emptive strike may be 
justifiable if there is “clear and present danger” (e.g., an imminent attack).   [What about going 
after Hitler in 1935?]
 
3.  Those who fight must have a rightful intention—for a just end, not mere revenge.
 
4.  It is done only as a last resort.
 
5.  There must be a reasonable chance of achieving the goal.
 
6.  The war must be aimed at a goal that is proportional to the injuries the war will probably 
inflict; it must not produce more harm than good.
 
7.  The war must not be fought with immoral means, e.g., by inflicting more deaths than are truly 
necessary or by methods designed intentionally to kill innocent civilians.
 
 

The question of the connection between Islam and violence

 
1.  “Islam” means submission to the will of God.  “Violence” carries a negative ethical 
connotation.  How can the will of God be unethical?  The Qur'an teaches, "God does not love the 
aggressors."  The prophet Muhammad spoke against suicide.  
            Question: Isn’t this observation the end of the matter?  Why or why not?
 
2.  Islam, like every other religion, regarded as a tradition with a long history, has moments in its 
heritage that are controversial and some that are widely repudiated.  In fairness, non-Muslims 
must not only remember comparable aspects of the history of other religions, but must also 
imagine or learn how these stories get reported and viewed from outside.  Many Westerners, for 
example, tend to think of the Spanish conquests in the Americas simply as conquests carried out 
by Spain, not as conquests carried out by Christianity, and they view the violence of these 
conquests as no longer an issue.  In fairness, non-Muslims do well to recall another kind of 
example: those who cherish the Bible pay almost no attention to the commandments attributed to 
God in the Book of Joshua to kill every man, woman, and child in village after village (chapter 
11).  Or consider the way John's gospel uses the term "the Jews," sometimes in ways that seem to 
carry negative connotations, which some people today say played an historical role contributing 
to anti-Jewish sentiments in Europe.
            Question: Does this paragraph strike you as fair?  Does it call for some further balancing 
remark?  For example, some people hold that some historical traditions, such as Buddhism, have 
less violence in their history than other traditions.  If such a judgment about proportion is correct, 
would it affect our estimate of the fairness of the preceding paragraph?
 
3.  Consider the passages of the Qur’an that teach tolerance.  “There shall be no compulsion in 
religion” (2:256).  Repeatedly provision is made for the peoples to whom God has already sent a 
book—the Jews with their Torah, the Christians with the New Testament, and others.  The 
message is that God welcomes them if they live in accord with the teachings they have received.
            Question: How are unbelievers to be treated—and who is an unbeliever?  At times, Jews 
and Christians are regarded as believers, but those who encounter the revelations of the Prophet 
Mohammad and reject them are also sometimes called unbelievers.  A charitable interpretation of 
such a passage might go something like this: Someone may be a believer in reasonable standing 
in one religion, but one day he or she encounters a new and more advanced revelation.  This can 
be a great turning point, a parting of the ways, such that to reject the new and higher revelation 
has great consequences for his or her religious standing.
 
4.  Consider Sura 8, The Spoils.  Here we find passages disturbing to many readers: “God 
revealed His will to the angels, saying: ‘I shall be with you.  Give courage to the believers.  I 
shall cast terror into the hearts of the infidels.  Strike off their heads, strike off the very tips of 
their fingers!’” (8:12)  “It was not you, but God, who slew them” (8:17; cf. 8:59)  “Make war on 
them until idolatry shall cease and God’s religion shall reign supreme” (8:40).
            Sura 8 is commenting on the Battle of Badr, a pivotal turn of events in the early Muslim 
community in Medina in their struggles with their Meccan enemies.  According to the 
commentary in the widely respected translation by A. Yusuf Ali ([1934] 2nd edition, 1977), the 
main points emphasized are that this Sura gives rules for the proper conduct of warfare, and, in 
particular, that the victorious believers are not to indulge personal, material self-interest by 
grabbing for the spoils of battle.  Moreover, the particular armor worn by the Meccans protecting 
the chest and arms makes it understandable that the warriors were told where to strike (cf. 47:3).
            Question: Is knowing the historical context enough to satisfy our concern?  One issue is 
whether such words fit the just and righteous character of the God of goodness.  Another issue is 
how the Qur’an’s response to that event applies to later times.  It is often said that the Qur’an is 
superior to the Torah and the New Testament, because these prior books were given to illuminate 
the will of God for particular times and places, whereas the Qur’an is said to apply universally to 
all peoples at all times.  Some say that the task of interpreting the Qur’an today—after centuries 
of failed attempts by, e.g., Christianity and Islam to dominate each other—is to find resources for 
living together, for peaceful coexistence and cooperation.
 
5.  Some regard it as a scandal that the Qur’an promises reward in heaven to those who die in 
righteous defense of the true faith.  “Let those who would exchange the life of this world for the 
hereafter, fight for the cause of God; whoever fights for the cause of God, whether he dies or 
triumphs, on him We shall bestow a rich recompense” (4:74; 47:8).  But compare this passage 
with one from the Gospel According to Mark: “If any want to become my followers, let them 
deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me.  For those who want to save their life will 
lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.  For 
what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life?” (Mark 8.34-36)  
Christianity has a tradition honoring martyrdom.  (Nor is it irrelevant to recall that medieval Pope 
Urban the II promised a “plenary indulgence”—forgiveness of all one’s [prior] sins—for those 
who would go on a crusade “out of pure devotion” to take Jerusalem from Muslim control.
            Question: What do you think about the possibility of life in heaven after death?  How 
does your to this question affect your attitude to this comparison?
 
6.  The threat of hell awaiting wrongdoers is not unfamiliar to readers of the New Testament, and 
as conventionally interpreted—as a firey place of eternal torture after death—the image does little 
to mollify human tendencies to revenge.  (Note that the term “hell” translates the word Gehenna; 
what Jesus was actually referring to was the dump outside Jerusalem where they burned garbage!)
            Question: What concept of alternatives in the afterlife is consistent with divine ideals of 
righteousness and goodness?  How can those who believe in heavenly rewards and punishments 
safeguard themselves from the tendency to be cruel toward wrongdoers on earth?
 
7.  If we find troublesome implications in the Qur’an, we should realize that they may well play 
no role in the daily life of the vast majority of Muslims.
            Question: Is there not a duty in every religion to select the best and most helpful passages 
and interpretations for the needs of the present age?  If so, how can one respond to conservative 
interpreters?  And how may they be expected to respond?  How shall we all live together 
progressively?
 
8.  One evangelical Christian response to the September 11, 2001, terrorist incidents in New 
York, Washington, and Pennsylvania proposed the idea that the United States has made itself 
vulnerable by allowing corruption to proliferate, which has the effect of removing ourselves from 
divine protection.   
            Question: Is there a grain of truth here?  The Qur’an says, “The unbelievers have no 
protector” (47:10).  What proportion of genuine believers—in thought, word, and deed—are 
found in the religious institutions of America today?  Extremists challenge not only the legitimate 
freedoms of a constitutional democracy but also the false freedom, the “I’m-going-to-do-
whatever-I-damn-well-please” attitude that pervades so much of our society today.
 
9.  Terry Waite, a Christian leader and negotiator, held hostage for six years in Lebanon, in a 
speech at Kent State, distinguished three kinds of people that engage in hostage-taking: (1) thugs; 
(2) people who have a legitimate grievance that can be worked out through negotiation; (3) 
religious fanatics.
            Question: why should we assume that these three types are mutually exclusive?  If there 
are legitimate grievances that can be worked out, would it not be wise to do so?
 
 
 

The equality and complementarity of men and women

 
1.  Islam proclaims the equality of women with men; their human nature, spiritual standing before 
God, and destiny are the same.
2.  Islam clearly proclaims the complementarity of men and women—their roles are different.  
Equality can be consistent with complementarity.  But—for any culture—if equality is defined in 
ways that suppress complementarity or if complementarity is defined in ways that betray 
equality, then there are problems, and in any case it is a challenge to evolve reasonable practices, 
tolerances, and constructive ways of expressing intolerance when something intolerable rears its 
head.    
3.  Abuses by Muslims are not to be blamed on Islam, but on lack of individual development and 
on cultural backwardness.
4.  Four wives?  The Qur’an stipulates that each must be equally loved.  That was possible for 
Mohammed and his companions, but if that is impossible for men today, then the requirement of 
equal love amounts to a requirement of monogamy.  War made for a shortage of males at that 
time to keep the population going.
5.  What about verses in the Qur’an that may appear sexist from an outsider’s perspective?  What 
lines of possible response are there?

●     We must try to view them by approaching as close as we can to the divine perspective 
from which the revelations have been given.

●     Progressive Muslims do not base their lives on such interpretations.
6.  The head covering for women is optional.  Cultural standards vary for appropriately modest 
dress for women; and these standards are chosen partly to help men avoid being tempted or 
distracted.
 
 
 
Additional resources on Sufism: 
Franklin D. Lewis, Rumi: Past and Present, East and West (Oxford: Oneworld 2000). 
The Essential Rumi, tr. Coleman Barks with John Moyne, A. J. Arberry, Reynold Nicholson  
(Edison, New Jersey: Castle Books, 1997.
http://www.arches.uga.edu/~godlas/home.html
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[ Up ] 

Gita, chapter 2 on the atman, the eternal spirit self

  

Beginningless, endless 12; immortal 18-21 

Reincarnates 13, 22, 27-28; until one moves beyond rebirth 51 

Is in the full, true sense 16 

Pervades the cosmos 17 

Invulnerable to material assault 23 “Weapons do not cut it, fire does not burn it, waters do not wet it, 
wind does not wither it.” 

Fixed, immovable 24 

Unmanifest 25; rarely seen or heard 29 

Rarely spoken 29 

Inconceivable 25  no one really knows it 29 

Immutable  25 

Therefore do not grieve over “killing” but do your Duty with its earthly and/or heavenly reward 30-38 

Gain the understanding and escape the bondage of action 39 beyond mere greedy ritualism 41-44, 
beyond the triad of natural qualities, and dualities and mundane rewards 45;  act without craving, 
possessiveness, or individuality 71 

Which makes the Vedas super-fluous 46 

Established in yoga, perform actions 48 

Exchanging desires for contentment of the self within himself 55 or in the self by the self 

From insight 55, awake in the night 69 

In equanimity 56-57 and serenity 65, 70 

Beyond the senses  56; controlling the senses 61 

In death, find the peace of brahmanirvana.

 

 

Chapter 3

            Note.  The eternal spirit self does not act.  Action proceeds from the gunas, the material strands.  
(If one may speak broadly of types, this doctrine is typical of Eastern religion in contrast with Western 
religion.)

 

Chapter 4

            Note the teaching that Krishna is an incarnation of God: God manifest in the flesh, as a human 
being.  

            Note that God is said to incarnate in every age.  This has left the door open for various 
individuals to claim that they are that one.

            Krishna indicates that all paths lead to him.  Note the implications of this teaching for the way a 
Hindu would regard members of other religions.

The technique of self-restraint discussed here, sometimes taken to extremes of self-denial, is fairly 
typical of very devoted individuals in many religions.  Question: is this really heroic devotion or is it a 
mistake?  Might there be a self mastery which would be a spontaneous consequence of spiritual 
transformation, rather than the product of self-examination and self-control?  

Note the importance assigned to having a teacher.  The Sanscrit word for “teacher” is guru.  
Traditionally, the teacher is worshipped as a manifestation of God.

 

Chapter 5

            Note the idea of all beings being equal, a roach or a human being, which, for example, would 
mandate that the golden rule be applied to one’s relations with the animal kingdom. 

            Reflect on the theme of oneness with God and friendship with God as presented here.  Cf. 6.20, 
6.27, 6.31.

            

Chapter 6

            Is there a way to interpret 6.6 as an indication of a non-self-coercive way toward self-mastery?

 

Chapter 7

            Those who choose other gods go to them, not to me (Krishna).  Reflect on the relation of this to 
the thought highlighted in chapter 4.

 

Chapter 8

            Note the cosmology of endlessly repeating cycles of manifestation coming forth from the 
unmanifest and returning to the unmanifest.

 

Chapter 9

            Note that the apex of wisdom is to find God within.  9.13

            What is the import of the fact that God is referred to as father and mother?  9.17

            Here Krishna says that all worship—no matter to whom it may be directed—ultimately comes to 
him, and that he accepts all genuine worship.  In other words, it’s the sincere spirit of worship, not the 
particular God-concept that is being held in the mind of the worshiper that determines its success in 
reaching the Supreme Personality of Godhead (to use the phrase of A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami 
Prabupada).  9.23-25

            Consider the teaching of mercy at 9.30.          
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Comparative Religious Thought II, Spring 2006; Jeffrey Wattles

T/R 2:15-3:30, Bowman 203

 

            This course is designed to help the student (1) think about ways of comparing religions, (2) gain deeper 
knowledge of three religions—the religion of the Sioux, Christianity, and Buddhism—and (3) learn about current 
interactions between religions.  This course combines traditional academic study with experiential education

You have an opportunity to add one extra unit of credit for a service-learning project. See the instructor 
immediately if you are interested, since the paperwork must be completed by the end of week 1.

Texts  (1) Black Elk Speaks: Being the Life Story of a Holy Man of the Oglala Sioux Black Elk, John G. Neihardt 
(Bison Books (November, 2004) ISBN: 0803283857 (2) In Quest of Jesus, W. Barnes Tatum, Abingdon Press; 
Rev&Enlrg edition (June, 1999) ISBN: 0687056330 (3) note the change: The Essential Dalai Lama, by Dalai 
Lama XIV, edited by Rajiv Mehrotra (The Penguin Group, 2005, ISBN 0670034444).

Evaluation  First and foremost, we are a community of inquiry, and our interaction has a life different from that of 
text; so you are expected to attend regularly, be on time, have the reading done, and be ready to participate.  This 
includes bringing with you any needed downloads from the course website http://courses.dl.kent.edu/21020/default.
htm).  More than four unexcused absences may affect the grade; if you miss a month, how can I pass you?  If you 
are sick, let me know!  If you get behind or have one of those semesters where a redirecting cataclysm lands on you 
and you feel you need to drop the course, let’s talk!  Often we can work something out to keep you acceptably in 
the course.  

Second, there are three papers, each about six pages and “worth” 20%.  The papers report your harvest from the 
course projects.  This is a project-centered course.  The projects facilitate growth by nudging you to let your study 
illuminate your experience and your experience illuminate your study.  You do not have to be religiously 
committed to do the projects; you may focus instead just on psychological, philosophical, aesthetic, and moral 
dimensions.  If you feel you have a reason to request an alternative to any of the projects, please speak with the 
instructor.

One more thing about the papers.  Writing is so important for your future role; it is a vital skill that school 
sometimes fails to teach.  If I don’t fuss about writing, you should see what some folks hand in!  So I fuss, and I 
generally get quite decent writing.  Thus papers must be well written to receive a C or above.  It’s a good idea to 
familiarize yourself with the Writing Center’s services and its website: http://dept.kent.edu/english/WritingCent/
writngcenter.htm .  

Third, there are three quizzes, mostly multiple-choice; quizzes may cover material from earlier quizzes as well as 
new material; the last quiz is the final examination (10% each).

My office hours are MWF, 10:50-11:50 and T/R 9:30-10:30 (Bowman 320H) and by appointment (330-672-0276; 
e-mail: jwattles@kent.edu)

In accordance with University policy, if you have a documented disability and require accommodations to obtain 
equal access in this course, please contact the instructor at the beginning of the semester or when given an 
assignment for which an accommodation is required. Students with disabilities must verify their eligibility through 
the Office of Student Disability Services (SDS) in the Michael Schwartz Student Services Center (672-2972).

The Philosophy Department Grievance Procedure for handling student grievances is in conformity with the Student 
Academic Complaint Policy and Procedures set down as University Policy 3342-4-16 in the University Policy 
Register. For information concerning the details of the grievance procedure, please see the Departmental 
Chairperson.

SCHEDULE OF ACTIVITIES

I.  INTRODUCTION TO THE COMPARATIVE STUDY OF RELIGIONS

January   17  Introductions.  The matrix of inquiry for the course.  An introduction to the academic study of 
religion as we will be exploring it in this course.  During the first unit, alongside the study of our text, we will be 
exploring the study of religion, and the concepts in terms of which to make our comparative inquiry.  The first 
project will be to create a ritual—in accord with what you honestly believe, whatever that may be—in dialogue, as 
it were, with Black Elk, a vision-blessed leader.  As we begin our study of religion, in this unit we will be focusing 
especially on the significance of facticity in religious narrative, concepts of spiritual experience, spiritual reason, 
and spiritual wisdom; religious conceptions of meaning, truth, divinity, beauty, nature, symbols, ritual, and 
community.

 

II.  A JOURNEY INTO RITUAL WITH THE OGLALA SIOUX BLACK ELK

                        January 19 Black Elk Speaks, Front Matter plus chapters 1-3, pp. 1-36.

Week 2            January 24 chapters 4-10 

January 26 chapters 11-14.  Chapter 14 describes the Horse Dance, the paradigm for our project.

Week 3            January 31, chapters 15-20

                        February 2, chapters 21-26

Week 4            February 7, Appendices, Project report due.

                        February 9, quiz

 

III.  RESEARCHING THE NEW TESTAMENT GOSPELS

Week 5            February 14, In Quest of Jesus ,  Introduction, chapter 1. 

The project during this unit explores the question of what it means to live the truth, and how that 
concept in religion relates to concept of truth in other domains.  We will compare in the NT context 
the conceptions of themes discussed in the previous unit.  The philosophical perspectives behind 
diverse NT research will be considered.  W. Barnes Tatum, the author of our text, represents one of 
the state-of-the-art trends of contemporary scholarship.

                        February 16 chapter 2

Week 6            February 21 chapters 3-4

                        February 23 chapter 5

Week 7            February 28 chapters 6-7

                        March 2 chapter 8

Week 8            March  7 chapters 9-10

                        March 9 chapter 11

Week 9            March 14 chapter 12-13 

                        March 16 a day to catch up with the syllabus

Week 10          March 21 Project report due.

                        March 23 Quiz.

 

IV.  MEDITATION AND THE PRACTICE OF MINDFULNESS

Week 11          April 4-6: Dalai Lama, chapters 2-3 and 8-11.  Ask about the relation of the Christian concept of 
agape love and the Buddhist concept of compassion. 

Week 12          April 11 chapters 17, 18, and 21

                        April 13 . . . 

Week 13          April 18 chapters 28-31

                        April 20 . . . discussion continued

Week 14          April 25 . . . 

                        April 27  Relations between religions in our world today.  Is there a way beyond the “culture wars” 
and the “clash of civilizations”?

 

V.  RELATIONS AMONG RELIGIONS TODAY

Week 15          May 2, . . . discussion continued

                        May 4, Project report due

 

Final Examination: Thursday May 11, 12:45-3:00

 

Note: for internet searches, please consider www.SearchEdu.com and http://courses.dl.kent.edu/21020/sites.htm 
(found under Resources/Islam on the Comparative Religious Thought I website).

 

 

Truth in Religion--January 2006

             “Seek and you will find.  You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.”

Really?  Is there any truth in religion?  Different religions and some secular disciplines (e.g., Freudian 
psychoanalysis, education theorists) make the same claim. 

I. Truth as factual correctness

Do the statements correspond with the facts?  The concept of truth associated with this approach is called "the 
correspondence theory of truth."

Questions of fact

Did the conversation between Krishna and Arjuna told in the Gita actually occur?
Which version of the Ten Commandments did Moses actually give the Israelites?
How accurate are the New Testament records of what Jesus said and did?
            Did an angel really tell Mohammad what to write?
Limits to the correspondence theory
Some factual claims can't be checked.
Sometimes language is used symbolically, not literally; the truth intended is not on the level of fact--e.g., "You 
must be reborn."  Or a story (mythos in Greek) is told which is not meant to be taken as a report.  
Is it raining or sunny?  Is there one door in this classroom or more than one?  Have a look. To some extent we can 
check whether our statements of fact correspond with reality, and the correspondence theory of truth thus has some 
obvious utility.  But we can't thus check our deepest conceptual framework for thinking.

II. Truth as coherence 

            Are the ideas of this text consistent with each other?  Is this statement or action consistent with the ideal 
beauty of truth and goodness that the speaker is supposed to represent?  How can an incoherent set of thoughts be 
true?

Limits of the coherence theory of truth

One's ideas can cohere nicely, yet be in error, if one's thinking is one-sided or built on a false premise.
Paradox (apparent inconsistency) is sometimes the most helpful way to express a profound realization. "The 
greatest is the one who serves everyone."

 

III. Truth as revelation—a gift of truth from a superhuman source?

Varieties of (alleged) revelation

An inner realization of supreme truth, beauty, and goodness
A vision
An inspired saying or speech
A person, a life
A book, in whole or in part
 

Questions about revelation

            Does the being to whom the revelation is attributed really exist?
            Did the revelatory event really occur?
            To what extent did the subject's physical condition and cultural background shape (the reception of) the gift?
            How fully did the recipient communicate it?
            Has the original record been altered?

Limits to truth as revelation

●     There are many claims to revelation that are inconsistent with each other.
●     One needs scientific, philosophic, and spiritual responsibility in discerning truth.
●     Acceptance of revelation makes it easy to be intolerant and stop growing.
●     Revelation must make use of language and ways of thinking appropriate to the receiving culture.

 

IV.  Truth as recognized through the Spirit of Truth

There is a theological idea that God’s Spirit of Truth illumines the mind so as to facilitate the perception of truth. 
 Whatever one thinks about that idea, there is an experience of intuiting truth.  Sometimes we hear or read 
something that immediately strikes us as having a ring of truth to it.  It comes as authoritative, uncommonly 
insightful, and resonates with the deepest within us.

Limitations to the idea of a spiritual intuition of truth
Intuitions differ; intuition becomes more reliable as the person develops spiritually.
Intuitions may be confused by dogma or passion.
 

V.  Truth as lived

             You can know the truth, and you can live the truth.  Many truths are only comprehended when they are 
lived.  Living the truth carries its own power and authority.

Limitations to the idea of truth as lived

            Living true to the best you know today enables one to know more tomorrow, which implies that today’s 
statements of truth are not final.  Since truth is living it cannot be fixed.  
           Persons live beautiful lives sometimes partly in spite of, as well as because of, what they believe.
 
 
 

Comparative Religious Thought II, Spring 2006; Jeffrey Wattles

Project I: Creating ritual

             There are countless rituals—naming ceremonies, rituals of greeting, graduation ceremonies, weddings, 
rituals of prayer and worship, pilgrimages, services to be ordained as a clergyperson, inauguration ceremonies, 
retirement banquets, funerals.  Every religion has its rituals.

In our day some people are calling for religious renewal, sometimes including the creation of new rituals that use 
fresh symbols (or traditional symbols in a fresh way) to mediate the divine interface with today’s needs.  What are 
those needs?  What spiritual message best addresses those needs?  What symbols can meaningfully serve?  What 
actions will convey that symbolic meaning?  In what community might this ritual be performed?  We will take time 
to reflect on each of these questions and create rituals that embody our answers.  This does not imply that every 
creation must await the completion of the inquiry indicated by these questions, but it does suggest that the creative 
process in its fullness involves thoughtful design.

            You do not need to be religiously affirmative in order to create a ritual.  You may create a social ritual.

            There is no suggestion that this project implies any answer to the question of the relative importance of 
ritual in social and religious life.

             The project report will include (1) your answers (clearly indicated) to the different questions listed above, 
plus (2) a description of the ritual(s) you have created, including a report of the experience of doing it, if you have 
been able to arrange that.  (3) In a final section, you will discuss Black Elk as a creator of ritual in the light of the 
questions about need, message, symbol, meaning, action, and community; comparing and contrasting your creation
(s) with those of Black Elk.

            The project is due at the beginning of class on Monday of week 4, February 7, typed, double-spaced, and 
proofread (recall what the syllabus says about the importance of English).  An academic ritual: Lateness means a 
letter grade lower, even if it’s just a matter of a couple of hours due to a printer problem.

 
 

Black Elk Speaks

 The following quotations are from Black Elk Speaks by John G. Neihardt (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 
2000).

Vine Deloria, Jr., last paragraph of Foreword: “The very nature of great religious teachings is that they encompass 
everyone who understands them and personalities become indistinguishable from the transcendent truth that is 
expressed.  So let it be with Black Elk Speaks.  That it speaks to us with simple and compelling language about an 
aspect of human experience and encourages us to emphasize the best that dwells within us is sufficient.  Black Elk 
and John Neihardt would probably nod affirmatively to that statement and continue their conversation.  It is good.  
It is enough. (xvi-vii)

Preface to the 1961 edition.  “The sun was near to setting when Black Elk said: “There is so much to teach you.  
What I know was given to me for men and it is true and it is beautiful.  Soon I shall be under the grass and it will 
be lost. You were sent to save it, and you must come back so that I can teach you.” (xxvii)

 

Chapter 1, The Offering of the Pipe.  Black Elk Speaks:

            “It is the story of all life that is holy and is good to tell, and of us two-leggeds sharing in it with the four-
leggeds and the wings of the air and all green things; for these are children of one mother and their father is one 
Spirit.” (1)

            “But if the vision was true and mighty, as I know, it is true and mighty yet; for such things are of the 
spirit, and it is in the darkness of their eyes that men get lost.” (1)

            “So I know that it is a good thing I am going to do; and because no good thing can be done by any man 
alone, I will first make an offering and send a voice to the Spirit of the World, that it may help me to be true.”

            “But these four spirits are only one Spirit after all, and this eagle feather here is for that One, which is 
like a father, and also it is for the thoughts of men that should rise high as eagles do.  Is not the sky a father 
and the earth a mother, and are not all living things with feet or wings or roots their children?  And this hide upon 
the mouthpiece here, which should be bison hide, is for the earth, from whence we came and at whose breast we 
suck as babies all our lives, along with all the animals and birds and trees and grasses.  And because it means all 
this, and more than any man can understand, the pipe is holy.” (2) 

            “This they tell, and whether it happened so or not I do not know; but if you think about it, you can see that 
it is true.” (4)

            “Grandfather, Great Spirit, you have been always, and before you no one has been.  There is no other one to 
pray to but you.  You yourself, everything that you see, everything has been made by you. . . .   And you, Mother 
Earth, the only Mother, you who have shown mercy to your children!      Hear me, four quarters of the world—a 
relative I am!” (4)  [wings of the air, winds, stars as relatives: cf. 23]

Chapter 2, Early Boyhood.  Age four or five, first heard the voices (14).  The bird spoke, “The clouds all over are 
one-sided [looking at me.]  Listen! A voice is calling you.”  Two men were coming there, singing, “Behold a 
sacred voice is calling you; all over the sky a sacred voice is calling.”  And suddenly they were geese.  Then they 
were gone, and the rain came with a big wind and a roaring (15).

Chapter 3, The Great Vision.  Age 9.  “Your Grandfathers all over the world are having a council, and they have 
called you here to teach you” (20).  He was given powers to make live and to destroy.  “Take courage, younger 
brother, on earth a nation you shall make live, for yours shall be the power of the white giant’s wing, the cleansing 
wind.” “They are appearing, may you behold!” (21)   “The living center of a nation I shall give you, and with it 
many you shall save” (22).  “From where the giant lives (the north) to where you always face (the south) the red 
road goes, the road of good” (22).   “They have given you the sacred pipe and the power that is peace, and the good 
red day” (24).

            [False freedom.]  Each one seemed to have his own little vision that he followed and his own rules; and all 
over the universe I could hear the winds at war like wild beasts fighting” (29). [note: “At this point Black Elk 
remarked: “I think we are near that place now and I am afraid something very bad is going to happen all over the 
world.”  He cannot read and knows nothing of world affairs.”]

            “I know now what this meant, that the bison were the gift of a good spirit and were our strength, but we 
should lose them, and from the same good spirit we must find another strength.” (30)

            “Then a song of power came to me and I sang it there in the midst of that terrible place where I was.  It 
went like this:

            A good nation I will make live.

            This the nation above has said.

            They have given me the power to make over.” (31)

“All the universe was silent, listening; and then the great black stallion raised his voice and sang . . . .  His voice 
was not loud, but it went all over the universe and filled it.  There was nothing that did not hear, and it was more 
beautiful than anything can be.  It was so beautiful that nothing anywhere could keep from dancing.” (32) 

            “I was seeing in a sacred manner the shapes of all things in the spirit, and the shape of all shapes as they 
must live together like one being.” (33)

 

Meaning becomes a topic when there is depth to be interpreted.

The meaning of symbols in ornaments and in visions

Explaining the symbols of the ornament given John Neihardt 2b; strange woman’s gift, 3d.    “I know now what 
this meant, that the bison were the gift of a good spirit and were our strength, but we should lose them, and from 
the same good spirit we must find another strength” (30).

Part of the vision is ineffable.  “As I lay there thinking of my vision, I could see it all again and feel the meaning 
with a part of me like a strange power glowing in my body; but when the part of me that talks would try to make 
words for the meaning, it would be like for and get away from me.

            “I am sure now that I was then too young to understand it all, and that I only felt it.  It was the pictures I 
remembered and the words that went with them; for nothing I have ever seen with my eyes was so clear and bright 
as what my vision showed me; and no words that I have ever heard with my ears were like the words I heard.  I did 
not have to remember these things; they have remembered themselves all these years.  It was as I grew older that 
the meanings came clearer and clearer out of the pictures and the words; and even now I know that more was 
shown to me than I can tell.” (36-37)

            “Of course there was very much in the vision that even I can not tell when I try hard, because very much of 
it was not for words.  But I have told what can be told” (158).

            Comic events in a ceremony “had a meaning; for when we looked toward where you are always facing (the 
south) the bare sides of our heads were toward the west, which showed that we were humble before the thunder 
beings who had given us power” (147).

            “This ceremony was not a long one, but it had great meaning, because it made a picture of the relation 
between the people and the bison, and the power was in the meaning” (158).

            “This was the ceremony, and as I said before, the power of it was in the understanding of its meaning; 
for nothing can live well except in a manner suited to the way the Power of the World lives and moves to do 
its work” (163).

            “I know I have given away my power when I have given away my vision, and maybe I cannot live very 
long now.  But I think I had done right to save the vision in this way, even though I may die sooner because I did it; 
for I know the meaning of the vision is wise and beautiful and good; and you can see that I am only a pitiful old 
man after all” (158).

            “I thought and thought about this vision.  The six villages seemed to represent the Six Grandfathers that I 
had seen long ago in the Flaming Rainbow Tepee, and I had gone to the sixth village, which was for the Sixth 
Grandfather, the Spirit of the Earth, because I was to stand for him in the world.  I wondered if the Wanekia might 
be the red man of my great vision, who turned into a bison, and then into the four-rayed herb, the daybreak-star 
herb of understanding.  I thought the twelve men and twelve women were for the moons of the year.” 190.

 

Truth 

“What I know was given to me for men and it is true and it is beautiful” (xxvii)

“But if the vision was true and mighty, as I know, it is true and mighty yet; for such things are of the spirit, and it is 
in the darkness of their eyes that men get lost” (1 [inference]).

So I know that it is a good thing I am going to do; and because no good thing can be done by any man alone, I will 
first make an offering and send a voice to the Spirit of the World, that it may help me to be true” (1-2).

“This they tell, and whether it happened so or not I do not know; but if you think about it, you can see that it is 
true” (4).

Watanye said the story happened just as he told it, and maybe it did.  If it did not, it could have, just as well as 
not” (51).

“This knowledge came to us from the outer world with our religion” (150).

            Evidence as in a court.  “A band of young maidens came singing, with sharp axes in their hands; and they 
had to be so good that nobody there could say anything against them, or that any man had ever known them; and it 
was the duty of any one who knew anything bad about any of them to tell it right before all the people there and 
prove it.  But if anybody lied, it was very bad for him.” (73)

 

Doubt 

            “I thought and thought about my vision, and it made me very sad; for I wondered if maybe it was only a 
queer dream after all” (106).

            [The First Cure.]  I had the pipe, the drum and the four-rayed herb already, so I asked for a wooden cup, full 
of water, and an eagle bone whistle, which was for the spotted eagle of my great vision. They place the cup of 
water in front of me; and then I had to think awhile, because I had never done this before and I was in doubt.” 
Drumming, sending forth a voice, “I could feel the power coming through me from my feet up, and I knew that I 
could help the sick little boy.” (154)

            “When I started out the day before to Wounded Knee, I took only my sacred bow, which was not made to 
shoot with; because I was a little in doubt about the Wanekia religion at that time, and I did not really want to kill 
anybody because of it” (203).

 

Wisdom

            “Who sees the Morning Star shall see more, for he shall be wise.” Xxvi; 2, 27

            “. . . the yellow metal that they worship and that makes them crazy”

            “And when we reached the east, and after the Grandfathers had sung, I sent a voice: “Grandfather, behold 
me!  My people, with difficulty they walk.  Give them wisdom and guide them.  Hear and help me!” (132)

            “When I was purified again, some very old men who were good and wise asked me to tell them what I had 
heard and seen” (143).

            “I know I have given away my power when I have given away my vision, and maybe I cannot live very 
long now.  But I think I had done right to save the vision in this way, even though I may die sooner because I did it; 
for I know the meaning of the vision is wise and beautiful and good; and you can see that I am only a pitiful old 
man after all” (158). 

 

Vision

            “A man who has a vision is not able to use the power of it until after he has performed the vision on earth 
for the people to see” (157).

 

Ritual

            Very demanding (74)

            “When the ceremony was over, everybody felt a great deal better, for it had been a day of fun.  They were 
better able now to see the greenness of the world, the wideness of the sacred day, the colors of the earth, and to set 
these in their minds.” (149)

             “Nothing can live well except in a manner that is suited to the way the sacred Power of the World lives and 
moves” (160).

 

Universal Family

            “It is the story of all life that is holy and is good to tell, and of us two-leggeds sharing in it with the four-
leggeds and the wings of the air and all green things; for these are children of one mother and their father is one 
Spirit.” (1)

            “But these four spirits [of the four quarters of the universe] are only one Spirit after all, and this eagle 
feather here is for that One, which is like a father, and also it is for the thought of men that should rise high as 
eagles do.  Is not the sky a father and the earth a mother, and are not all living things with feet or wings or roots 
their children? (2)

            “I prayed: “Father, Great Spirit, behold me!  The nation that I have is in despair.  The new earth you 
promised you have shown me.  Let my nation also behold it.”

            “Grandfather, Great Spirit, you have been always, and before you no one has been.  There is no other one to 
pray to but you.  You yourself, everything that you see, everything has been made by you. . . .  And you, Mother 
Earth, the only Mother,  you who have shown mercy to your children!” (4)

            “Hear me four quarters of the world—a relative I am!  Give me the strength to walk the soft earth, a relative 
to all that is!” (4)

            2nd and 3rd Grandfathers refer to him as “younger brother” (21).

            5th Grandfather: “Behold, all the wings of the air shall come to you, and they and the winds and the stars 
shall be like relatives” (23).

            “I was seeing in a sacred manner the shapes of all things in the spirit, and the shape of all shapes as they 
must live together like one being” (33).

            “Anywhere is the center of the world” (33n).

            “These three men all said the same thing, and they were good men.  They said that they traveled far until 
they came to a great flat valley near the last great mountains before the big water, and there they saw the Wanekia 
[Jesus], who was the son of the Great Spirit, and they talked to him." (179)

            “From the center of the earth I had been shown all good and beautiful things in a great circle of peace, and 
maybe this land of my vision was where all my people were going, and there they would live and prosper where no 
Wasichus were or could ever be” (185).

            “There was a bush and a little bird sitting in it; but just as I was going to shoot, I felt queer again, and 
remembered that I was to be like a relative with the birds. So I did not shoot” (39).

            "Grandfather, Great Spirit . . . .  The good road and the road of difficulties you have made to cross; and 
where they cross, the place is holy.  Day in and day out, forever, you are the life of things” (209).

 

 
            For the quiz be sure to review also the materials on ritual from the Comparative Religious Thought I 
website: Resources/Methods/

●         An anthropological approach to religion 
●         Tillich on symbols.

These documents are found here:
http://courses.dl.kent.edu/21020/resources.htm
 

            Another highly regarded book on Amerindian peoples and thought is by Calvin Luther Martin, The Way of 
the Human Being (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999).  He writes, “Man experiences beauty by creating it,” 
say the Navajo.  Understood is the principle that an event is nothing without human participation: There can be no 
beauty without our creative role in it.  [There follows an "ancient Navajo prayer."]

            “With beauty before me, I walk

With beauty behind me, I walk

With beauty above me, I walk

With beauty below me, I walk

From the east beauty has been restored

From the south beauty has been restored

From the west beauty has been restored

From the north beauty has been restored

From the zenith of the sky beauty has been restored

From the nadir of the earth beauty has been restored

From all around me beauty has been restored.  (pp. 24-25)

 

The ancient Chinese Book of Changes

I Ching or Book of Changes, The Richard Wilhelm translation [into German] rendered into English by Cary F. 
Baynes.  Bollingen Series XIX, 3rd edition (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1950, 1967).

 

cherished as a Confucian classic from the Neo-Confucian period

 

            The I Ching is a book of divination, a method of determining spiritual guidance by means of an apparently 
random procedure—throwing six yarrow stalks and observing whether they come to the ground crossed or not 
touching any other one; alternatively one may throw a coin six times and note the sequence of heads and tails 
(represented by a sequence of six unbroken or divided lines).  The resulting 64 possible combinations, hexagrams, 
are associated with special meanings, and the text setting forth these meanings has considerable suggestive depth, 
thus facilitating applications to a wide range of situations with regard to which one might seek guidance.

 

            Many oracles, including the Book of Changes, were designed to give yes or no answers to questions posed.  
“Yes” is indicated by an unbroken line; “no” by a broken line.  The lines were combined in pairs to give four 
alternative responses; and then into groups of three, trigrams, which yielded eight possible combinations and 
permutations.  Wilhelm comments:

 

These eight trigrams were conceived as images of all that happens in heaven and on earth.  At the same time, 
they were held to be in a state of continual transition, one changing into another, just as transition from one 
phenomenon to another is continually taking place in the physical world. (l)

 

The eight trigrams represented a family.

 

            

  Name Attribute Image Family Relationship
 

 

 

 

Ch’ien the Creative strong heaven father

___ ___

___ ___

___ ___

 

K’un the Receptive devoted, yielding earth mother

___ ___

___ ___

 

 

Chen the Arousing inciting movement thunder first son

___ ___

 

___ ___

 

K’an the Abysmal dangerous water second son

______ 
___ ___

___ ___

 

Ken Keeping Still resting mountain third son

______

______

___ ___

 

Sun the Gentle penetrating wind, wood first daughter

 

______ 

___ ___

______

 

Li the Clinging light-giving fire second daughter

 

___ ___

______

______

 

 

Tui the Joyous joyful Lake third daughter

 

 

            The sons represent the principle of movement in its various stages—beginning of movement, danger 
in movement, rest and completion of movement.  The daughters represent devotion in its various stages, 
gentle penetration, clarity and adaptability, and joyous tranquility. (li)

            

King Wen, who lived about 1150 B. C., and his son the Duke of Chou, began to inquire about using the book of 
divination—foretelling the future—as a book of wisdom, giving answers for an indefinite multiplicity of situations 
(liii).

To consult the oracle requires a mind attuned to the cosmos; the yarrow stalks come from sacred plants. (liv)

Lao-tse knew the book.  “The Book of Changes as edited and annotated by Confucius is the version that has come 
down to our time.” (liv).  To watch the flux of change aware of that which is constant in change is to realize “the 
great primal beginning, symbolized in terms of the circle with light and dark, yang and yin (lv).

The judgments of the Book of Changes “clothe the images in words, as it were; they indicate whether a given 
action will bring good fortune r misfortune, remorse or humiliation” (lvii).  This enables the reader to attune to the 
way of the cosmos.  

Book I is the nucleus of The Book of Changes.

Book II explains the associations in Book I.

Book III continues the explanations, excerpts of commentaries from Chinese thinkers.

 

            The first two hexagrams are Ch’ien, The Creative, and K’un, The Receptive.

 

 

Project II: Living—to some degree—like Jesus

             The project is to find something admirable about the way Jesus lived and to live that quality in dialogue 
with the readings and discussion in class.  Again, our lives and study are to interpenetrate so that both are enriched.

            The default project is to live the golden rule, something that can be done in any tradition, religious or non-
religious.  For the tip of the iceberg on various cultures’ efforts in this regard, see http://www.personal.kent.edu/
~jwattles/GRquotes.htm   Or consider the beatitudes (Matthew 5:3-12).

Keep in mind the reflections gathered in the previous project regarding the spiritual needs and difficulties of the 
present generation.  Adjust your analysis if you like, and live to deal with those difficulties and meet those needs.

            Be sure to choose an aspect that would help you grow.  In other words, don’t simply continue what you 
have already been doing your best at for some time.  Find a new frontier.  If you have difficulty selecting 
something or sense that what you are inclined to select may be controversial, do see the instructor.  There is a 
commitment to (1) flexibility in the light of diverse student backgrounds and (2) normal responsibilities in the 
action projects selected.

            For the paper, Part I is to be the experience report (with some reference to the needs and difficulties you had 
in mind)—four pages.

            Part II is to be a commentary on your Part I narrative from the perspective of Jesus as you would construct 
it in the light of the text.  You are welcome to draw on your knowledge of other sources from which you learned 
prior to this unit, but you can get an A simply by working with the class.           Consider especially the implications 
especially of chapters 9-11 as you write your paper (three pages).

            Part III is your response to the Part I narrative (one page).  Build on the best you find in the Part II 
commentary, and explain your disagreements carefully.

 

 

The Quest of the Historical Jesus

Marcus J. Borg, Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time:
The Historical Jesus and the Heart of Contemporary Faith

 (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco 1994) 
 

A sketch of what the adult Jesus was like (excerpted from Borg's text)
 
Two Negative Claims
            Before I turn to my sketch, it is important that I make two negative statements.  The first, which counters a 
central element in the popular image of Jesus, is that the self-understanding and message of the pre-Easter Jesus 
were in all likelihood nonmessianic.  BY this I mean simply that we have no way of knowing whether Jesus 
thought of himself as the Messiah or as the So of God in some special sense.  According to the earliest layers of the 
developing gospel tradition, he said nothing about having such thoughts.  They were not part of his own teaching.  
His message was not about believing in him.  Rather, the pre-Easter Jesus consistently pointed away from himself 
to God.  His message was theocentric, not christocentric—centered in God, not centered in a messianic 
proclamation about himself.
            The second negative statement, which counters a widespread scholarly image of Jesus, is that in all 
likelihood the pre-Easter Jesus was noneschatological.  That statement needs precise formulation in order not to be 
misunderstood: what is being denied is the notion that Jesus expected the supernatural coming of the Kingdom of 
God as a world-ending event in his own generation.  This growing scholarly consensus is a recent development.  
Over the last ten years, the image of Jesus as an eschatological prophet, which dominated scholarship through the 
middle third of this century, has become very much a minority position.
 
Four Positive Strokes
My own sketch of the pre-Easter Jesus consists of four broad strokes.  It is based upon a typology of religious 
figures.  My research and evaluation of the best Jesus scholarship convince me that Jesus had characteristics of 
several different types of religious personalities, and each stroke in my sketch identifies him with one of these 
types.  Because I have developed this idea in considerable detail elsewhere, I will present it here very compactly 
[Jesus: A New Vision (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1987)].   
 

1.  The historical Jesus was a spirit person, one of those figures in human history with an experiential 
awareness of the reality of God.  . . . 

2.  Jesus was a teacher of wisdom who regularly used the classic forms of wisdom speech (parables, and 
memorable short sayings known as aphorisms) to teach a subversive and alternative wisdom.  . . . 

3.  Jesus was a social prophet, similar to the classical prophets of ancient Israel.  As such, he criticized 
the elites (economic, political, and religious) of his time, was an advocate of an alternative social 
vision, and was often in conflict with authorities.  . . . 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0803261705/qid=1128097798/sr=2-1/ref=pd_bbs_b_2_1/103-1447791-7303055?v=glance&s=books
http://courses.dl.kent.edu/21020/default.htm
http://courses.dl.kent.edu/21020/default.htm
http://dept.kent.edu/english/WritingCent/writngcenter.htm
http://dept.kent.edu/english/WritingCent/writngcenter.htm
http://www.searchedu.com/
http://courses.dl.kent.edu/21020/sites.htm
http://courses.dl.kent.edu/21020/resources.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/GRquotes.htm
http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/GRquotes.htm


4.  Jesus was a movement founder who brought into being a Jewish renewal or revitalization movement 
that challenged and shattered the social boundaries of his day, a movement that eventually became 
the early Christian church.  . . .  (29-30)

 
 

Parables

            Consider the uses of the parable of the good shepherd in Matthew 18 and Luke 15.  What continuity of 
meaning does the parable have in the two contexts?  What differences of meaning?  

            Consider the idea that a parable is not an allegory, a tale full of hidden meanings in its details, but a simile 
or story that makes a single central point.  What is to be said for and against that view?  What implications would 
this view have for assessing the last parable in Matthew 18?   

            Consider the proposal that some one-sentence additions were tacked on to the end of the parables.  What 
implication would this proposal have for assessing the last line of the last parable in Matthew 18?

 

Quiz preparation.

Be ready for review questions on material on http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/CompRel2.htm that we 
covered in the first unit of the term.  

 

What is Vine Delorian’s attitude in response to the problems of the factual accuracy of John Neihardt’s text (see 
the Foreword to Black Elk Speaks).  Compare and contrast the problems that Delorian and Tatum confront in 
establishing an ideal factual account.

 

Sketch the five phases of quest that Tatum describes in chapter 5.

What are the five types of “criticism” developed by scholars over the centuries (chapter 2).

Explain the five criteria used by scholars to assess the historical plausibility that Jesus actually said or did what has 
been attributed to him.

What are different answers to the question of why we have nothing written by Jesus?

Tatum remarks on the common tendency to make Jesus over in one’s own likeness.  What would be the 
implications of that tendency for the writers and redactors of the New Testament gospels?

Based on chapter 9 and class discussion, state what you take to be the best historical explanation of Jesus’ concept 
of the kingdom of God.

What is your understanding, based on chapter 10 and class discussion, of how historically Jesus’ teachings on love 
should be understood?  Can those teachings be harmonized with the more challenging ethical teachings attributed 
to Jesus?  Explain.

What are the two negative claims and four positive strokes in Marcus Borg's portrait of Jesus?

 
            Crossan speaks of the possibility of living in parables.  What would it be like to live in some of these?  Can 
the power of meaning experienced by Black Elk be found here? 

From Tatum’s list of parables, 195

Hidden treasure, Mt. 13.44 

Pearl of great price, Mt. 13.45-46 

Mustard seed, Mk 4.30-32

Leaven, Mt 13.33 (=Lk 13.20-21)

Prodigal Son, Lk 15.11-32

Pharisee and Tax Collector, Lk 18.10-13

Friend at midnight, Lk 11.5-8

Sower, Mk 4.3-8 

Playing children, Mt.11.16-17 (= Lk 7.31-32)

Marriage feast and Wedding garment, Mt. 22.2-13

Talents, Mt 25.14-30

Pounds, Lk 19.12-27

 

 

Project III: Meditation and Compassion with the Dalai Lama

             This time our project is to find what we can use or transplant into our garden (making adjustments as 
needed) from the Dalai Lama’s teachings on meditation (especially chapters 17 and 31) and the practice of 
compassion.  As always, you are welcome to criticize the author’s ideas, and you are never obliged to practice 
anything that does not fit your beliefs.  Use different vocabulary if different terms fit better what you do that’s 
close to what Tenzin Gyatso is talking about.  If you’re not sure you’re in the ballpark, or believe you have reason 
to request a modification to the assignment, do speak with the instructor.

            We use again the familiar structure,    

Part I, experience report (four pages).

Part II, commentary on Part I from the standpoint of Tenzin Gyatso (three pages).

Part III, your commentary on Part II—one page.

Regarding compassion, recall the earlier handout on the variety of possible explanations for suffering, reproduced 
below.

The project report is due May 4.

 

Theodicy: Thoughts for your consideration

How can one affirm an eternally perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful Creator God in the face of the facts of 
pain, suffering, and evil?  Usually the discussion occurs as a debate, rather than as an inquiry toward 
greater understanding.

 1.  “Taste and see that the Lord is good.”  Once you find God in personal, spiritual, religious experience, 
questions about suffering do not shake your faith.  You rather seek the meaning of suffering and the 
mission of adversity.

 2.  We cannot fathom why God permits the catastrophes we observe.  "God's ways are higher than your 
ways as the stars are higher than the earth."  The eternal wisdom and universal kindness of the divine acts 
are beyond our discernment.

 3.  Think of all the different reasons why things happen.  Natural processes follow their course, and 
accidents happen in our evolutionary world.  An earthquake should not be called an act of God.  We live in 
a realm of everlastingly dependable causal law.

 4.  Anxious craving causes suffering.  We should seek “the mind of perfect poise.”

 5.  If imperfect beings with free will are to be created, potential evil is inevitable.

 6.  Mortals need the contrast of potential evil to differentiate and recognize the good.

 7.  Some suffering results from our misuse of human freedom, violating—deliberately or not—principles 
of health, sanity, morality, or happiness.

 8.  Without suffering we cannot develop a noble character.

 9.  We must not imagine that this world is the best the Creator could do.  There is a heaven of eternal 
perfection where the will of God is done, as well as this evolving realm where human beings are invited 
into the adventure of becoming perfect.

10.  There is an evolving phase of Deity whose incompleteness partly explains the degree of disorder on 
our planet.

11.  The work of creation has been shared with subordinate beings who are neither infinite nor eternally 
perfect.

12.  A superhuman rebellion against God is responsible for some of the confusion, evil, sin, and suffering 
on our planet.

13.  It is misleading to think that God gives permission to wrongdoers.  A human lifetime is over 
surprisingly quickly, and judgment must be faced.

14.  Some suffering occurs because God chastises those he loves in order to prod them to turn from evil 
into the way of life.  Repentance involves life changes.

15.  Not everything is good, but God—and those who cooperate with God—so labor that everything 
eventually does work together for good—and we have a responsible part to play in the process.  Let’s make 
this world the best we can.

16.  God does not leave us alone.  "In all our afflictions he is afflicted with us."

17.  A Son of God has come forth to reveal the love of God, to experience this life with its full measure of 
suffering, and to comfort those who suffer.

18.  Should we think of the world as filled with suffering?  On balance, there is much for which to be 
thankful.  It is important to preserve a sense of proportion.

19.  Once an episode of suffering is over—really over—we look back and find that the suffering was not 
truly substantial.  Though evil appears to exist for a time, it can only exist by being parasitical on realities 
that are good.  On the path from chaos to glory the sufferings of time are eclipsed by the joy of our eternal 
destiny.



[ Up ]
Aesthetics: notes for students

 

Aesthetics, Spring 2006; Jeffrey Wattles, instructor.  MWF 2:15, 203 Bowman

            The main goal of the course is to introduce the student to the history and logic of philosophy’s 
ways of thinking about the fine arts.  The secondary goal is to probe the context for the philosophy of 
fine art by looking at related themes in truth, beauty, and goodness.  We approach these goals through 
readings discussed in class, by quizzes on the readings and other ideas presented in class, and by two 
projects which interface course topics with daily life.  This course uses experiential education, of which 
the most familiar example is service-learning.  You have an opportunity--the possibility is there now for 
any course--to add one extra unit of credit for a service-learning project.

Text: Stephen David Ross, ed., Art and Its Significance, 3rd edition, State University of New York Press, 
1994.  ISBN: 0-7914-1852-9.

Evaluation.  We are a community of inquiry.  The main rule is the golden rule—Do to others as you want 
others to do to you.  The first responsibility is participation: come to class regularly, on time, and well-
prepared, having done the reading and ready for discussion.  Missing more than four classes may affect 
your grade, and you cannot pass if you miss eight classes.  Finally, in some cases, there will often be 
materials to read and print out and bring with you from my website, http://www.personal.kent.
edu/~jwattles/esthetic.htm  There are two projects, 30 points each.  The quality of written 
English—such an important and often neglected part of your education!—is a significant part of the 
grade on the papers (normally 10% of the grade, except that very poor English can reduce the paper to a 
D+).  There are three quizzes, 10% , 15%, and 15% (the final examination).  Late assignments have a 
10% penalty.

            Office hours (Bowman 320H): MWF 10:50-11:50; TR 9:30-10:30; and by appointment (330-672-
0276 or jwattles@kent.edu).

            In accordance with University policy, if you have a documented disability and require 
accommodations to obtain equal access in this course, please contact the instructor at the beginning of 
the semester or when given an assignment for which an accommodation is required.  Students with 
disabilities must verify their eligibility through the Office of Student Disability Services (SDS) in the 
Michael Schwartz Student Services Center (672-2972).

            The Philosophy Department Grievance Procedure for handling student grievances is in 
conformity with the Student Academic Complaint Policy and Procedures set down as University Policy 
3342-4-16 in the University Policy Register.  For information concerning the details of the grievance 
procedure, please see the Departmental Chairperson.

 
SCHEDULE OF ACTIVITIES 

Week 1            January 18, Introductions.  Philosophical disciplines pertain to (1) truth (philosophy of 
science, logic, epistemology [knowledge-ology], philosophy of mind, philosophical anthropology, 
ontology [being-ology] or metaphysics [reality-ology], and philosophy of religion) (2) beauty 
(aesthetics) and (3) goodness (ethics and political philosophy).

Week 2            January 23, Art and Its Significance, selection from Plato’s Symposium 

plus http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/classes.htm go to Plato/
Symposium.  See also the material on Plato at http://www.personal.kent.edu/
~jwattles/esthetic.htm

Is beauty found in nature?  In the arts?  On a spiritual level?  Where else?  How can we give 
voice more articulately to what we sense of beauty?

January 25, Plato’s Ion.  Is Ion inspired, a knower, or a manipulator?  

Week 3            January 30, the selection on Plato’s Republic.  Does it matter if art attunes 

                        to higher truth?

                        February 1, discussion continued; quiz during the last half hour.

Week 4            February 6, Aristotle selections.

                        February 8, continued.  Read also the web summary of 

                        Hume, On the Standard of Taste.

Week 5            February 13, Immanuel Kant, pp. 95-103 plus web materials on Kant.

                        February 15, Kant, 103-115.

Week 6            February 20, Kant 115-127.

                        February 22, discussion continued.  Paper 1 due.

Week 7            February 27, finish the Kant selection.

                        March 1, quiz.

Week 8            March 6, Leo Tolstoy, 177-84.

                        March 8,  Friedrich Nietzsche, 161-75.

Week 9            March 13, Martin Heidegger, 254-73.

                        March 15, . . . 273-80.

Week 10          March 20, Nelson Goodman, 237-53.  See the strategy for approaching the 

                        question of how to define art.

                        March 22, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, 281-89.

Week 11          April 3, . . . 289-98.

                        April 5 Derrida, Parergon, 411, and The Letter to Peter Eisenman.

Week 12          April 10 and 12, John Dewey, 203-20—have it all read for Monday.

Week 13          April 17, Walter Benjamin, 525-38.  

                        April 19, Theodor Adorno, 539-47.

Week 14          April 24, Heidi Göttner-Abendroth, 566-77.

Week 15          May 1 Paper 2 due.  3.  No assigned reading for the last day of class.  

 

Final Examination, Friday, May 12, 12:45-3:00.

 

For internet searches, remember the academic sources: www.searchedu.com and the Stanford 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy http://plato.stanford.edu/ 

 
 

Project 1 on the Experience and Concept of Beauty

 I. Experience

During the weeks of the project, take time to deepen your experiences of what you find beautiful.  When 
you find something that strikes you as beautiful, or something whose beauty gradually dawns on you, 
take time to experience it at such length that it will remain forever as a treasure in your gallery, always 
there for you to return to in memory, to soothe your mind.  Reflect on the perceivable aspects of what 
you have chosen as a focus and the associated meanings and values.  Reflect on the subjective phases of 
your experience.  Make notes as you go.

 II. Reflection

When we experience something as beautiful, do we not seem to be touching a quality or value that 
somehow belongs to what we’re experiencing?  In other words, is beauty real?  Should we trust our 
experience in its fundamental testimony?

Is it not also true that beauty is essentially linked with the experience of the appreciative mind?  In other 
words, is beauty also somehow subjective?

Do we want somehow to be able to affirm the reality of beauty and also its subjective dimension?  How 
can we think these two phases together?  How does the subjective dimension help explain the objective 
appearance?  How does the reality help explain the subjective experience?

 

III. The written report

In Part I, write four pages about one or more experiences of beauty that you enjoyed during the time of 
the project period (you are welcome to add a preface about relevant happenings prior to the time of the 
project).  At least one example should be from the realm of nature and at least one should be of a 
different order (recall Plato’s ladder with physical, personal, social, intellectual, and spiritual levels).

In Part II, write two pages about how Plato would interpret your experience and two pages about how 
Kant would interpret your experience.

In Part III, Write your own critique of the Part II Platonic and Kantian interpretations.

 

The Project 1 report is due week 6, Wednesday, February 22.  Roughly ten double-spaced, proofread 
(the syllabus spoke of English as part of the grade), pages (12 point font).  Keep a copy for yourself in 
case your submission gets lost.  If you find yourself having problems, do not wait more than a few days 
to make an appointment to talk with the instructor.

 

            Here is a “rubric” describing levels of achievement correlated with grades on the various parts of 
the assignment.

Part I. 

A.  The experience report shows that the student has grown (lived progressively on a growth frontier in 
his or her life).  In other words, the student has found an ideal in the complex proposed in the 
assignment in which he or she can grow and shows a genuine effort toward that ideal.  An instructive 
failure is acceptable as well as a success.  The experience is described in a way that sets up the 
commentary to follow.  The details provided are relevant to the philosophical discussion in the following 
parts of the paper.

B.  The report indicates some sincere effort in the direction of the project, but the report indicates an 
experience less sustained, less wholehearted, and written with more unnecessary or chatty detail.  The 
learning was average.

C.  The project experience seems to have been brief and half-hearted and shows little discovery.  The 
experience is described with unnecessary, chatty details, and does not sustain a focus helpful to the 
dialogue to be established in the paper.

D.  The report indicates a severe misunderstanding of the assignment.

F.  The report gives little or no evidence of effort along the lines of the assignment.

Part II.

A.  A full four pages with at least two brief quotations each from Plato and Kant.  The discussion of the 
quotes goes beyond notes from class and show a thoughtful study of the assigned readings.  Each quote 
is interpreted, and its relevance to the project experience is clearly indicated.

B.  The discussion is accurate but largely a restatement of what was said in class.  There is some 
attention to showing the relevance of the quotes to the experience report.

C.  The commentary is too brief, and it does not draw on the text except to cite information already 
given out by the instructor—it gives no evidence that the student read the text.  Passages are cited from 
the text with very little commentary explaining their relation to the experience report.  There are some 
significant misinterpretations of the text.

D.  The paper indicates a severe misunderstanding of the assignment.  The student complains of 
problems that should have been discussed earlier with the instructor.

F.  The paper gives little or no evidence of effort along the lines of the assignment.

Part III.

A.  In a full two pages of reflection, giving reasons, articulating concepts, the student shows appreciation 
of at least something from Plato and Kant and builds on that teaching.  One selects the relevant truths 
from the philosopher, and then embellishes and illumines them so as to add truth.  If student finds a great 
weakness in either Plato or Kant or finds that between the two of them an important dimension has still 
not been recognized, then one expresses criticism with respect and gives reasons for the critique; or one 
unfolds the unrealized dimension enough for a philosopher to be able to think about it.

B.  There is a balance of appreciation and critique and some thoughtful development of the main points.

C.  The student expresses a few likes and/or dislikes without developing concepts and reasons 
thoughtfully.

D.  The student expresses criticism in a way that is dismissive of, or hostile to, a philosopher.

F.   Brief comments showing almost no reflection are tacked on to the end of the paper.

            

Weighting: English: 10%  (unless the English is very poor); Part I,  40%; Part II,  40%; Part III,  10%.  
These proportions are customary; in some cases, however, the instructor may give additional weight to 
an outstanding section.

             The grade will be entered as a proportion of a possible 30 points.

 
 

            These are a series of exercises to help you develop your thinking on the project.  They are not to 
hand in, but you may find it helpful to discuss them with others.

            Think of a time when . . . (which way of completing the sentence is most helpful?  What other 
ways of completing the sentence can you imagine?) 

                        . . . when you were walking in beauty.

. . . when your life was sensitive to beauty.

. . . when your action flowed freely, “beautifully.”

Jot down a phrase or at most a couple of sentences to remind yourself of the time you are recalling—or 
living now.  

Example 1.

Example 2.

Example 3.  

Now, on a separate sheet of paper, describe an example of your choice.  Here are a few questions that 
you may find helpful.  Insofar as you were doing something, did you make a decision that launched the 
action?  How was that decision prepared?  Were there phases of the action?  As you were doing the 
action did you have a marginal awareness of how the action fit into the larger web of your projects?  
What characteristics in the course of action can you recall in retrospect?  

On a different sheet of paper, describe a second example.  You may wish to do so for a number of 
diverse actions so that you have a reasonable spectrum on the basis of which to begin to make some 
generalizations about what it takes for you to enjoy living in beauty (are there any necessary 
conditions?) or about factors that contribute or are decisive (“sufficient conditions”) in certain kinds of 
case.

 

            Have you found a way, at least in some cases, of elaborating a beautiful experience out of a 
situation which was definitely not beautiful?  Examples?  Recall, describe, reflect, write.  

            What questions do you have about living in beauty?

            The first project is to “walk in beauty,” as some Amerindian tribes say.  Calvin Luther Martin, in 
The Way of the Human Being, puts it this way.  “Man experiences beauty by creating it,” say the 
Navajo.  Understood is the principle that an event is nothing without human participation: There can be 
no beauty without our creative role in it.”  He quotes an ancient Navajo prayer.

 

            With beauty before me, I walk

With beauty behind me, I walk

With beauty above me, I walk

With beauty below me, I walk

From the east beauty has been restored

From the south beauty has been restored

From the west beauty has been restored

From the north beauty has been restored

From the zenith of the sky beauty has been restored

From the nadir of the earth beauty has been restored

From all around me beauty has been restored.  

 
 

More on the project

 

            A conversation with one of the students in the Fall 2005 term leads me to expand what I’ve said 
thus far about the project.  The student reported that he does not resonate with the term “beauty,” and 
does not use words like “truth,” “beauty,” or “goodness.”  At the same time the individual does like to 
review music and recalled an experience of going to a concert, hearing the music and seeing the show.  
This was my response.

            Ludwig Wittgenstein (an Austrian-born British philosopher, 1889-1951) criticized philosophers’ 
preoccupation with beauty as a mistake and called for aesthetic exploration of a variety of aesthetic 
concepts; J. L. Austin’s remark is often quoted about the interest in exploring such aesthetic notions as 
the “dumpy” and the “dainty.”  In other words, there are lots of aesthetic concepts—for some of us, they 
are variations on the theme of beauty, but for others, they have no such association.  

            If beauty is not a concept which is alive for you, then what concepts do you use to express 
aesthetic appreciation?  The project does not ask you to be untrue to yourself.  Start from where you are.  
At the same time, you are going through your aesthetic experiences in conversation with Plato, Hume, 
Kant, and others.  Plato gives you ideas about kinds of beautiful things to come to appreciate.  When you 
take some time with the items on his list, what is your experience?  Hume tells you some things to do to 
cultivate your taste.  If you work a bit at these five things, what happens?  Kant proposes characteristics 
of the beautiful.  Try to read him empathetically and see what he’s talking about from his point of view.  
As you have your own experience, yours will be different from Kant’s, and you’ll describe it 
differently.  Fine.  That’s what the project experience is all about.  Each of these authors becomes your 
friend for a while, living your life with you, appreciating in his manner, alongside your different 
experience of such things.

            What happens this semester as you try deepening your aesthetic experience using this 
conversation with philosophers as a stimulus?  That’s the experience that you will report on in the first 
part of the project report.

 

Project 2: Artistic Living   

            A scientist can be artistic in the presentation of data.  A person with obligations in tension can be 
an artist in composing these different duties.  A person can be artistic in helping a friend realize an 
insight.  A worker can be artistic by the effective manipulation of the material things of life.  A chairman 
of a committee can be artistic in organizing the use of the group’s time.  Think of all the ways in which 
artistic living may occur.

            The project is to deepen your experience of, and reflection on, artistic living.  The experience of 
the arts has two sides, and each is important for the project, though less expected in the first part for 
those who are not artists (note: everyone does something in the ballpark of artistic activity broadly 
conceived).  (1) Insofar as you are an artist, reflect on what you do as an artist might have to do with life 
generally.  (2) As you respond to the arts, ask what inspiration or lessons you find there for the art of 
living.  Does painting in any way teach us to see, dance to move, theatre/film to act, etc?  Will your 
expressions of artistic living have any connection with the experiences of beauty that we focused on 
during the first project?

            The very idea of artistic living has been challenged.  Garrett Thomson warns that trying to be 
artistic with one’s life by forming a life plan runs the risk of making the self the mere servant of external 
goals (rather than finding meaning in life through activities that we find to be instrinsically meaningful).  
Moreover, he writes, “People who consciously live their lives as an artistic creation are thereby thinking 
of themselves as literary products narrated for the sake of some unspecified audience.  It is not a good 
idea to turn yourself into a novel.”  (On the Meaning of Life, p. 146)  You will discover further problems 
and objections during the course of the project.  You are free to conclude that the very idea of artistic 
living is a poor idea.

            Here are some questions to address.

●     Can the concept of artistic living that makes most sense to you (explain what that would 
be) be defended as a good idea in the face of objections such as Thomson's?  (Are there 
other objections that are important to consider?)

●      What does artistic living have to do with truth?  Consider some of the following: 
Heidegger, Goodman, Merleau-Ponty and others.

●     What does artistic living have to do with beauty?  Do not, for the purpose of this project, 
use Plato or Kant as major sources.

●     What does artistic living have to do with goodness?  Consider some of the following: 
Dewey, the Frankfurt School writers (Benjamin, Adorno, Marcuse), and Heidi Göttner-
Abendroth.

            The paper is to have the following structure.

Part I.  Narrate your adventure of artistic living.  Include some reference to at least one experience of 
artistic doing and at least one work of fine art.  Preferably, these experiences will be during the project 
period, so you can have philosophers' ideas in the background as you observe and act.  Give an account 
of your experiences and then give a reasoned application of your experience to the question(s) you select 
for your focus.  Three pages minimum.

Part II.  Develop your wisdom perspective by addressing the question(s) of your choice, drawing on the 
insights you find in the philosophers we are reading in this second half of the course.  You may need to 
transplant an idea from the philosopher’s context of for thinking to your own.  Three pages minimum.

Be sure to remember the importance of good English as you write.

You may find it helpful to consider a couple ideas from Robert Fritz, a composer and artist, who has 
written The Path of Least Resistance, Your Life as Art, and Creating on how to take what professional 
artists do and apply that to diverse life situations.  set forth these two ideas.  First, discover what you 
really want to do—as something intrinsically worthwhile; so often we are not honest about our true 
yearning.  Second, create “structural tension” by taking some time to hold in mind what it is you want to 
create . . . and, at the same time, a lucid acknowledgement of where you are now in your path to that 
completed work.  Fritz acknowledges that some artists, especially on short projects, work very 
spontaneously; but most artists on longer projects, do some planning and perhaps some preliminary 
experimenting as well.  

 If you are having difficulties, or if you have reason to request an alternative to this assignment, please 
see the instructor.  Is there an artistic way to manage the project itself as the semester comes to its 
conclusion?

 

 
 

Plato (Greek, 427-347 B.C.E.)
 
On the Symposium, please see notes on the web: http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/
sympos.htm
In the Symposium translation used in our text, Jowett butchers a key passage on p. 62.  Here's a better 
translation by Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff: “First, if the leader leads aright, he should love 
one body and beget beautiful ideas there; then he should realize that the beauty of any one body is akin 
to the beauty of any other and that if he is to pursue beauty of form he’d be very foolish not to think that 
the beauty of all bodies is one and the same.  When he grasps this, he must become a lover of all 
beautiful bodies, and he must think that this wild gaping after just one body is a small thing and despise 
it.”
            In the excerpt from the Symposium in the Ross anthology, Socrates will speak first of the being 
and nature of Eros, and then of his works (56c).  Diotima proved Eros neither beautiful [“fair”] nor 
good.  Intermediate.  Neither mortal nor immortal, but one of the spirits [daimon] mediating and 
communicating and interpreting between mortals and the gods (57b).  Originated in Plenty and Poverty 
(57c).
            Eros is desire for the beautiful . . . to possess the beautiful (58c) [one of the ways toward the 
good and happiness which each desires for himself (59b)], which they can only love if they take it to be 
good (59c).  
            Eros is “love of the everlasting possession of the good” (59c).
            Eros seeks “birth or procreation in beauty, whether of body or soul” (59d)
            Love is of immortality (60b): physical . .
            Those who are more pregnant-creative in their souls than in their bodies (61c) bring forth 
wisdom and virtue, which brings order to states and families; and they devote themselves to the 
education of young persons.  
 
On the Ion, note the difference between the knowledge for which Homer is reputed and the knowledge 
Homer lacks.  Nor is Ion inspired, despite S’s ironic praise, since he shows himself a crafty manipulator 
of crowds.  Nevertheless, the image of inspiration flowing from the muse, to the poet, through the e.g., 
rhapsode (performer), to the audience is suggestive of an insight in philosophy of mind to which Plato 
never obviously returns in the dialogues.  Note the concept of techne = know-how (a certain knowledge 
is involved, not merely a knack), also translated craft or art (but not to be confused with poesis, making).
In the Republic, grasp that Socrates’ critique (how much of this character’s critique is Plato’s?) of 
“mimetic” poetry (mimesis=imitation, in Kant’s terms, representation) is that it fails to seek the truth of 
the things that it copies from the natural world and thus characteristically tends toward simply arousing 
the lower emotions to gratify the masses and tends toward error in conceiving the character of divinity 
(God should be perfect, good, wise, beautiful, all knowing) and the grandeur of genuine character 
achievement (the hero should not be afraid of death, but resolutely courageous).  Socrates is continually 
dropping words that suggest his self image as a poet, but one who seeks the truth (the eternal forms—
you may look at the early portion of this: http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/forms.
htm though it was never required nor presented as a handout, but some of the thoughts there were 
expressed in the lectures).  The eternal pattern (the bed in heaven—how marvelous to sleep on! [irony 
here?]) is deliberately conflated with the eternal form (bedness/the structure of the bed that the carpenter 
must know (but not the mimetic artist).  Then there is the bed that the carpenter makes and the bed 
represented in painting.  Presumably, the Platonic artist would make a point of learning something of 
what the carpenter knows (if not the techne, at least the blueprint).  
            Plato’s opponents were the sophists, who denied the forms, denied any eternal truth, any 
transcendent beauty or goodness, and who asserted cultural difference (in today’s terms, “Beauty is in 
the eye of the beholder”=the version Kant criticizes, “Everyone has his own taste”) as the last word on 
the question of standards.
 
            Plato does not teach the aesthetic view that “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”  That view not 
only makes the point—which all philosophers recognize—that people differ in what they find beautiful.  
That view also claims that there is no standard beyond individual opinion (anyone’s view is as good as 
anyone else’s).  Plato holds that there is an eternal form of beauty, “the beautiful itself,” which is not a 
subjective affair of what any person happens to prefer.  According to Plato, some are more advanced 
than others in their realization of beauty.  What I did say was that Plato recognizes the grain of truth in 
that theory when he implicitly acknowledges that people’s views differ regarding the beauty of bodies, 
customs, and so on.
            Let me also clarify that Plato never says that everything is beautiful.  The beauty in beautiful 
bodies is akin, he says; but this is not to say that every body is beautiful.
            Even the Navaho concept of walking in beauty implies that we humans have a responsibility to 
restore beauty.
 
 

Relativism
 
“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”
“One man’s terrorist is another man’s freedom fighter.”

These quotes raise the issue of relativism—the philosophical view that truth is relative to the person 
holding the particular view.  According to relativism, “She believes that P” means “P is true for her”; 
and to say, “P is true” may be misleading insofar as it omits the reference to the person(s) holding the 
belief that P is true.  Truth is just an affair of personal or cultural belief.
Beliefs differ of course, depending on personal differences, cultural differences, and so on.  The fact of 
differences in belief or opinion is acknowledged by everyone in the debate.  What distinguishes the 
relativist is the relativist’s view that the fact of differences in belief is given decisive philosophic 
importance.  In other words, it doesn’t make sense to talk of truth except as the view of one side or other 
of the debate.  In other words, there is no standard of truth, no ideal standard, no divine standard, no 
cosmic truth to which various views are more or less adequate.  Opinion is all there is.  
            The non-relativist replies: just because people differ doesn’t mean that one of them can’t be 
wrong.  When there is clearly a right answer to a particular question, we see that the fact of disagreement 
doesn’t make any difference about what’s true.
            Relativism may be extended from judgments about what is true to judgments about what is 
beautiful or good.  Thus there is no standard of beauty, just preferences; it would not make sense to say 
that one person’s aesthetic judgments are more mature or better cultivated than someone else’s.  Beauty 
and goodness are not real; they are merely the projected correlates of preferences.  Thus if we express a 
view about the moral horror of Nazism, a relativist may say, “Well, that’s the belief of your culture.  The 
Nazis felt otherwise.”  Note: as a statement of fact, the observation is indisputable.  The relativist uses 
that observation of fact as though it humiliates the critique of Nazism.
            Some criticize relativism for making rational disagreement impossible, since, according to 
relativism, there are no criteria to which one can appeal that are not merely relative to one’s personality 
or culture.  If we disagree, we can either tolerate the other (e.g., the Nazi’s are free to do their thing—
who are you to judge?!), or we can fight.  However people do sometimes effectively criticize and 
persuade one another, and older and poorer ideas do sometimes eventually get changed.  This also 
happens across cultural differences.  It would seem that people’s value intuitions have more in common 
than the relativist is prepared to acknowledge.
            Nevertheless, it is important to explore how people may reasonably differ in their judgments 
about truth, beauty, and goodness.  One need not embrace either relativism or a monolithic and static 
conception of truth, beauty, and goodness.  To some extent one may posit convergence, as evolutionary 
progress gradually brings views closer and closer.  To some extent, one may recognize differences that 
tend to endure; perhaps there are certain aspects of many-sidedness that are structural, deep, and are 
properly represented by differing perspectives on truth, beauty, and goodness.  Insofar as these 
perspectives are intelligible to all, e.g., tendencies to emphasize certain values more than others, then the 
prospect for mutual comprehension and cooperation in seeking wisdom remains open.  Insofar as such 
differences are thought to be incommensurable, the relativist is vindicated.
 
 
 

Aristotle
Nicomachean Ethics.
Three functions of reason: 

1.     theoretical (theoria): grasping the eternal truths which are so basic that they cannot be derived 
from any higher premises  and reasoning rigorously to conclusions.
2.     making (poesis): bringing something into existence; techne as know-how.  Note that poesis in the 
broad sense includes all the arts (just like “art,” in the broad sense in English).
3.     doing (praxis): fully human action, pursuing reflectively chosen goals through reflectively chosen 
means, exercising excellence (e.g., courage, self-mastery, justice) so as to activate the potentials of a 
noble life.

 
Poetics.  
Classification and description of the arts is the basis of (philosophic) science.    Comedy, Epic, Tragedy 
(definition, p. 70) (which has 
the unity of time “endeavors to keep as far as possible within a single circuit of the sun” (70),
the unity of plot: an action that is complete in itself, a whole with a beginning, middle, and end (72);
the unity of character: the person must act in a way that would be probable or necessary, given that type 
of character.
“The character of the protagonists should be consistent, and the action should be the sort of action those 
characters would produce under those circumstances. The time of the action should also be unified, so 
that the plot can be held in memory as one action.”  http://www.rowan.edu/philosop/clowney/
Aesthetics/philos_artists_onart/aristotle.htm
November 7, 2005.
 
“Imitation” (mimesis) means setting forth, representing in a broad sense (not necessarily copying).  The 
term does not have the connotations of superficiality that it has in Plato.  Neither is Aristotle as idealistic 
as Plato.  The poet represents actions of persons with various kinds of character.  Note that even when 
the things themselves are painful to see, “we delight to view the most realistic representations of them in 
art” (68).
            The Suppliant Maidens by Aeschylus drama begins with the arrival of a ship bringing fifty 
Egyptian women and their father/spokesman to the shores of Argos.  They seek protection from 
pursuing Egyptian men who would force them into “impious marriage.”  The women introduce 
themselves to Pelasgus the king of Argos by revealing their kinship with the Argives, their special claim 
to protection.  They narrate their genealogy, a lineage that Aeschylus may not have meant the discerning 
among the audience to take literally.  To portray these dark Egyptian women as kin to the Argives, as 
equally the descendants of Zeus, is Aeschylus’ spiritual insight.  In modern terms, the universal 
fatherhood of God is the source of the brotherhood of man.  Even after accepting that the women and 
their father are originally also Argives, the king has a decision to make, and he is in the throes of 
uncertainty.  From the outset we were reminded that the will of Zeus is “not easily traced.  Everywhere it 
gleams, even in blackness.”  The king acknowledges, “I am at a loss, and fearful is my heart.”  The 
king’s dilemma is that if he protects the women, he risks destructive war with the pursuing Egyptians; if 
the king does not protect them, the women threaten suicide upon the altar for suppliants, a move that 
would bring and divine retribution.  What is needed to clarify the decision?  “We need profound, 
preserving care, that plunges/ Like a diver deep in troubles seas,/ Keen and unblurred his eye, to make 
the end/ Without disaster for us and for the city . . . .”  In the moment of decision, the crucial factor is 
“the height of mortal fear,” making the king unwilling to offend Zeus, who is also a suppliant like these 
maidens.  As the king turns to appeal to the people (who sustain his request), he expresses his discovery 
of the principle of goodness that governs this situation: “Everyone,/ To those weaker than themselves, is 
kind.” 

 
 

David Hume (Scottish, 1711-1776), Of the Standard of Taste
 
            How can we sharpen our intuitive appreciation for beauty in the fine arts?  This, I propose, is a 
legitimate and helpful question to help us use Hume’s classic essay in this course.  The core of Hume’s 
answer is at the bottom of p. 87 (paragraph 23).  He discusses an objection on p. 88 (par. 24-27) and a 
major qualification 89 (par 28.
 
Introduction, waking up the question.  
“On account of the great variety of taste, which prevails in the world . . .” (p. 78, par. 1) “it is natural for 
us to seek a Standard of Taste; a rule, by which the various sentiments of men may be reconciled; at 
least, a decision, afforded, confirming one sentiment, and condemning another: (p. 80, par.6).  
Two common views checkmate each other: (1) that every sentiment is right (p. 80, par. 7), and that some 
writers are obviously superior to some others (p. 80, par. 8).
The inquiry begins anew on p. 81, par 9.  The rules of composition are based upon experience and are 
“general observations, concerning what has been universally found to please in all countries and in all 
ages.” 
But people often do not make judgments of taste accurately, since “those finer emotions of the mind are 
of a very tender and delicate nature, and require . . . many favorable circumstances to make them 
[operate] easily and [accurately].  In order to judge beauty one needs 
“a proper time and place”; 
the imagination must be in a proper situation 
 . . . and mood.  
“a perfect serenity of mind, 
[with one’s thoughts collected], 
[paying proper] attention to the object. [p. 82, par. 10]
 
Homer pleases universally; when the obstacles to proper judgment are removed, beauties are robustly 
manifest (p. 82, par.11).
            There are “certain general principles” [principle: a very broad term, not restricted to a 
proposition; it can also refer to a cause or an origin] of approval and disapproval.  

1.  One’s senses must be healthy and unimpaired; even one’s general health affects one’s 
responsiveness to beauty.
2.  One needs an uncommon delicacy of imagination (p. 83, par. 14-15), which is a mental 
sensitivity to qualities in objects that produce particular sentiments.  Nothing escapes the notice, 
every ingredient in the composition is perceived; thus one may produce general rules or 
acknowledged patterns of composition, which a true critic should be able to identify in each case 
in which it appears (16).  Delicacy of taste, a quick and acute perception of beauty and deformity, 
can best be detected by its response to works of art that are universally recognized as great and 
universally acknowledged principles (p. 84, par 17).
3.  One needs lots of practice with many works, moving beyond initial impressions by coming 
back to the work a number of times, evaluating the merit not only of the work as a whole but of 
each of its parts (p. 84-85, par. 18-19).
4.  One needs experience comparing different types of beauty, higher and lower (p. 85, par. 20).
5.  One must be free of prejudice so as to be able to set aside one’s own perspective to adopt that 
of the audience for whom the work was intended (which feat may take quite a bit of study), with 
due consideration for the purpose of that type of work and for the way the parts of the work form 
a unity (pp. 86-87, par 21-22).  
Indeed, good sense, sound understanding, is needed “to discern the beauties of design and 
reasoning, which are the highest and most excellent.”  (One must judge the accuracy of the 
reasoning that is implicit or explicit in the work and whether the characters speak appropriately to 
their character and circumstances) (p. 86-87, par 22-23)
6.  "The joint verdict" of such superbly qualified judges (what they agree on) is "the true 
standard of taste and beauty.”

 
A difficulty follows: But how can you find such judges?  There will be disputes about that.  Response: 
As in other disputes, do your best, bringing forth the best arguments you can muster, while you 
“acknowledge a true and decisive standard to exist somewhere,” namely, something that really exists as 
a matter of fact. (p. 88, par. 24-25)  Actually, it’s not as hard as it seems, because great art stays 
recognized long after fashions in philosophy and theology have changed (88, 26).  The great ones are so 
distinguished “by the soundness of their understanding and the superiority of their faculties” that they 
effectively teach others, who recognize them (88, 27).
            A significant qualification follows: there remain two sources of variation in judgments of taste, 
and there is no standard to decide between them: (1) the different inclinations (“humours”) of different 
men, some preferring love poetry to epics, some comedy to tragedy, and (2) “the particular manners and 
opinions of our age and country” (89, 28-30).  These differences do not affect the discernment of beauty, 
but they do affect the degree of approval given to particular works.  Of course we tend to prefer works of 
our own place and time, but we learn to stretch our appreciation to works of other places and times—
except when we find our ideas of morality and decency violated by the standards implicit in, say, 
Homer; in such a case, we can not help seeing the work as in some degree inferior due to the base 
standards of morality and decency implicit in it (89-90, 31-32).
            It’s different with the differences of “speculative opinions” (i.e., in philosophy, theology, and 
religion), which change so rapidly, that we should simply learn not to be upset by such differences (91, 
33-35).  However, when religious principles lead to bigotry or superstition, when they pervert moral 
sentiments or “intrude themselves into every sentiment” (91-92, 34-36), we cannot avoid having such 
differences affect our opinion of the beauty of the work.
 
 

Kant (Prussian [before Germany became a nation state]), 1724-1804)
 

Notes from Douglas Burnham, An Introduction to Kant's Critique of 
Judgement
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2000 [note the British spelling]
Rousseau posed a challenge for Kant: how to show that reason was not an artificial and distorting 
constraint on our good, natural spontaneity [compare Taoism] (4). 
There are, of course, differences between the beauties of nature and the beauties in art, but “their 
commonality goes right to the heart of the experience” (41). 
Our enjoyment in repulsive art is on account of some sort of positive value that we find in it (42f)
Beauty is not a distinctive property of an object, but sometimes Kant speaks as if it is.  “Beauty is not a 
natural property” (57-58).
 
Kant seeks to unify his philosophy, whose parts are indicated in four primary questions:
What can I know?
What ought I to do?  
What may I hope?  
What is man?  
 
Kant sees judgement as the unifying link between theoretical and practical philosophy, enabling 
“philosophy to be unified I its purpose by coordination towards the final or highest purpose of man” (37).
 
In Kant’s logic, “there are four basic formal characteristics that a judgement can have: quantity, quality, 
relation and modality” (45).
 
Critique = “an analysis which attempts to establish, for a mental ‘power’ or ‘faculty’, the range of 
applications of that ability which make sense and thus are legitimate.” 8
 
Aesthetics = (1) in the broad sense, regards the sensible aspect of our cognition of nature; (2) in the 
narrow sense, regards the sensible objects valued as art or as being beautiful (40-41).
 
Taste = “our ability to judge natural objects or works of art to be beautiful” (42)
 
Pleasure = “The feeling of an enhancement of life” (43).  Pleasure and pain are the only presentations 
that one cannot make into a concept (54).
 
A priori = a philosophical expression that means something is absolutely independent of any ‘ordinary’ 
event or thing, that is, independent of any event or thing which can be observed or studied as being 
either within my conscious mind, or in the world around me.” (17)
 
Transcendental argument = works by showing that if a given concept were not valid according to a 
principle, then a certain type of experience (which we obviously have) would not be possible) (23).  The 
“transcendental method . . . seeks to investigate [the faculties of the mind] by showing their role as a 
priori conditions of any experience” (39).
 
Judgement = “a mental act which in some way decides whether a thing is this or that.  But there seem to 
be different types of judgment.  A ‘determinate’ judgment is one that has a concept in advance and 
simply applies it to a thing.  And ‘indeterminate’ judgement is one that creates the concept in the same 
act as making the judgment.  A judgment of sensual interest works on the basis of m y entirely 
subjective tastes.  A teleological judgement sees the holism of [e.g.,] a living organism in terms of 
purposes and not in terms of the straightforward cause and effect relations of natural science.  Finally, an 
aesthetic judgement judges a thing ( such as an alpine meadow, or a novel) to be of aesthetic value.  The 
last two types function in peculiar ways: they neither have, nor create, a determining natural concept of 
the thing; nor are they entirely subjective in their validity.  Judgements with these characteristics 
(teleological or aesthetic) Kant calls ‘reflective’.  [They draw on judgement’s own inherent resources, 
not on concepts derived from outside, so are a reasonable place to seek the apriori legislating principle 
of judgment.] (30).
 
“An aesthetic judgment (or judgement of taste) means a judgement which ‘connects’ a feeling of 
pleasure to the mere experience of something, and accordingly calls it ‘beautiful’, or ‘sublime’.”  (44)
 
In our presentations of objects are 

●     Content =  colour, scent of flower, sound qualities of musical instruments, sumptuous 
fabrics in a palace (may highlight beautiful form—or upstage it).

●     Form = properties expressible “only as space or time,” e.g., delicate and graceful shape, 
the arrangement of trees and hills in the view, the flower, arrangement of notes in birdsong 
or music; the play of forms in the dance, or the mere architectural design of the palace.

 
Our response can be focused on

●     The agreeable (pleasure that is merely subjective, not universal)—this is one kind of 
“interest”

●     The ethical—this is another kind of “interest”
●     The Aesthetic: that which has universal appeal, free of interest in the agreeable and the 

good
 
Disinterested = a quality of aesthetic judgements meaning that they are free of interests pertaining to 
what is agreeable or to interests pertaining to ethical concerns.  In judgements that are “interested” we 
care about the existence of the object.
 
Universality (second moment) = Aesthetic judgements behave universally, that is, they involve an 
expectation or claim on the agreement of others ‘without a concept’ (#9).  This universality is 
distinguished both from the mere subjective evaluation of judgements such as ‘I like honey’, and from 
the strict descriptive objectivity of judgements such as ‘Honey contains sugar and is sweet’.  Judgements 
of reflective taste behave as if they were objective; also a universal, they are communicable” (49-50).
 

Purposiveness without purpose (third moment) = “Why do we feel pleasure in the beautiful at all? 
 Pleasure seems to be the result of some attainment of a purpose, but the beautiful has no purpose. 
 Rather, Kant says, it is the mere purposiveness of the beautiful for cognition in general that serves as if 
it were a purpose.” (Burnham, 72)

            Beauty is without regard to any external purpose whatsoever (e.g., a purpose beyond a thing 
which it may be intended to serve).  Beauty is either free or dependent (a function of something else’s 
function—the noble deed has a beauty to it that is dependent on the ethical quality of the deed). 
 Burnham gives a series of examples leading our intuition gradually to an example that enables us to 
grasp what purposiveness without purpose might be: (1) walking in the woods, we find a typewriter, and 
immediately observe the purpose behind the manufacture of this artifact; (2) walking further, we come 
upon a stick that has obviously been carved, but for exactly what purpose, we cannot determine.  (3) The 
third example is what Burnham offers to help us get the idea of purposiveness without a purpose: 
coming onto a beach, we find some lines of poetry in the sand; if we can eliminate the possibility that 
someone has written those lines, and are left with only the possibility that the random action of the 
waves has done this, then the “words” merely resemble linguistic communication.  What we initially 
took for poetry we can no longer accept as such, however much we may value it considered as if it had 
been consciously produced. 

Ideal = the full realization of a thing’s purpose—not observed in nature, but theoretically possible for a 
human being who fully acts in accord with the moral law.

Necessity (fourth moment) = the judgement cannot be otherwise, given the human capacity called 
“common sense”; the necessity is singular and exemplary [the judgement, strictly speaking applies only 
to single objects which exemplify beauty, not to classes of things].  [There is no concept which would 
give people a universal rule under which objects could be subsumed under “beauty” the way rabbits can 
be subsumed under the empirical concept of “rabbit.”] 

Common sense = a feeling for the beautiful shared by humans (an a priori but subjective ‘principle’ of 
taste—the principle or rule with which judgement legislates for our mental faculty of feeling); common 
sense is publicly communicated  (56).  Kant “also suggests that common sense in turn depends upon, or 
is identical with, the same faculties as ordinary cognition, that is as those features of human beings 
which make possible any experience whatsoever.” (60)

 
 
 Table 1 The Faculties of the Mind (p. 10)
HIGHER LOWER
Theoretical cognition of nature

    Legislative faculty: understanding, with laws of nature

Subjective association

Aesthetic feeling for nature & art

    Legislative faulty: judgement, with principle of 
purposiveness

Corporeal feeling

Pure desire in the exercise of freedom

    Legislative faculty: reason, with principle of morality, 
and of the highest purpose or Good

     Non-legislative faculty: sensibility, especially 
productive imagination

Corporeal desire

 

The parts of sensibility

1.  Sensation [Empfindung] Kant understands to be both passive and lower or dependent.  In sensation 
we are presented with colours, sounds, feelings of warmth, hardness and so on.

2.  Pure intuition [Anschauung] (passive, hier or independent), does not refer to some kind of “sixth 
sense’.  Rather, the faculty of intuition is Kant’s name for the source of our a priori presentations of the 
form of space and time.  Importantly, Kant argues that this form is quite different from the ‘content’ of 
sensation.

3.  Reproductive imagination [Einbindungskraft] (active, lower) is our ability to see things, h ear things, 
touch things, and so on, when they are no longer there.  Reproductive imagination also allows us to form 
associations between different things we have experienced at different times.  For example, the colour of 
this room resembles that of a room in which I once stayed in Paris.

4.  Productive (or sometimes ‘free’) imagination is both active and independent. . . .  It is not bound to 
previous sensations or intuitions, or at least not to the laws of association that govern the reproductive 
imagination. 

            We can think about the world around us (theoretical cognition), we can have feelings, we can 
have and act upon desires.  These Kant calls ‘faculties’ or ‘powers’ of the mind. . . .  These 
achievements . . . are made on the basis of certain activities or sources of ‘presentations’ that Kant calls 
the ‘cognitive powers or faculties’.  There are three kinds of these linked to the above three 
achievements, respectively: understanding, judgement and reason.  A fourth cognitive faculty is 
sensibility which includes the imagination.  Each of the above is split into lower and higher parts.  
“Lower’ means that the faculty is entirely a function of nature and subject to its laws, for example the 
laws of psychology.  “higher’ means that the faculty is independent of natural determination, thus 
functioning in some way ‘prior’ to natural laws.  The process of critique, then, requires the investigation 
of how one cognitive faculty (perhaps together with the others in a merely supporting role) achieves one 

http://www.searchedu.com/
http://plato.stanford.edu/
http://www.rowan.edu/philosop/clowney/Aesthetics/philos_artists_onart/aristotle.htm
http://www.rowan.edu/philosop/clowney/Aesthetics/philos_artists_onart/aristotle.htm


of the faculties of the mind, and thus also what kind of validity and range of application the result has.”  
(16)

The Sublime

Anything awesome, including the Great Pyramids in Egypt and the huge cathedrals of Europe, as well as 
a great storm on the ocean, can engender an experience of the sublime—“the feeling of, or associated 
with, the overwhelmingness of an object.”   “The distinction between the beautiful and the sublime 
had . . . been made, on similar if not identical grounds, in ancient philosophy.  The sublime occasioned 
by a natural object or scene has a “strange combination of familiarity and unfamiliarity” (88).  Kant 
neglects other types of aesthetic experience, tragic, comic, picturesque (89).  

            Two stages can be articulated in the experience of the sublime: the “unpleasant” aspect and then 
the particular pleasure of the sublime.  

            The mathematical and dynamical sublime.  The mathematical sublime is occasioned by the 
overwhelmingness associated with something that is extremely extensive in space or time, “outraging” 
our imagination “because we cannot ‘take it all in’ at once” (91).  There are two aesthetically interesting 
moments in coming up with, and trying to apply, a unit of measurement.  First, in coming up with a unit, 
we must take something we can (physically) experience.  Second, regarding objects that occasion the 
experience of the sublime, we could not begin to imagine that we could ever possibly encompass the 
object in question by repeated applications of our unit of measure.  Since we can, however, measure 
galaxies, we must bracket our intellectual-scientific [or go beyond?] take on things in order simply to 
experience (as “poets do”) how greatly, say, the night sky exceeds the magnitude, say, of my body
—“that through which and that with which I sense, and also, equally importantly, that which senses; that 
is, the sensible aspect of me” (92).  In fact, as a sensible, embodied being, if I try to “construct an 
intuition of a whole object, this requires sense, memory, and imagination”; in the case of a cat, I cannot 
master the full detail of the thisness (particularity) of the cat (93).  The sublime is not merely the 
colossal.  The “absolutely large” object (that (i) overwhelms imagination, or  (ii) frustrates the attempt to 
grasp it as a whole and as a fully detailed particular, or (iii) is formless) “is presented only in feeling, 
initially, the feeling of displeasure at the breakdown of sensible cognition” (95).  It is as though a certain 
counter-purposiveness is at work (96).  In the dynamical sublime, it is the overwhelming power (not 
magnitude) of the object that occasions the experience of the sublime.  One could potentially be swept 
away by it, but fear is merely potential or not overriding.  

            In the second stage of the experience, the mathematical sublime arouses the rationality of totality
—not exhibited in sensory cognition, the totality of all nature, the totality of the conditions or causes that 
finally produce what we observe, including the idea of the ground of that totality (God).  The dynamical 
sublime arouses the rational idea of freedom—transcending natural factors that might be thought to 
cause or determine one’s action to such an extent that one would effectively lose one’s freedom.  The 
mind can  “feel the sublimity, even above nature, that is proper to its [human] vocation.”  “The demand 
of reason for self-transcendence of will is thus related to the demand of reason to obey moral law.  
Through it, we are shown to belong to a transcendent ‘community’ of supersensible beings, created in 
the very image of God” (100).  The conflict experienced at phase one now becomes welcomed as 
purposive on account of its driving the mind to such heights, that bring with them their own kind of 
pleasure.  It is easy to forget, especially, the insight of reason associated with the dynamic sublime, and 
cultural civilization (with “education, religion, philosophy, and so on”) is in fact necessary if humans are 
to experience it at all (100-101).

 
 

 

 
 

The Critique of Judgment (instructor's notes)
Introduction

Some knowledge is empirical, a posteriori (=after experience), e.g., this is caused by that.  Some 
knowledge is a priori (even before you try to check it out in experience): you know that events have 
causes.
 
Truth Beauty (and) Goodness
Critique of Pure Reason
There are first given rules or 
principles or laws which then 
determine the particulars.  This 
event must have a cause.

Critique of Judgment
Judgment subsumes the 
particular under the universal: 
this (particular) is a cat 
(universal [a form in Plato’s 
terms]).  We don’t have rules 
to start with.  We start with 
particulars and seek the 
universal (as in Hume).

Critique of Practical Reason

Faculty of cognitive, theoretical 
knowledge

Feeling of pleasure and pain; 
lower desires are pre-moral; 

Faculty of desire
The higher desires are moral.

Knowledge is gained by 
applying the rules of the 
understanding to phenomena 
that exemplify, e.g., the 
principle of causation 

  

Reason cannot succeed in 
achieving knowledge (because 
it tries to apply the categories 
of the understanding beyond 
any possible experience—to 
God, the soul, and the universe 
as a whole.

Reflective judgment can never 
attain knowledge that purpose 
is manifest in, say, the design 
of an organism or ecosystem 
(though we can hardly make 
sense of an organism’s 
mutually adapted parts and its 
capacities for growth, self-
maintenance, and reproduction 
without thinking of purpose 
behind it).  

Reason succeeds in legislating 
universal moral law (a golden 
rule upgrade):
Treat all persons as ends, never 
merely as means.

 
A purpose is a concept of an object that brings that object into existence.   We see something as 
purposive when—as far as our understanding can tell—it fits in an order of things that can only be the 
result of the acts of a mind with a purpose.  (97)
 

First Book
Analytic of the Beautiful

First Moment
Of the Judgment of Taste, According to Quality

 
#1.  The judgment of taste is aesthetical in the sense that it refers to the pleasure (or pain) in the subject—
not to a quality in the object.
#2.  Aesthetic satisfaction is disinterested in the sense that it prescinds from (takes no account of) my 
appetites or practical interests.  “Disinterested” does not imply “impersonal” or “cool”; nor does it imply 
any distanced attitude when the person is involved in practical matters.
#3.  If I’m responding to something as pleasant, some interest of mine is being gratified; but to find 
something beautiful is different from that.
#4.  If I appreciate something as good, whether good as a means to something else or good in itself, I 
have some interest in it.
#5.  The judgment of taste is contemplative, and is without interest in the existence of its object.  
Satisfaction in the beautiful is free in the sense that it is neither caused by a pleasant sensation nor 
obliged by moral reason.
 

Second Moment
Of the Judgment of Taste, According to Quantity

#6.  To judge that something is beautiful is not merely to say that I happen to like it (because of some 
peculiar feature of myself); rather it is to imply that anyone and everyone of taste who beholds it would 
find it beautiful.
#7.  People are content to find different things pleasant.  We do sometimes speak of taste in matters of 
what is merely pleasant.  Aesthetic judgment pertains in the first instance to single objects (this flower, 
this painting), but without setting up a concept from which a universal criterion could be derived.  
“There can be no rule according to which anyone is to be forced to recognize anything as beautiful.”  Of 
course one may generalize and say, “Roses are beautiful.”  To make a clearly aesthetic judgment, 
separate off everything belonging to the sensory enjoyment of the pleasant and the moral respect for the 
good and see what satisfaction is left.  “The beautiful is that which pleases universally without 
[requiring] a concept.”
 

Third Moment
Of the Judgment of Taste, According to the Relation of the 
Purposes Which Are Brought into Consideration in Them

 
No definite purpose is cognized in the beautiful object, though it is “purposeful” (in conformity to a 
purpose if we could know that there was an artist whose purpose was to give us this particular kind of 
satisfaction): to arouse a pleasurable play in our powers of imagination (perception) and understanding 
(non-cognitive thinking about it).
 

Fourth Moment
Of the Judgment of Taste, According to Modality

 
            The judgment of beauty is necessary, since—if a person judges correctly—she judges on 
grounds that every person has, i.e., the capacities of imagination and understanding.
 

A colloquial approach to Kant's four qualities of the beautiful
“Ya gotta love it” captures a lot of what Kant wants to say.  I like to take Kant as offering an analysis of 
language as much as anything.  If A says, “I like it,” and B says, “It’s not my cup of tea,” there’s no 
contradiction between them.  If A says, “It’s beautiful,” and B says, "It's just a sentimental appeal to 
emotion," there is a contradiction between them.
“Ya gotta love it”: “gotta” implies the necessity of the judgment.  It’s not just, “Try it, you might like it”; 
it’s try it, you’ll like it.”  
“Ya” (if said of an indefinitely large group) connotes universality—everyone’s gotta love it.  That’s two 
out of Kant’s four defining predicates.
Now if this judgment is about what the speaker takes for beautiful, the speaker is implying that there’s 
some appeal here that’s not simply a matter of what happens to satisfy our passions or our practical 
needs (moral and otherwise).  (Not that there’s anything wrong abour our passions or pratical needs—
just that beautiful adds something not included in predicates that refer to those satisfactions.)  This is 
what Kant has in mind with his outdated word, “disinterested.”  Don’t get hung up on the word.  Get 
what he’s after.  Here is where we find the limit to the usefulness of the phrase, “Ya gotta love it,” to 
help a student get an intuition of what Kant is up to.  “Love” may very well connote a response to what 
gratifies the appetites or practical needs.  For this reason, I don’t want you to use this phrase, “Ya gotta 
love it” in your papers.  I simply use it as a ladder (pun intended).  Yes, there are problems with Kant’s 
claims, but there is also an important core of intuitive plausibility to the claims, and that’s what I’m 
trying to convey here.  First understand, then criticize.
Last (I’m obviously not following Kant’s sequence here), Kant gives voice to a kind of free play that 
beauty releases.  Don’t wrestle with the definitions of “imagination” and “understanding” so much that 
you fail to pick up intuitively what he’s getting at.  You are free from cognitive striving.  You are free 
from practical effort; therefore you're judgment is disinterested.  You can "simply" enjoy this beauty in 
your mind.  That’s the main thing.
 
 
 
Beautiful Beautiful and sublime Sublime
 Both please in themselves, 

involve a judgment of 
reflection, do not depend on 
sensation nor on a definite 
concept.  The concepts of the 
beautiful and the sublime are 
indefinite/ indeterminate/
lacking in definition.  Both 
judgments are about 
particulars, yet claim validity 
for everyone. 

 

The beautiful in nature is 
connected with the form of an 
object with definite boundaries.

 The sublime is found in 
formless objects that suggest 
boundlessness.

The undefined concept of the 
beautiful is a concept of the 
understanding.

 The not-strictly-defined 
concept of the sublime is a 
concept of reason or an idea of 
reason (beyond the limits of the 
understanding).  Ideas of 
reason include God, the soul, 
and the universe as a whole.

Enhances vitality, may be 
associated with charm (though 
the charming and the beautiful 
are different).

 Attraction and repulsion are 
combined, and the feeling is 
more one of admiration or 
respect.

The object nicely fits our 
capacities of appreciation.

 The object utterly exceeds our 
powers.

Even though no purpose is 
directly perceived or known by 
the understanding, a natural 
object that we experience as 
beautiful may hint at a divine 
artist and nature as a system 
expressing purpose.

 Often associated with more 
chaotic and wild scenes.  Does 
not indicate anything purposive 
about nature, except perhaps 
that nature may drive us 
beyond itself to reason.

That in nature which gives rise 
to the experience of beauty is 
something external to ourselves.

 That in nature which gives rise 
to the experience of the 
sublime derives its character 
from what surges within us.  
Properly speaking, a state of 
mind is sublime, not an object 
of nature.

 
 
 
Two types of sublimity: 
A. The infinite (“mathematically sublime”) suggested by some natural phenomena.
The sublime is what is absolutely great, great beyond all comparison.  This can be quantitative greatness, 
overwhelming, colossal size, mathematical sublimity.  The understanding measures quantities, but this 
the sublime surpasses the understanding.  When we find ourselves in the presence of something whose 
size we could never measure, our feeling of being thus overwhelmed arouses our sense of a higher 
faculty beyond the understanding (which deals with sensory objects).  The infinite is a concept of a 
sublime totality, but trying to think this concept is problematic (a progress without limit has come to 
completeness).  Therefore, rather than trying to think nature as an infinite totality, we shift gears and 
simply say that nature is sublime in those of its phenomena which, when seen, bring with them the idea 
of its infinity.
            B. “Nature, considered in an aesthetical judgment as might that has no dominion over us, is 
dynamically sublime.”  [In Greek, dynamis means power.]
Though not every thing that arouses fear is sublime, everything in nature that gives rise to the experience 
of the sublime in nature has overwhelming power so as to rouses some fear; but fear is transcended 
when the mind is not swamped by our being immediately physically carried off by the tornado, tsunami, 
hurricane, Niagra Falls, and we can feel the soul powers mobilize their sublime dignity that shall not be 
overwhelmed by the power of natural forces.  (Cf. in religion: a faithful believer does not fear even an 
omnipotent God whose power he has no occasion to resist.)  “Bold, overhanging, and as it were 
threatening rocks; clouds piling up in the sky, moving with lightning flashes and thunder peals; 
volcanoes in all their violence of destruction; hurricanes with their track of devastation; the boundless 
ocean in a state of tumult; the lofty waterfall of a mighty river, and such like—these exhibit our faculty 
of resistance as insignificantly small in comparison with their might.  But the sight of them is the more 
attractive, the more fearful it is, provided only that we are in security; and we willingly call these objects 
sublime, because they raise the energies of the soul above their accustomed height and discover in us a 
faculty of resistance of a quite different kind, which gives us courage to measure ourselves against the 
apparent almightiness of nature.”
 
 
           As a first approximation to the sublime, imagine someone saying, “Awesome!”  (I’m not going to 
insist on the technical point that Kant mentions and then sets aside, that sublimity is about the human 
response, not about the, e.g., colossal or dynamic-powerful natural phenomenon.)  The sublime is lofty 
in a special way.  It overwhelms our sense of what is great; it may threaten us, but it does so in such a 
way that rouses a sublime resistance within us: our dignity is higher than what the forces of nature can 
bring against us.  The human paradox is that we are a part of nature and we, in some measure, transcend 
nature.  
One variety of stimulus to the experience of the sublime—e.g., the starry sky above me—staggers the 
imagination, leads the mind toward the notion of infinity.
Another variety of the sublime manifests power, dynamism, that would overwhelms the human scale of 
resistance; though in a moment of sublimity we are in fact not picked up and carried off by the tornado, 
but able to feel the stirring of that within us which is, in its way, even greater than a very big wind.
 
 
Exercise: Read Bullough’s description in the long paragraph on the middle of p. 459.  Which Kantian 
classification would be more apt here—beautiful or sublime?  Why?
 
Note: to understand Lyotard’s identification with the sublime and his political critique of integrated, 
“beautiful” totality, it helps to know of the thought of his contemporary, the French philosopher, 
Emmanuel Levinas (1906-95).  Expressing convictions from his Jewish heritage in the concepts of 
philosophy, Levinas criticized the tendency of European philosophy as a quest for total comprehension, 
including total comprehension of the Other [the person], who, as infinite, has a [sublime] height of 
dignity that compels our utter respect and is always beyond our ability to comprehend.  The tendency to 
dominate the Other, who breaks through our self-satisfaction, culminated in National Socialism.  The 
face of the Other is not an object, nor a representation for thought.
 
Recommended: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/kant-aesthetics/
 
 
Hans-Georg Gadamer, excerpt from Truth and Method, is excellently summarized in Stephen David 
Ross’s introductory paragraphs preceding the selection.  There is a social-historical-shared-human 
dimension essential to art that Kant’s abstract approach mostly misses, which enables understanding 
across cultural historical space when we become aware of one another’s presuppositions (it’s not 
possible to interpret anything without bringing some assumptions, “prejudices,” “bias,” some pre-
comprehension, into play).  On the topic of genius, we’ll try reading a distinguished secondary source 
this time before reading Kant.
Main ideas: The purposiveness without purpose (Zweckmässigkeit ohne Zweck) that characterizes a 
natural beauty is this: the flower has no purpose or intention to please by setting our cognitive powers 
into play, but it, as it were, conforms to such a purpose (Zweckmässigkeit is translated purposiveness—
or finality—but it really means being measured or trimmed to . . . it’s as if there were a purpose shaping 
it).  Teleological judgment cannot pretend to know what the first Critique concluded that it is impossible 
to know—that “nature” or, in another word, more to the point in this context, God has arranged nature as 
a purposive system whose sole end in itself is man as a rational being.  Since natural beauty indicates 
our status as ends, it is a symbol of morality; this is because moral reason, the capacity for rational self-
governance, is what lifts us beyond the realm of mere nature, being determined by the chains of causes 
and effects.  
The function of Kant’s doctrine of genius in his philosophic system is to keep art within the realm of 
nature, since genius is a natural gift, whose “rule” can never be set forth by the understanding as a law or 
an algorithm for the production of beautiful works.
 
Finality=purposiveness (Greek, telos, = Latin, finis, end, goal).
Teleology=the doctrine explicating a purposive system.
Sensus communis=common sense
Transcendental=in this selection, it refers to Kant’s systematic, philosophic enterprise; he sought the 
conditions of the possibility of true scientific judgments (first Critique), the conditions of the possibility 
of an unconditional moral command (second Critique), and the conditions of the possibility of 
discerning reflective judgment (third Critique).  In his terminology, asking how something is possible is 
a “transcendental” inquiry.  The term is not to be confused with “transcendent,” as in the concept of a 
transcendent God beyond creation.
Idea=an idea of Reason; it’s beyond a concept of the understanding, which can be experienced as a 
phenomenal appearance in space and time.  Examples of Ideas are God, the freedom of the immortal 
soul, the cosmos as a whole, and history as an evolutionary process leading toward an advanced 
planetary civilization.
Spirit=Geist, mind or spirit (in German, French [esprit], and some other languages, there is just one term 
for these two concepts which are significantly differentiated.  Do not automatically assume any religious 
overtones; the term can also mean culture; it tends to have social connotations.
Beziehung=relation
 
            The aesthetic judgment of taste can take examples from nature as well as from art.  What’s 
crucial is “the playful facility of one’s mental powers, the expansion of vitality which comes from the 
harmony between imagination and understanding, and  invites one to linger before the beautiful” (354).
 
The beautiful in nature The beautiful in art
Better for illustrating the consonance of the thing 
represented with our cognitive faculty

More direct expression of the moral

Possess no significance of content; manifests the 
judgment of taste in its unintellectualised purity

Art=the beautiful representation of a thing.
A [great] work of art should not seem artificial, but 
natural; art must be able “to be looked at as nature,” i.e., 
please without betraying the constraint of rules.

Able to arouse an immediate moral interest, if a person 
has already developed his interest in the morally good; 
natural beauty points us to the ultimate goal of creation 
[not as something known; this is merely an Idea of 
reason], to our ‘moral destiny’

Art objects, unlike natural objects, exist only to address 
us in this way (rousing our moral interest).
Art aims to present aesthetic ideas (of reason) as well as 
to set the conceptual powers of the understanding and 
imagination in play.

In nature there are no ends [i.e., no final ends, or “ends in 
themselves”], therefore nature gives no standards in 
terms of which natural things can be judged in terms of 
their approximation to perfection; therefore Kant rejects 
perfection-aesthetics.  [For Plato there are eternal 
patterns; “time is the moving shadow of eternity.”]

Genius is the favorite of nature; through genius, nature 
gives art its rules.

Nature alone can perform the key role in Kant’s 
philosophical system of a bridge between nature and 
freedom.  The first Critique banished the ambition of 
classical teleological cosmology; judgment finds room 
for teleology, and for the Idea of free agency—the 
Creator and the rational, moral creature.

 

 
 
 
OK, Kant, now prove it!
[I.  The warm up.]
#31.  How in the world can it be possible for a judgment of taste to require the necessary accord of 
everyone else?  A sufficient answer will come from comparing the structure of aesthetic judgments 
(“Yosemite Valley is beautiful” with the structure of objective judgments (“Yosemite Valley is in 
California”).
#32.  The judgment of taste is like objective judgments in demanding the assent of everyone.  And we 
must judge for ourselves, not merely imitate others’ judgments, though we follow and build on others’ 
achievements.
#33.  The judgment of taste, like subjective judgments, cannot be proven.  Someone’s taste cannot be 
compelled by any consensus of authorities or any reasoning from principles or rules.  The judgment of 
taste is singular: “Niagara Falls is beautiful,” not the universal (“logical”) judgment, “All waterfalls are 
beautiful.”
#34.  Since I must immediately feel something as beautiful, not follow a line of reasoning to discover it 
to be so, no objective principle of taste is possible, though critics can contribute many interesting things
—see the rich, second paragraph!
#35.  Free, playful perception (“imagination”) alongside thinking with concepts (connected as they 
logically are, “lawfully” are)—in general—is what is essentially involved in (the “principle” of) taste.  
The essential aesthetic pleasure is precisely the pleasure we feel in the play of these two “powers” or 
“faculties.”
#36.  The effort to demonstrate the possibility or legitimacy of the aesthetic judgment as set forth here is 
part of a larger project of showing how synthetic a priori judgments are possible.  A priori judgments are 
ones whose truth does not depend on anything empirical (e.g., every event has a cause).  Synthetic 
judgments are ones whose predicate (in this case, “beautiful”) is not already implied in its components 
(the perception of the flower, the particular concept(s) (concepts, say, of vitality, gracefulness, 
evanescence, lush extravagance) that may happen to be in play in a particular aesthetic experience).
#37.  The judgment of the beautiful is about individual things, not classes of things, since aesthetic 
pleasure does not come from a concept.    
 
[II.  The proof]
#38.  If the (pure case of the) aesthetical enjoyment of beauty judges the object not in terms of its 
sensuous qualities but only in terms of its form, which sets into play faculties which everyone has, then 
the judgment of taste can require universal assent—which is what we needed to show.
Remark.  The fact that we may readily err in judging something beautiful does not compromise our 
result, any more than making a mistake in logic brings logical principles into question.
 
 
 
#46.  Definition: “Genius is the innate mental dispoition through which nature gives the rule to art.”  It is 
“a talent for producing that for which no definite rule can be given”—originality; (2) its products must 
be models, i.e., exemplary (not imitation); (3) the genius produces not merely at will or by a method, but 
without being able to say how he did it [cf. Socrates’ flattery of Ion]; (4) the genius, in this sense, 
specifically makes beautiful art.
#47.  “Art stands still at a certain point; a boundary is set to it beyond which it cannot go, which 
presumably has been reached long ago and cannot be extended further.” [The idea of the end of art is a 
side-comment, picked up by Hegel and much discussed in the 20th century].  There is no production of 
beautiful art by rule, but “the rule must be abstracted from the fact” [cf. Hume].  In any beautiful art, 
however, there is some “mechanical element that can be comprehended by rules and followed 
accordingly,” something that can be taught in a school.  Artistic creation must be purposive.  (Savor 
Kant’s humorous polemic against chaotic and pretentious fakes.)
#48.  Definition: “Artificial beauty is a beautiful representation of a thing.”  Judging a thing according 
to the perfection of its fulfillment of its maker’s purpose in bringing it into existence is not a judgment of 
aesthetic taste, but we do use it, e.g., in valuing the effective artistry of the Creator.  Art may show 
genius without taste or taste without genius.
#49.  Genius has spirit [Geist], the animating principle of the mind.
            Definition: An aesthetical idea is a “representation of the imagination which occasions much 
thought, without however any definite thought, i.e., any concept, being capable of being adequate to it; it 
consequently cannot be completely compassed and made intelligible by language.”  This is “a 
counterpart to a rational idea, a concept to which no intuition or representation of the imagination can be 
adequate” [e.g., God, the free and immortal soul, the idea of history with its destiny in an advanced 
civilization, and the cosmos].  Examples of poetic imagination are representations of heaven and hell, 
angels, and the like.  Imagination=Einbildungskraft, the power of forming an image [whether by 
perceptually synthesizing the data given in sensation or by in the way that we normally would call 
“imagination”—as a productive faculty]
#56.  There are disputes about taste, but no cognitive, conceptual grounds [in the understanding] for 
such.  How can this be?
#57.  The fact that judgments taste can claim universal validity points to their basis in a different kind of 
concept: a concept of a “supersensible substrate of humanity”—it transcends anything we can grasp by 
the senses (to which we may apply our empirical concepts [green, parrot] and our categories [thing 
(“substance”), event]).  This is a concept that we can’t use to gain the knowledge that the understanding 
is good at seeking (Newton’s physics and ordinary understanding of things and causes); it’s a concept of 
something we share as humans that forms the basis of judgments of taste.
#58.  We use symbols to illustrate certain concepts (e.g., God is our father or “a monarchical state is 
represented by a living body if it is governed by national laws, and by a mere machine . . . if governed 
by a [despot]”).  “The beautiful is the symbol of the morally good.”  In making a judgment of taste, we 
call for universal agreement, thus appealing beyond what happens to attract or charm someone on, 
appealing on a sensuous level; the beautiful addresses something higher in us—and that’s why it’s a 
symbol of the moral, and why we use terms for character qualities to express what we find beautiful.
 
 
 

Tolstoy
 

Leo N. Tolstoy (1828-1910), What Is Art? [1896]  Trans. Almyer Maude.  Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill, 
1980.

Chapter 1.  Expensive, sensuous, “art” for the wealthy is ridiculous.

Chapter  2.  Contra prevailing ideas of art regarding beauty: for each of the senses, there are daily 
pleasures.  We still don’t know what beauty is—there are so many answers.  The modern answer: that 
which pleases, especially the sight—which is not the same as what is good.

Chapter 3.  Many concepts of beauty are summarized.

Chapter 4.  Metaphysical definitions of beauty are vague.  Definitions cluster around the Idea 
[intellectualism] or what is pleasing [sensuousness].  One can’t define art in terms of what is indefinable, 
namely beauty.

Chapter 5.  Physiological, evolutionary, and other definitions mentioned and rejected.  Art is defined as 
the communication of feeling by movements, lines, colors, sounds, or forms expressed in words.

Chapter 6.  Consider historical evolution.  Religion has been the cradle of art.  In modern secularism, art 
became upper class and superficial.  Christianity missed the true gospel: “the immediate relationship of 
each man to the Father, the consequent brotherhood and equality of all men, and the substitution of 
humility and love in place of every kind of violence . . . .” (56).

Chapter 7.  The ancients, unlike foolish moderns, did not unite the vague, dull, empty trinity of truth, 
beauty, and goodness.

Chapter 8.  False art corrupts its elitist consumers.

Chapter 9 .  “The first great result was that art was deprived of the infinite, varied, and profound 
religious subject matter proper to it.” (71)  Art became elitist and artificial and “brain-spun” (72).  
Feelings of pride, discontent, and especially eroticism prevailed.

Chapter 10.  Examples of modern, obscure, decadent, pretentious, empty poems.

Chapter 11.  Imitations of art produced by “1) borrowing [warmed over, not “fresh”], (2) imitating, (3) 
striking (creating effects), and (4) interesting [absorbs the mind (100).

Chapter 12.  Counterfeits on account of (1) the considerable remuneration [to be distinguished from 
forced invention] of artists for their productions and the professionalization of artists which this has 
produced; (2) art criticism [it should be superfluous to interpret], and (3) schools of art” (110).  “The 
chief-most precious quality of art—sincerity” (110).

Chapter 13.  Real art, e.g., “the Jewish prophets, the authors of the Psalms, Francis of Assisi, the authors 
of the Iliad and Odyssey, of folk stories, legends, and folk songs.  . .” (110).

Chapter 13.  Ridiculousness of Wagner.  “If some people do feel insulted by the absurdity and 
spuriousness of the whole thing, they are timidly silent, as sober men are timid and silenc when 
surrounded by tipsy ones” (130).  

Chapter 14.  Most people can’t admit an obvious truth if it contradicts what they have built their lives 
on. 

I know that most men—not only those considered clever, but even those who are very clever and 
capable of understanding the most difficult scientific, mathematical, or philosophic problems—
can very seldom discern even the simplest and most obvious truth if it be such as to oblige them to 
admit the falsity of conclusions they have formed, perhaps with much difficulty—conclusions of 
which they are proud, which they have taught to others, and on which they have built their lives.  
(131)

Works of true value are very rare.  How to recognize as inferior works that are often technically 
superior?  A peasant can tell (133).  Unspoiled counterfeits are “more ornate, while true art is 
modest” (138).

Chapter 15.  True art is infectious, uniting artist and audience (140).  The stronger the infection the 
better the art as art (140).  Criteria: must express the unique individuality of the artist, be clear, and 
sincere (141).

Chapter 16.  “The evolution of feeling proceeds through art—feelings less kind and less needful for the 
well-being of mankind are replaced by others kinder and more needful for that end” (143).  The 
evaluation of feelings “is made by the religious perception of the age” (143).  Indifference to religion is 
because one’s life is not in harmony with it (143-45).   

The religious perception of our time, in its widest and most practical application, is the 
consciousness that our well-being, both material and spiritual, individual and collective, temporal 
and eternal, lies in the growth of brotherhood among all men—in their loving harmony with one 
another.  (145).

The essence of the Christian perception consists in the recognition by every man of his sonship to 
God and of the consequent union of men with God and with one another, as is said in the gospel 
(John xvii.21 [‘That they all may be one, as thou, Father, art in me and I in thee, that they also 
may be one in us”]  Therefore the subject of Christian art is such feeling as can unite men with 
God and with one another.  (149)

Other art unites men in a group that divides itself from others.  “But non-Christian art, while uniting 
some people together, makes that very union a cause of separation between these united people and 
others; so that union of this kind is often a source, not only of division, but even of enmity toward 
others” (149).  Patriotism, for example: “each man and all men stand in like relation toward God and 
toward their neighbor” (149).  Two universal feelings: “Feeling flowing from the perception of our 
sonship to God and of the brotherhood of man; and next, the simple feelings of common life [e.g., 
merriment, pity, cheerfulness, tranquility”] (150).  “The feelings flowing from perception of our sonship 
to God and of the brotherhood of man—such as a feeling of sureness in truth, devotion to the will of 
God, self-sacrifice, respect for and love of man—evoked by Christian religious perception; and the 
simplest feelings . . . both alike produce . . . the loving union of man with man” (150).  Religion also 
expresses “negative feelings of indignation and horror over the violation of love” (151), e.g., Hugo, 
Dostoevsky, Dickens, Eliot.  

“Melody-every melody—is free and may be understood by all men; but as soon as it is bound up with a 
particular harmony” it loses universality (155).  Throw out what is bad, including Beethoven’s Ninth 
Symphony, which is incomprehensible to the masses (157-58).

Chapter 17.  Bad art corrupts society and inflames sex-passion.

Chapter 18.  The upper classes refuse to acknowledge the brotherhood of man and go in for “the cult of 
the superior person (supermarxism)” (171).  Commercial art is prostituted, perverted.

Chapter 19.   It is not beneficial to artists to be so materially comfortable that they are removed from the 
common struggle to earn and produce (176).  The artist of the future will be a laborer (176).

The feelings flowing from the religious perception of our times, Christian feelngs, are infinitely 
new and varied, not only in the sense some people imagine—not that they can be evoked by the 
depiction of Christ and of gospel episodes, or by repeating in new forms the Christian truths of 
unity, brotherhood, equality, and love—but in all the oldest, commonest, and most hackneyed 
phenomena of life evoke the newest, most unexpected, and touching emotions as soon as man 
regards them from the Christian point of view.  (17)

The art of the future will have “brevity, clearness, and simplicity of expression” (180).  

Chapter 20 Conclusion.  “Art transmits [the truths of science] from the region of perception to the region 
of emotion” (181), but science has gotten so far from its mission, that art must strike an independent 
path.

Real science lies in knowing what we should and what we should not believe, in knowing how the 
associated life of man should and should not be constituted; how to treat sexual relations, how to 
educate children, how to use the land, h ow to cultivate it oneself without oppressing other people, 
how to treat foreigners, how to treat animals, and much more that is important for the life of man.  
(185)

            So art in our times, to be art, must either open up its own road independently of science or 
must take direction from the unrecognized science which is denounced by the orthodox section of 
science.  ( 188)

Religious, moral, and social knowledge is of primary importance.   

Astronomical, physical, chemical, and biological science, as also technical and medical science, 
will be studied only insofar as they can help to free mankind from religious, juridical, or social 
deceptions, or can serve to promote the well-being of all men and not of any single class. (189)

And only then will art, which is always dependent on science, be what it might and should be, an 
organ co-equally important with science for the life and progress of humankind” (189).  “In our 
age the common religious perception of men is the consciousness of the brotherhood of men—we 
know that the well-being of man lies in union with his fellow men.  True science should indicate 
the various methods of applying this consciousness to life.  Art should transform this perception 
into feeling” (189).  “Art should cause violence to be set aside.’  And it is only art that can 
accomplish this” (190).

            The task for art to accomplish is to make that feeling of brotherhood and love of one’s 
neighbor, now attained only by the best members of society, the customary feelings and instinct of 
all men.  By evoking under imaginary conditions the feeling of brotherhood and love, religious art 
will train men to experience those same feelings under similar circumstances in actual life; it will 
lay in the souls of men the rails along which the actions of those whom art thus educates will 
naturally pass.  And universal art, by uniting the most different people in one common feeling, by 
destroying separation, will educate people to union, not by reason but by life itself, the joy of 
universal union reaching beyond the bounds set by life” (190-91).

            The destiny of art in our time is to transmit from the realm of reason to the realm of 
feeling the truth that well-being for men consists in being unified together, and to set up in place 
of that existing reign of force that kingdom of God, i.e., of love, which we all recognize to be the 
highest aim of life.  

Possibly in the future science may reveal to art yet newer and higher ideals, which art may realize; 
but in our time, the destiny of art is clear and definite.  The task for Christian art is to establish 
brotherly union among men.  (191)

 

Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism  34.1, Fall 1975.  Gary R. Jahn.  “The Aesthetic Theory of 
Tolstoy’s What Is Art?

            Narrowly moralistic, extreme, and polemical, the context of Tolstoy’s aesthetics has eclipsed the 
credit legitimately due to it.  He bases his aesthetics on three assumptions (everyone has to start 
somewhere).  [In what follows, I cobble together quotations from Jahn.]

 

1.  Art is a process through which what is subjective in the individual becomes objective for the public.

2.  What is expressed by the artist and understood by his public in a work of art is properly described by 
the term "feeling."  

3.  Art consists of two categories, the larger of which subsumes the smaller. Tolstoy speaks first of art in 
the broad sense, by which he means all art. This general category may be defined as containing all 
communications of feeling. Among Tolstoy’s examples are processions and jests. A procession may be 
art in that it expresses the feelings of solemnity and grandeur and impresses these feelings on those who 
behold it. A jest may be art in that it expresses a feeling of levity which is imparted to those who hear 
it. . . .  Art in the narrow sense or art in the full meaning of the word. This much more exclusive category 
may be defined as containing only those works which communicate a certain type of feelings, namely, 
those which proceed from the religious perception of the artist. 

 

Feeling (in Russian, chuvstvo) is the central term of Tolstoy’s aesthetic theory.  Tolstoy mentioned 
several emotions: sorrow, happiness, anger, woe, terror. He mentioned some of the physical actions 
which indicate the presence of emotion: weeping, laughter, groans, sobs. He included general 
physiological conditions: haleness, being in pain. He mentioned, finally, several general attitudes of 
mind: decisiveness, amazement, respect, contentment. It is justifiable to amplify this list of examples 
still further by saying that even the subject matter usually associated with the purview of thought may 
pass over into the purview of feeling when it is regarded other than from the point of view of the 
objective reason.

            The next three passages are from Tolstoy.

We are accustomed to understand art to be only what we hear and see in theaters, concerts, and 
exhibitions; together with buildings, statues, poems, and novels. .. . But all this is but the smallest 
part of the art by which we communicate with one another in life. All human life is filled with 
works of art of every kind—from cradlesong, jest, mimicry, the ornamentation of houses, dress, 
and utensils to church services, buildings, monuments, and triumphal processions. It is all artistic 
activity. So that by art, in the limited sense of the word, we do not mean all human activity 
transmitting feelings but only that part which we for some reason select from it and to which we 
attach special importance. This special importance has always been given by men to that part of 
this activity which transmits feelings flowing from their religious perception, and this small part 
they have specifically called art, attaching to it the full meaning of the word.
In every period of history and in every human society there exists an understanding of the 
meaning of life, which represents the highest level to which men of that society have attained--an 
understanding indicating the highest good at which that society aims.  This understanding is the 
religious perception of the given time and society.  And this religious perception is always clearly 
expressed by a few advanced men and more or less vividly perceived by members of the society 
generally. (ch 16)

A reasonable man cannot be satisfied with the considerations that guide the actions of an animal. 
A man may regard himself as an animal among animals—living for the passing day; or he may 
consider himself as a member of a family, a society, or a nation, living for centuries; or he may 
and even must (for reason irresistibly prompts him to this) consider himself as part of the whole 
infinite universe existing eternally. And therefore reasonable men should do, and always have 
done, in reference to the infinitely small affairs of life affecting their actions, what in mathematics 
is called integrate: that is to say, they must set up, besides their relation to the immediate facts of 
life, a relation to the whole immense Infinite in time and space conceived as one whole. And such 
establishment of man’s relation to that whole of which he feels himself to be a part, from which 
he draws guidance for his actions, is what has been called and is called Religion.

 

If Tolstoy wanted to talk about understanding, why did he use the word "infection?" That he wanted to 
suggest that the public of a work of art would not simply understand what was expressed in it but would 
also be overcome, convinced, or persuaded by it is an easy but, I think, erroneous conclusion. I maintain 
that in choosing the word "infection" (zarazhenie) Tolstoy was guided by a desire to provide an easily 
remembered verbal parallel to the term denoting the other half of the process of communication, 
expression, which is in Russian vyrazhenie. To amplify, if Tolstoy had written in English he might have 
employed the terms "expression" and "impression," thus establishing a verbal connection similar to that 
of the Russian.

 

 

Leo Tolstoy, The Works of Leo Tolstoy, One volume edition.  NY, NY: Walter J. Black, inc. 1928.  

“Love” (4-18).  Chapter I, The Hut.  A very poor shoemaker named Simon goes off to try to get some of 
the money owed him in order to buy some essential things for himself and his wife.  Unable to collect 
much except a meager twenty kopecks, he spends what he has got on vodka and strolls complacently in 
the cold of the winter.  However, as he passes a church, he sees a naked man outside.  Fearing harm if he 
were to approach the man, he walks on, but his conscience rouses him, and he returns and goes up to the 
man.

Chapter II, Faintness.  The stranger explains nothing of himself or what led to his present situation 
except to say, “God has punished me.”

Chapter III, Thought.  The two return to Simon’s home, where his wife, Matryona, indulges an angry 
tirade against her husband as an irresponsible drunkard.

Chapter IV, All Must Die.  Then Matryona turns to speak abusively of the stranger, but Simon reminds 
her that all must die, and he stops her with this question: “Matryona, have you no love of God?”  
“Matryona heard these words, and as she looked at the stranger, suddenly her heart softened towards 
him.  She came back from the door, and going to the oven she got out the supper.  Setting a cup on the 
table, she poured out some kvas [a sort of beer].  Then she brought out the last piece of bread, and set 
out a knife and spoons.” . . . .  “And Matryona was touched with pity for the stranger, and began to feel 
fond of  him.  And at once the stranger’s face lit up.; his brows were no longer bent, he raised his eyes 
and smiled at Matryona.”

Chapter V, Michael.  They take in the stranger, letting him live with them.  His name is Michael, and he 
very quickly learns the skills required for him to assist Simon in his work.

Chapter VI, My Measure.  One day a gentleman comes to Simon’s place and arranges to have high boots 
made, with expensive leather, to the measure of the calf of his leg.  As long as it can be assured that the 
boots will last a year without the seams splitting at all, then Simon and his assistant Michael will be well 
paid.  During the discussion leading to the deal, Michael “was gazing into the corner behind the 
gentleman, as if he saw someone there.  Michael looked and looked, and suddenly he smiled, and his 
face became brighter.”  The gentleman is so physically sturdy that Simon remarks on how immune to 
death he seems.  “Death itself can’t touch such a rock as that.”

Chapter VII.  The boots.  Michael cuts the leather to make soft slippers instead of boots, and Simon is 
distraught.  Just then, word arrives that the gentleman has died.  He will no longer need the high boots he 
had just ordered, but rather a pair of soft slippers for his coffin.

Chapter VIII, The Years Pass.  Six years pass.  Michael remains with them.  “He went nowhere, only 
spoke when necessary, and had only smiled twice in all those years—once when Matryona gave him 
food, and a second time when the gentleman was in the hut.”  Then a lady arrives with little twin girls, 
one of whom is lame.  Michael could not take his eyes off the girls, as Simon makes the measurements 
for shoes and hears their story: “Her mother crushed her leg.”  When the mother died, this woman took 
the newborns to her breasts and raised them as her children.

Chapter IX, Her Tale.  The mother’s husband died in a logging accident the week before she gave birth 
to the twins.  “She was poor and along, with no one, young or old, with her.”  In dying, she had rolled on 
to this child and crushed her leg.” 

[concluding chapters not summarized but read] 

 

 

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900)

 

Principium individuationis: the principle of individuation (so that we are individuals, not merely merged 
with our surroundings, natural and social).  

Maya, illusion (a Hindu concept of the transient and ultimately unreal character of the created 
multiplicity in which we seem to find ourselves).

 

 

Apollonian, ideal poise, order, 
and reason: “higher truth” as 
given in dreams (beautiful 
illusion)

(The Birth of Tragedy from the 
Spirit of Music, 1872)

Dionysian unification with 
nature.  Terror and blissful 
ecstasy, wild, potent.

“Art impulses of nature.”

Tragedy reconciles Apollo and 
Dionysus.

Art, not morality, is the truly 
metaphysical activity of man.

The existence of the world is 
justified only as an aesthetic 
phenomenon.

Dionysian unification of 
humankind in joy:  
Beethoven’s 9th Symphony 
[based on Schiller’s “Ode to 
Joy”]

The vital, strong ones exert 
themselves against their 
deepest opponents: the 
challenges to life.  (Attempt at 
Self-Criticism, 1886)

Dionysian craving for beauty.

 

What, seen in the perspective 
of life, is the significance of 
morality?

Morality is demoted to the 
realm of appearance (take that, 
Kant!).  Pessimism “beyond 
good and evil.”

 
Science as a symptom of 
evasion of truth.

Socrates, cheerfulness (rather 
than deep pessimism) and 
theoretical philosophy as 
symptom of a decline.

Contemporary German music 
as romantic “poison for the 
nerves,” “doubly dangerous for 
a people who love drink and 
who honor lack of clarity as a 
virtue”: a  narcotic that both 
intoxi- cates and spreads a fog.

“The German spirit, which not 
long before had still had the 
will to dominate Europe and 
the strength to lead Europe” 
caves in to “a leveling 
mediocrity, democracy, and 
“modern ideas.”

 As laughers, you may some 
day dispatch all metaphysical 
comforts to the devil—
metaphysics in front.

Anti-moral, anti-Christian.  
Life is something essentially 
amoral.

 

 

 

 Stephen David Ross
 
How often has it been said, “Beauty, art, is largely a matter of the unification of contrasts”?  Stephen 
David Ross, the editor of our text, wrote A Theory of Art (1982) developing this idea to its maximum.  
The theory is complex and abstract as well as open and inclusive.
He writes so as to provide definitions.  “Art is the manifestation of inexhaustibility, achieved through 
intensity of contrast” (303—sometimes I’ll give text page references, sometimes not).  “Aesthetic value 
is intensity of contrast” (305).  “Art is the methodic construction of intense contrasts” (305).  Note that it 
can be difficult to discern when, say, in a poem set to music, when the song violates the poem as 
opposed to setting up an intense contrast with it (TA, 64).  [Thus the notion of contrast is held within the 
concept of art.  A war, presumably, would not be a contrast, though a painting of a battle scene could be 
artistic.  SDR gives tragedy as his example of a work with extreme contrast requiring maturity to 
appreciate.]
Works of art unify their composite elements (TA, 63).  
            OK.  So what are contrasts?  “Conjunctions, unifications, syntheses, of dissimilar, opposing 
constituents.”
So what belongs to an art work as a constitutent?  The paint on the canvas.  The interpretations of 
viewers; the work’s place in the oeuvre of the artist and in the tradition it’s part of.  For a novel, the 
words, the characters and their interrelations; also, perhaps, “mankind, morality, truth, love—in short, 
whatever is relevant to the work in terms of a rich and important interpretation . . .” (TA 85).  Anything 
that is is an order of constituents, which is part of other orders.  What an order is is its function within 
and relevance to other orders.
Intensity is attained where the opposition is stronger or where the unification is exceptional.  “Intensity 
of contrast manifests inexhaustibility” (305).
Integrity, or identity, of an order=“the function of an order in a particular location as one order, unitary.  
Every order has an integrity in being what it is, in being singular.  Yet a being may have an integrity in 
some respects and be a multiplicity in others” (TA, 55).
            Categories pertaining to orders: 
prevalence and deviance (and they must both be taken together in the work; prevalence=what’s typical, 
deviance=what’s a variation or departure, a statistical rather than an evaluative idea).  “The interplay of 
prevalence and deviance is the foundation of the notion of contrast” (306).  
integrity and scope,
actuality and possibility.  
In each of these three category pairs, the first members are determinate, definite; the second members 
are indefinite.  
 
He talks about the “sovereignty of a work of art” by which he means that it’s “subordinate to no external 
end” (TA, 90).
Neither contrast nor intensity is a matter of degree.
The fundamental question of artistic value is how a work achieves its intensity of contrast.
Fundamentally, artistic value is grounded in incomparability.  Complexity engenders uniqueness and 
singularity.
No need for a scale of measurement.
SDR puts aside the problem whether something is good enough in some respect(s) to be characterized as 
a work of art, preferring to use the term for mediocre and even atrocious productions (TA, 65).
Three dimensions of artistic value, of contrasts, are “perfection (mediocrity), invention (repetitiveness), 
and celebration (ordinariness).”
            The sovereignty of the work=its prevailing integrity.
            “Sheer novelty has little value.  Yet artistic originality is extremely difficutl to attain, a rare 
achievement” (TA, 75).
            What orders are especially relevant to art?  It’s for “criticism and analysis more than philosophy” 
to answer (TA, 63).
            The reply to extreme relativism: yes, there are multiple perspectives, but they are related, 
connected; they are relative to a given work (TA, 64).
By the way, “anything may be found to have, or be given, aesthetic value” (TA 71).
 
In the realms of truth and goodness: “Both assertion and action seek to simplify ordinality, to escape 
inexhaustibility, to establish conditions for truth and control” 303.
 
[Truth] [Beauty] [Goodness]
Claiming [each item in this row 
is called a mode of judgment, p. 
27-29]

Making Doing

Assertive (may serve making 
and doing)

Constructive (may serve 
asserting and doing)

Active (may serve asserting 
and making)



Science seeks understanding 
(303); is a mode of query in 
which assertive judgment is 
predominant.

 Action seeks control.

Constrained by external 
validating conditions: must 
conform to logical conditions 
and must be compatible with 
relevant evidence.

Revels (like philosophy!) in 
inexhaustibility; the free play 
of judgment and query; but “art 
for art’s sake”—exclusively 
aesthetic—deprives art of its 
important potential links with 
the domains of asserting and 
doing .

Constrained by external 
validating conditions: 
justification in action looks to 
conditions and results, to 
success and avoidance of 
failure, judged in terms of 
consequences. (TA, 88)

An assertion is validated as true 
[satisfying conditions such as 
non-contradiction, faithfulness 
to evidence…]

A constructed art work must 
include whatever constitutents 
are relevant to validate its 
integrity (TA, 89).  Art does 
not just make assertions or 
have effects.

Doing is validated by achieving 
control and by minimizing 
prospects of failure measured 
in terms of conditions and 
consequences.

Limit inexhaustibility Celebrate, highlight 
inexhaustible diversities and 
similarities (TA, 90)

Control inexhaustibility.

 
Every human work possesses multiple functions.  “A work is made, but to make it requires action, and 
the act or work may be regarded as a comment upon conditions and circumstances.”
Description of the work of art, as a unity (“integrity”) of its constituents, may be very narrow, focusing 
only on superficial and obvious features.  But description need not be so limited; since the work plays a 
role in countless orders, description is inexhaustible.
 
Criticism is a speech act—it does something.  It aims to influence others’ interpretation of the work; it 
tries to persuade.  Sometimes criticism speaks for a “supreme” moral or political order.
 
“Interpretation” is a work constructed in response to a work of art.  This is an unusual use of the term 
“interpretation.”  SDR uses this term in an unusual way in order to have a label for this particular mode 
of response to a work of art.  There are two kinds of interpretation: (a) by works of criticism, and (b) 
other artistic works, which refer in various ways to the work to which they are responding.
 
“Illustrement” is the word that SDR coins to name a way of response that includes description, criticism, 
and interpretation—indeed “by means of all known modes of judgment and query together” (315).  
“Science, ethics, art, and philosophy are the major forms of query” (316).  “Illustrement is query in 
which the variety of modes of judgment is employed to illustre a work of art—to reveal its nature, 
heighten its intensity, transform our understanding, improve our sensibilities” (317). 
 
What is intensity?  Intensity of contrast.  What’s that?  “If contrast is unity amidst plurality, then 
intensity of contrast must be the heightened opposition of synthesis and plurality, realized either in the 
strength of the unification or the opposing polarities of the diversity. . . . . [Alfred North] Whitehead 
discusses both of these.  In his view, the first form of intensity is common in nature: mountains and the 
sea, the order of planets, the beauty of natural order.  The second is more often found in organic systems, 
rapid transformations and adaptations, the beauty of variation and invention.  Intensity in both cases 
emphasizes sovereignty of character amidst diversity and variability” (TA, 4)
 
 

Martin Heidegger, “The Origin of the Work of Art”

 

            We can observe that, in an obvious sense, the artist is the origin of the work; but we can also say 
that the work is the origin of the artist as such (without the work the artist would not be an artist).  What 
underlies this mutual originating?

 Art is the origin of both artist and work.  This is what is to be understood.  What can this mean?  What 
is art?  Sometimes the term seems empty.  If we define art by showing examples, we presuppose that we 
already know something of art in order to gather our collection in the first place.  There is a circle here 
that is unavoidable.  We must enter into the circle.

            What is art?  Have a look.  There is a thingly character, which is an enduringly profound aspect 
of the work: “the architectural work is in stone, the carving is in wood, the painting in color, the 
linguistic work in speech, the musical composition in sound” (256).  It is common to think of the work 
in its thingly character as a base for the symbolic function of the work, in virtue of which it points 
beyond itself.  But have we understood the concept of a thing adequately?

 

            Thing and Work.  [Ten pages from the article are omitted in our text.  These pages chronicle the 
attempts of the history of metaphysics to define the thing, e.g., as substance, with matter and form.]  In 
the history of Western metaphysics, the previously dominant conception of the thing was based upon a 
certain interpretation of equipment, e.g., table (something we can use, something “ready to hand.”).  To 
get beyond the history of Western metaphysics, we need another ontological interpretation of “the 
equipmental being of equipment.”  We’ll take this interpretation from Van Gogh’s painting of a 
woman’s shoes.  The world of the woman comes forth in this work (257), the ways of her life upon the 
earth.  “The artwork let us know what shoes are in truth”; “in the work of art the truth of an entity has set 
itself into work” (259).  

            This thought departs from the aesthetics of beauty and seems to revert to a theory of “imitation,” 
but a Greek temple imitates nothing; nevertheless, “truth is set to work in such a work, if it is a 
work” (259); e.g., “Roman Fountain” (260).    

            To begin an inquiry into art by starting with what seems most obvious—the thingly character of 
the work (presupposing traditional concepts of the thing) is an approach that runs aground.  Instead we 
need to approach the concept of thing by beginning with the concept of the work and how truth happens 
in the work.

 
 

The Work and Truth

            The origin of the art work is art.  

            It would seem as though, to see the work, we must see it in isolation from everything else, for 
example, as in great art, where the artist does not obtrude, does not manifest in his or her idiosyncrasies, 
but disappears in the work.  But works cannot be themselves when ripped out of their world context, and 
placed in foreign museums; nor can they be themselves when the world they inaugurated has passed 
away (262).

            Consider, for example, a Greek temple, which once focused the world of the people and which, 
by its contrasts, brings forth the earth as such, as nature (physis).  A people’s relation to divinities, to the 
holy, and the drama of the great decisions of a historical people are focused in the temple.  The work 
sets up a world.

            The work is not like a tool in which material remains in the background and is used up; in the 
work the rock and metals and colors and tones and word appear as what they are (unlike the way they 
are made to appear through science, which is interested in technical objectifying and in mastery in which 
everything becomes a resource for the purposes of human will).  

Between world and earth, between the holy and the unholy, between opponents, there is a striving.  
Understand the striving deeply.  The self-assertion of nature in the work is “never a rigid insistence upon 
some contingent state, but surrender to the concealed originality of the sources of one’s own being” (267-
68).

To see how truth happens in the work we need a deeper concept of truth.  It refers to what is essential, 
but essence is not understood in terms of “Platonic” forms.  Nor is truth merely a matter of correctness, 
of conforming to the way things are; this derivative conception of truth presupposes the deeper 
conception: that things are unconcealed, that they appear as what they are (rather than in terms of how 
we can manipulate them to serve some manufacturing purpose, e.g., referring to a forest in terms of 
board-feet).  

Beings stand forth, appear as phenomena, in the lighted clearing which is not itself a being, but “like the 
Nothing which we scarcely know” (270).  Disclosure, unconcealment, is never total, since there is 
always a measure of concealment, sometimes in the form of refusal to manifest, sometimes in the form 
of dissembling (a person may manifest as closed, or may play a fake role).  There is always more to the 
being of beings than what comes to truth as a-leth-ia: un-hidden-ness.  Art is one of the few essential 
ways in which truth happens.  Van Gogh’s shoes enabled the world of the woman to come to light; the 
Greek temple enables the world of that historical people to come to light.  The poem, “The Roman 
Fountain” lets beings as a whole come to light.  “This shining, joined in the work, is the beautiful.  
Beauty is one way in which truth occurs as unconcealedness” (272).  

The question, the inquiry, advances now, asking about the creation of the work: “How does the impulse 
toward such a thing as a work lie in the nature of truth?  Of what nature is truth, that it can be set into 
work, or even under certain conditions must be set into work, in order to be as truth?”  In other words, 
what is it about truth that impels the creation of art works?  And why does truth need art to be itself?

Definitions: “the world is the clearing of the paths of the essential guiding directions with which all 
decision complies” 271.

“Earth is that whence the arising brings back and shelters everything that arises without violation.  In the 
things that arise, earth is present as the sheltering agent” (263).

 
 

Truth and Art

            Art works are created, not, however, simply through craftsmanship by a particular artist, but as 
the knowing bringing forth of beings into unconcealedment.  Art is something that Being lets happen; it 
is not simply an affair of one of the many beings (275).

            Truth “does not exist in itself beforehand, somewhere among the stars, only later to descend 
elsewhere among beings” (275).

            Truth happens in art, in the founding of a political state, in “the nearness of that which is not 
simply a being, but the being that is most of all”; in “the essential sacrifice”; in “the thinker’s 
questioning” (275).

            “Truth is never gathered from objects that are present and ordinary” (278).

            If we have a deep enough understanding of language, we can say that all art is essentially poetry, 
bringing something that is into the Open.  [Contrast the all-too-common way of speaking that merely 
passes along conventional impressions of things (partisan, e.g., politically dismissive speech or gossip or 
a taken-for-granted, in-group consensus about what things are—with no regard for letting those things 
appear for who or what they are).

            “A work is in actual effect as a work only when we remove ourselves from our commonplace 
routine and move into what is disclosed by the work, so as to bring our own nature itself to take a stand 
in the truth of what is” (280).

 
 

 

Maurice Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind”

 

            M-P challenges the materialistic, mechanistic, physics-and-chemistry centered philosophy of the 
body.  He proposes not just an inner, subjective view of things; rather he makes a claim about the truth 
of what we experience.

 

1.  Science is rooted in the world as it is perceived in our life and through the body.  Science would do 
well to recover its relation to its perceptual origins.  [Note the corporeal turn, the turn to the body, as a 
new departure for Western philosophy; Hegel and Husserl preceded M-P on this theme, but M-P raised 
it to high prominence.]  

            The definiteness of the world described by science presupposes a process in which definite 
characteristics were ascribed to something that was initially experienced as not being so definite.  We 
can never remove all ambiguity, since we only disambiguate by focusing on something, which 
necessarily simultaneously leaves its surroundings in a relatively less definite state.

The painter responds to a higher urgency than that of (scientific) knowledge or (ethical) action.  Art 
alone suspends opinions and advice in order to draw upon the subtle fabric of brute meaning, of which 
activism takes no note.  [As a philosophical movement, phenomenology aspired to suspend judgment 
regarding all manner of conventionally accepted interpretations, scientific, metaphysical, and other.  M-
P is suggesting that the painter achieves what phenomenology aims at.]

What knowledge—“science”—does the painter have or seek?

 

2.  Section two is on the primacy of seeing.  One way to approach the main point here is to say that for 
M-P art portrays the truth of things, the truth of the way things emerge in our vision as what they are.  
Before the world is cut up into subjects and objects there is the mysterious interplay of vision and the 
visible.  Our body is the ambiguous frontier of this interplay.

 

            Notice the ways of conceiving the body that are set aside.  M-P is obviously not giving a 
scientific analysis; he refers to the psychological theory of eye movement as a “reflex” action, but the 
movement of the eye is more than just that.  His point is that we enter and explore our world through the 
body, through the movements of our eyes; those movements cannot be understood as simply physical.  
Nor is subjectivity properly understood as hidden, remote, or separate from the body.  [Here M-P 
distances himself from a certain interpretation of Cartesian dualism of mind and body.]  To try to piece 
together a concept of the human by adding externals—body, mind, spirit, and so on—misses the 
experience, the phenomenon of embodied vision.

Bodily interpenetration of seeing/seen: the vocation of the painter to share his or her unique embodiment 
of the private-and-common cosmos.  

            The body both sees and is seen, touches and is touched; it is both body-subject and object.  See 
the remarkable paragraph 3 on p. 284 where M-P begins by narrating the obvious and elaborates it into a 
profound vision.  (Is it still intelligible at the end?  Or does this fall into needless unclarity, confusion, 
and error?)

            Listen: “Quality, light, color, depth, which are there before us, are there only because they 
awaken an echo in our body and because the body welcomes them” (285.2).  The more traditional way, 
following Descartes (1596-1650) would be to say, “Quality, light, color, depth, are there before us in the 
objective world, and we become aware of them because they appear to the conscious subject, the mind.”  
Descartes does not deny the role of the senses, but the senses would be important because they furnish 
data for the mind.  With M-P we have the body recognizing things—but not the body in the abstract 
Cartesian sense of a material thing, void of awareness.  The body for M-P is the body-subject.

            The next two sentences describe the birth of art, painting: things, which “arouse in me a carnal 
formula of their presence,” can “give rise to some [external] visible shape in which anyone else would 
recognize those motifs which support his own inspection of the world.”  To make sense of this, compare 
the example of how seeing a gesture made by someone else can lead me to make the same gesture.  This 
phenomenon, gestural impregnation, is common in young children; we naturally tend to imitate all kinds 
of things we see; in this way, the thing calls forth its own re-presentation.

            Art portrays the body’s communion with the world.  Developing one’s vision is done [first and 
foremost] not by intellectual training received from other minds, but by seeing and learning by further 
seeing.

            In every civilization, painting celebrates the enigma of visibility.  Note: it’s an enigma; we 
should not expect of M-P an account that would have the clarity of an explanation that would dissipate 
the enigma.

            How does a mountain appear?  How does it make itself a mountain before our eyes?  We cannot 
simply say that there are basic elements out of which people construct the mountain—light, lighting, 
shadows, reflections, color—because it takes an especially cultivated attention to notice these things in 
the first place.

            Rembrandt’s painting, The Nightwatch quietly presents us with two perspectives which, literally 
speaking, cannot be simultaneous (“incompossible”=impossible together).  

            Vision “knows everything” (in the sense that all meanings that are later made definite in science 
and philosophy are prefigured here) and “makes itself in us.”

            It can seem to the painter as though her gestures as a painter emanate from the things she is 
painting.  It is as though “the forest was looking at me” or even paints itself through me.

             Why does M-P talk of the mixing of categories, distinctions that have been central in the history 
of philosophy?  Essence and existence, imaginary and real, visible and invisible; “carnal essences” and 
“mute meanings.”  The visible is the realm prior to definite interpretation.  There is neither definite 
meaning nor utter meaninglessness.  The painter dwells in the ambiguity.  The point is not that it’s 
wrong to make clear distinctions; the point is rather to indicate the realm prior to those distinctions.

A certain kind of absolute perspective is suggested here, at this level prior to any clear separation of 
subject from object: combine vision with the way things “see” the seer.

 

Idios kosmos : one’s own, private cosmos.

Koinos kosmos: the one cosmos, common to all.

Oneiric: dream-like.

 
                        

Merleau-Ponty, “Eye and Mind” 

 

Section 4 

            Modern painting—which abandoned trying to render things in a manner that would give the 
illusion of being just like the things themselves—opened up the  metaphysical truth of vision, the truth 
of painting, a truth which is never solidly achieved, definitively established, or finally defined; but it is a 
truth which underlies all other experience: the profound and ambiguous realm opened up by the painter.

            We conventionally see things with their definite, obvious appearances; we “know” what they are 
and how they are.  Painting opens up the experiential realm that is paved over by that seeming 
obviousness of common sense and scientific treatment.

 

            There are several dimensions that are woven together in a way that can never be decisively 
solved.  We may speak of color and space (referring to Cezanne) or of line (referring to Klee) or of 
movement (referring to Rodin).  

 

            Notice: this phenomenological reflection is about painting as the setting forth the process of 
appearing as the disclosure of truth.  Beauty is hardly a theme (the passing exception is on p. 295).

 

Section 5

 

            Is there progress in painting?  If elements could be isolated and frozen, then solutions to certain 
problems might be claimed, but there is ceaseless change and a mutual relatedness of all elements and 
inexhaustible possibilities connoted in each work.  Nor is there progress in any other significant 
dimension of civilization.  “Each creation changes, alters, enlightens, deepens, confirms, exalts, re-
creates, or creates in advance all the others.”  What the painter wants “is beyond the means and goals at 
hand and commands from afar all our useful activity” (298).

 

            [Why should anyone accept this idea?  What is the reason why this intelligent philosopher can be 
led to propose such a thing?  If we are able to detect a certain logic behind the position, what way is 
there to avoid his conclusion?]

 
Two notes of commentary

Kelly Porter, a student of aesthetics, wrote the following (quoted with permission) in the Fall of 2005.  It 
expresses better than anything else I’ve seen what Merleau-Ponty is getting at in his philosophy of 
perception.  I’ll give you the context in order to convey the drama of the event.

            “The idea of walking in beauty did not seem feasible to me.  I was very confused 
and had no idea how to being to walk in beauty.  Is this something I should have been 
doing all along?  Will I be able to learn how to walk in beauty in time to write this paper?  
Have I been walking in beauty all my life and have yet to realize it?  These questions 
began to take over.  I felt like my brain was just too full to accept any kind of new 
information, especially something as overwhelming as discovering beauty.  My journey 
began by trying really hard to focus on what I thought I should find beautiful.  I began 
taking a hard and concentrated stare at flowers along walkways, children playing in the 
street, and the color of paints in a mixing tray.  I felt like that harder I concentrated my 
view the faster the beautiful faded from my reach.  I could not figure it out.  I went on for 
a while, looking and listening every day, hoping that maybe I would catch beauty off 
guard.  I pictured myself sneaking up behind beauty, so that I, too, could at last capture 
this experience.

            “The days went by and the paper due date was bearing down.  Along with this 
situation arose many others, the death of my grandmother, a court trial, class registration, 
family responsibilities, finances, hunger, and pain—a list I am sure many share.  One 
morning I was on my daily commute; the weather was extreme gloom, a wonderful match 
for my state of mind.  About a half-hour into the commute I found myself traffic-jammed 
on a bridge overlooking Route 8.  As with most traffic jams, there seemed to be no known 
cause, just complete frustration.  About ten minutes had passed, and no one had moved 
one inch.  People began laying on their horns and throwing expletives out their windows.  
You could just feel the common negative energy weighing down; the air was just so 
thick.  I remember thinking: I would like to see who could find beauty on this bridge!  A 
few moments later, this dash of yellow cut through my right eye and made its way across 
my windshield.  I saw black and white and yellow swoosh by.  My eyes followed in 
complete awe; in one glorious landing the yellow dash rested atop the bridge railing.  The 
yellow dash took on its canary form.  It sat for a while, perched, cleaning its feathers.  I 
began to notice I was not the only one completely immersed in this bird; I could see a long 
line of turned heads.  The horns had stopped.  The canary took flight and soon the traffic 
began flowing.  I remember feeling kind of strange.  It was not a bad kind of strange, but 
more like something had washed over me.  I still cannot find a way to put it into words, so 
I will leave it the way it is.  I do feel, however, that this was a moment that I was in 
beauty.”

            To illustrate how the most elementary perception is thick with the meanings of a world coming 
to the birth, read these some excerpts from the opening pages of the first chapter of Maurice Merleau-
Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception.  

            “Let us imagine a white patch on a homogeneous background.  All the points in 
the patch have a certain ‘function’ in common, that of forming themselves into a ‘shape’.  
The colour of the shape is more intense, and is it were more resistant than that of the 
background; the edges of the white patch ‘belong’ to it, and are not part of the background 
although they adjoin it: the patch appears to be placed on the background and does not 
break it up.  Each part arouses the expectation of more than it contains, and this 
elementary perception is therefore already charged with meaning.”

            “To see is to have colours or lights before one, to hear is to encounter sounds, to 
feel is to come up against qualities, and in order to know what sensation is, is it not 
enough to have seen the colour red or to have heard the note A?  Red or green are not 
sensations, but sense-data, and quality is not an element of consciousness, but a property 
of the object. . . .  If we consider it in the experience itself which evinces it, it is as rich 
and mysterious as the object, or indeed the whole spectacle, perceived.  This red patch 
which I see on the carpet is red only in virtue of a shadow which lies across it, its quality 
is apparent only in relation to the play of light upon it, and hence as an element in a spatial 
configuration.  Moreover the colour can be said to be there only if it occupies an area of a 
certain size, too small an area not being describable in these terms.  Finally this red would 
literally not be the same if it were not the ‘woolly red’ of a carpet.”

 

 

Jacques Derrida (1930-2004)

            Reading the writing of Jacques Derrida (1930-2004), we encounter what many call 
postmodernism or deconstruction.  What is it about “modern” thought and culture that post-modernism 
tries to surpass?  A host of [allegedly] stable, fixed, static, blind, oppressive, authoritarian, even Fascist, 
conventions subtly woven into our very ways of thinking and experiencing.  One example of thought 
forms that need revolutionary work are oppositions such as reason/emotion, mind/body, spirit/nature, 
man/woman; and center/periphery, inner/outer, subject/object.  Such oppositions, developed in the 
history of the West, mask continuities and interrelationships; and the oppositions function in power 
relationships as destructive and hierarchal (reason over emotion, mind over the body, etc.).  To subvert 
these hierarchies, playful inversion is a technique.  Another technique is to destabilize the meanings of 
key words, by associating these words with other words derived from etymologies or Freudian 
associations.  How does deconstruction operate?  One of the primary techniques is to show, often by 
commenting on a text of some sort, that the attempted unity, integrity, authority of the text subverts 
itself.  For example, rightly viewed, a text is to such an extent a weave of other texts that the very idea of 
the author as the source of the text is brought into question.

The Truth in Painting (trans. 1987)

Passe-Partout

[“frame with a removable back” or “master skeleton key”]

 

1.  Someone who says—outside of any frame (context), “I am interested in the idiom in painting,” 
communicates in fact so ambiguously that the project of listing alternate interpretations leads to the 
recognition that that very project exceeds what can be unmanaged (402).  JD is launching the inquiry by 
noting how an ambiguous phrase, take out of context, launches a sequence of possible interpretations.  
He already has us puzzling over language and painting—outside of any standard way of addressing these 
topics.

 

2.  He then works on a second ambiguous statement that forces us to think in unaccustomed ways about 
language and painting.  Cézanne, with a stroke (trait) of his pen, in a letter to Emile Bernard, said, “I 
owe you the truth in painting and I will tell it to you.”  In terms of speech act theory, he made a promise, 
a “performative” speech act [an act that does something—the classic example: “I pronounce you 
husband and wife”], not an assertion of a matter of fact (if we can assume a sharp distinction between 
these categories).  Can we make sense of such a promise in the realm of painting?

            There are four interpretations of the phrase “the truth in painting.”

 

(1) the thing itself (truth as unhiddenness, disclosure, presentation; unveiled with no disguise 
whatever).

(2) an adequate, accurate representation of the thing itself—Heidegger’s secondary sense of 
truth.  These two concepts of truth enable one to generate four possibilities: a presentation of a 
representation (see, look at this photograph, here); a presentation of a presentation (“Behold, the 
man!”); a representation of the presentation (a painting of the situation in which the presentation 
just mentioned occurred); and representation of the representation (a slide of the painting).

(3) the truth in the sense proper to a picture (whatever that may be—a play of possibilities opens 
up here), as opposed to truth in the sense proper to an essay, for example.

(4) the truth about painting.

 

Given the complex abyss of possibilities here, consider that “what is at stake in painting is truth” and 
that truth is an unfathomable abyss; nevertheless, we continue to be able to chart definite lines of 
possibility; we don’t just lapse into mere vagueness (“the indeterminate”).

            Finally the question of the passe-partout (the frame) is posed: what does a passe-partout do?  
What does it cause to be done or shown?

 

3.  To what, in painting, does Cézanne’s promise commit him?  Perhaps to a doing (performative) that 
will say nothing, and which will thus be without meaning or truth.  Did Cézanne really promise “to say 
in painting the truth in painting?”  What kind of game is it, to tease out implications like this?  What am 
I up to?  What have I promised to do or tell?  This book shows links between The truth about language 

 

4.  Here are four comments “around” painting (similar to a frame).

 

(1) How does considering the para-work (parergon, e.g., the frame or the signature) disturb (or 
interrupt) the great traditions and questions of aesthetics?

(2) One can focus on issues relevant to the link between sounds and letters.

(3) How does a signature occur?  Either as a proper name or through the series: production, 
reproduction, induction, reduction, etc.

(4) What about the Van Gogh painting?  The woman?  The shoelaces?  The shoes?   Whose shoes?

 

Discourses set up a distinction between what belongs to the work and what is outside of the work.  But a 
stroke (trait, gesture) does not establish a separation or opposition.  

To discuss the truth in painting, we must address what “space” “makes” the frame work, “lets” it work, 
“gives” it work to do?  

But the passe-partout does not unlock every opposition, does not provide a new master-key to aesthetics.

            The painting only seems independent of the frame.  Its uncanny unities and multiplicities 
continue to be noted.     

 

Parergon

(that which is para-the work [think of a paralegal employee])

 

The first paragraph is particularly important.  It makes, among others, two points.

1.  The first point is a general one from Heidegger.  The way we pose a question necessarily contains 
assumptions that prefigure the answer.  What is art (or the origin of art)?  The question assumes that 
there is something called “art,” that it is a unity (the question is not about a plural, a multiplicity, though 
obviously there is a multiplicity of artists, works etc., but we’re asking about the core of it, the inner, 
that which is constant in all the variations).  The question assumes that there is an answer, that art, in 
some sense, has an essence.

            2.  By asking about the meaning of art, namely (in French) about what art “wants to say” we are, 
in a certain way, bringing all arts into realm where language is privileged (thus to a hierarchy of the arts).

            There follows a reflection on Kant’s not-clear-enough remarks on the parergon: they do not 
provide a criterion which clearly enables us to determine what a parergon is in complex or marginal 
cases.  Sculptures include draping—clothing—but this is said to be not essential (based on an unclarified 
intuition about what is intrinsic or extrinsic).  So, too, the columns at the front or side of a temple (at the 
limit—on the Acropolis in Athens: columns which are sculpted draped women).  What about the frame 
around a painting?  Kant finds that it compromises the beauty of a functional frame if it draws attention 
to a painting not simply by its form, but by, say, its charming golden color.  

            Finally, JD puzzles over K’s remarks about the size required for objects to illustrate various 
concepts related to the sublime.  

•       The awesomely huge (ungeheuer); 

•       The “prodigious” neither arouses fear nor attraction, but totally subverts the concept of 
what it is supposed to be;

•       The colossal is “almost too big for presentation” (??): almost more than we can apprehend 
(auffassen) (not to be confused with comprehend): imagination (which both apprehends and 
comprehends) can apprehend any number of units—to infinity, but aesthetic comprehension 
quickly reaches its limits and thus establishes a measure.  (Imagination is between sensibility 
and understanding.)  

What has this to do with the sublime?  Why should something great, rather than something small, be 
preferred to represent the sublime?

The fundamental human measure is the body.  Thus the right “place” for the experience of the sublime is 
a body which is of great size, but not beyond what aesthetic comprehension encompass.

 

Restitutions

 

Meyer Shapiro criticized Heidegger for falsely assuming (projecting his own bias) that the shoes in Van 
Gogh’s painting were those of a peasant, whereas in fact Van Gogh was at that time living in the city.  
JD takes MS to task for projecting his bias, drawing such confident implications from his factual 
knowledge, indifferent to Heidegger’s thought, which brings MS’s implicit concept of truth into 
question.  Both Heidegger and Shapiro, notes JD, assume that the shoes are a pair (excluding the 
improbable), concealing a conscious or unconscious wager.

  

Letter to Peter Eisenman

[Stephen David Ross: “asks some of the most enigmatic and deepest questions that may be asked about 
any art’]

This letter breaks off the collaboration between Jacques Derrida and PE.  

JD is sending a tape-recording of his letter, and in the opening paragraph he carefully and 
characteristically gives expression to the nuances of the communicative situation.

•       One of the themes of contemporary French philosophy is the theme of presence and absence; but 
PE is speaking of this theme so as to flirt with spiritual connotations.

•       [Since some of PE’s architecture apparently has struck JD as appealing to the sense of the 
celebratory or awesome or sacred,] JD asks PE about God and about the difference between his 
architecture and buildings he would design for a temple or synagogue.

•       JD criticizes PE’s interpretation of chora [the concept from Plato’s Timaeus of cosmic space/
womb where the creator attempts to replicate, in space and time, approximations to the eternal 
patterns of heaven); PE’s interpretation remains too theologized and ontologized (carrying traces of 
religious and metaphysical meaning)].

•       JD: what relations must architecture carry “with the voice, the capacity of voice, but also 
therefore with telephonic machines of all sorts that structure and transform our experience of space”?]

•       JD: what is to be said about glass, its optical or tactile qualities, its erotic/pleasure/seductive 
aspects, its material, technical, economic, and social aspects, its way of perhaps erasing the border of 
public and private (cf. love or the police), its resemblance to similar, new materials?  JD draws on 
Experience and Poverty (1933) by German aesthetician Walter Benjamin for the way hard, smooth, 
cold, concise glass strips things of aura, possession, secrecy, so that we can speak of a “culture of 
glass.”  The poor, the homeless, cannot be captured in demographic or sociologic classifications.    
These poor are accustomed to arbitrary constructs, they are fed up with “culture” and humanism.  
What relation, PE, does your architecture bear to those people?

•       In what ways is architecture, as the completion of a vision, implicitly destroyed already, already a 
ruin?  “In the past, great architectural inventions constituted their essential destructability, even their 
fragility, as a resistance to destruction or as a monumentalization of the ruin itself.”  [Think of the 
flying buttresses in cathedrals to keep the things from falling down (resistance to destruction).  
Would an Arc de Triomphe, built to celebrate the conquests of Napoleon, illustrate what JD would 
call a monumentalization of destruction?]

•       Hear the echos of Jewish fragility, ashes, absence, invisibility, ruin.  Consider the Berlin Jewish 
Museum being designed by an architect, Libeskind, who wrote, “The past fatality of the German 
Jewish cultural relation to Berlin is enacted now in the realm of the invisible.  It is this invisibility 
which I have tried to bring to visibility.” (436)

•        My earlier question about God and Man was about the Sky and the Earth.  [The later Heidegger 
speaks repeatedly of “the four-fold”: mortals and divinities, earth and sky.]  How have rockets and 
astronomy changed things?  If building does not need to stand up in a way akin to the vertical stance 
of man, “what would be an architecture that, without holding, without standing upright, vertically, 
would not fall again into ruin?”  [See http://prelectur.standford.edu/lecturers/
eisenman/ for an introduction to Eisenman’s work and thought plus a most intriguing 1998 
photograph of a “model of Church for the Year 2000”—which looks exactly like a direct answer to 
JD’s question just quoted!] 

 

 

 

R. G. Collingwood, The Principles of Art (1938)
 

[Background: techne can be translated craft or art; craftsmanship is important in many works in the arts.]
Collingwood uses the techniques of philosophy to argue that art not craft.  He unfolds a six point 
definition of craft and brings up counterexamples to show that art does not—or not necessarily—have 
that characteristic.
 
CRAFT ART
Clear distinction of means and end What would be the end?  To produce a certain state of 

mind in the audience?  If that doesn’t happen, was it a 
poor work of art?

Planning precedes execution This is not always true in the arts. Sometimes 
composition is spontaneous.

In planning the end is prior.
In execution the means are prior.

Not necessarily so in the arts.

Clear distinction between raw material and the finished 
product.  The matter is what is the same, but a new form 
has been added.

Not necessarily in the arts.  What’s the raw material of 
poetry?  Sound?  Emotion?  The analysis doesn’t go 
through plausibly.
The arts do have rhythm, pattern, organization, design, 
and structure—but not as informing matter.  One can try 
to think of the former as the intellectual element and the 
latter as the emotional element, but there is no close 
analogy between the relation of these with the form-
matter relation in artifacts.

There is a hierarchical relation between crafts: the logger 
furnishes to the mill, which furnishes to the builder . . .

There is no such hierarchy among the arts.

 
“The characteristic mark of expression . . . is lucidity or intelligibility; a person who expresses 
something thereby becomes conscious of what it is that he is expressing, and enables others to become 
conscious of it in himself and in them.” (199)  [Any experience you’ve had that confirms this?  Any that 
disconfirm?]
 
“If you want to get more out of an experience, you must put more into it.  The painter puts a great deal 
more into his experience of the subject than a man who merely looks at it; he puts into it, in addition, the 
whole consciously performed activity of painting it . . . .” (201) [Any experience you’ve had that 
confirms this?  Disconfirm?]
 
“The artist never rants.  A person who writes or paints or the like in order to blow off steam, using the 
traditional materials of art as means for exhibiting the symptoms of emotion, may deserve praise as an 
exhibitionist, but loses for the moment all claim to the title of artist.” (199)  [What do you think?]
 
 

 
John Dewey, Art as Experience (1934)

 
            The live creature.  “The roots of every experience are found in the interaction of a live creature 
with its environment” 218.0).  The work of art must be understood in connection with “the human 
conditions under which it was brought into being and . . . the human consequences it engenders in actual 
life-experience.  [The perceiver must, in some measure, bring to mind the process of making, and the 
maker must work with the perceiver’s perspective in mind.]  Is there a connection between aesthetics 
and the philosophy of living?  “A primary task . . . imposed upon one who undertakes to write upon the 
philosophy of the fine arts . . . is to restore continuity between the refined and intensified forms of 
experience that are works of art and the everyday events, doings, and sufferings that are universally 
recognized to constitute experience . . . .” (204.2) 
            Having an experience.  In the hectic quality of daily life, we often have experiences tumbling in 
on one another, and an experience with a quality of unity to it that runs through to its completion stands 
out—this is a necessary condition for aesthetic experience (study the description of the unity of an 
experience on 206.1-2 [indented paragraphs one and two]).  “This unity is neither emotional, practical, 
nor intellectual” [cf. beauty, goodness, truth] since these qualities are so blended in the experience [take 
that, Kant] that only after the experience could we discern, say, which of these qualities may have 
predominated.  Indeed, this is true of all experience [and it’s the mission of art to teach us the character 
of experience in general]; even though the experiences of the scientist and philosopher are intellectual 
“in final import,” “in their actual occurrence they were emotional as well; they were purposive and 
volitional.  No thinker can ply his occupation save as he is lured and rewarded by total integral 
experiences that are intrinsically worth while.  Without them he would never know what it is really to 
think and would be completely at a loss in distinguishing real thought from the spurious article.” (206.3).
            There are two sides to art that cannot be separated, “doing and undergoing, outgoing and 
incoming energy” (208.1): the producer’s doing or making, and the consumer’s appreciating, perceiving, 
and enjoying.  “Craftsmanship to be artistic in the final sense must be “loving”; it must care deeply for 
the subject matter upon which skill is exercised” (207.4).  The artist takes the perspective of the 
perceiver and fashions the work with an eye for the way it will be perceived.  [Does this principle, if 
accepted and transferred to the art of living, promote narcissism?]
            The expressive object.  Art does not have meaning the way a sign pointing the direction to 
Cleveland has meaning, but neither is it utterly meaningless.  Art is representative in the sense that “the 
work of art tells something to those who enjoy it about the nature of their own experience of the 
world: . . . it present the world in a new experience which they undergo” (209.0).  Scientific statements 
are meaningful by stating meanings, leading the reader to experiences beyond the statement; art 
expresses meanings by already constituting an experience in itself.  
 “Is ‘beauty’ another name for form descending from without, as a transcendent essence, upon material, 
or is it a name for the esthetic quality that appears whenever material is formed in a way that renders it 
adequately expressive?” (211.3)—a rhetorical question, taking a pot-shot at a distorted Plato, whose 
forms are not spatially remote from any object.  
Substance and form.  “All language, whatever its medium, involves what is said and how it is said, or 
substance and form” (211.3). [If how we speak or act is at least as important as what we say or do, does 
artistic living concern itself with the how?]   Substance and form cannot be separated.  Why?  There can 
be self-expression only because the self is not isolated from its doings; its expressions are not external to 
it (212.1).  “The work itself is matter formed into esthetic substance” (213.2).
            The work of art must be derived from the materials of the common world; to draw on a purely 
private source would be “the state of a mad-house” (212.2).  Aesthetic experience creates “an experience 
of which the intrinsic subject matter, the substance, is new”; “a new poem is created by every one who 
reads poetically” (212.3).  “The” meaning of a work of art cannot be fixed; even the artist “would find 
different meanings in it at different days and hours and in different stages of his own 
development” (213.0).  The universality of a work of art is its ability to “continuously inspire new 
personal realizations in experience” (213.0); the perceivers interacting with the work should have “more 
intense and more fully rounded out experiences of their own” (213.1).  To “have form” “marks a way if 
envisaging, of feeling, and of presenting experience matter so that it most readily and effectively 
becomes material for the construction of adequate experience on the part of those less gifted than the 
original creator.  
            “The undefined pervasive quality of an experience is that which binds together all the defined 
elements, the objects of which we are focally aware, making them a whole” (213.3)  “The sense of an 
extensive and underlying whole is the context of every experience and it is the essence of 
sanity” (214.0).  “A work of art elicits and accentuates this quality of being a whole and of belonging to 
the larger, all-inclusive, whole which is the universe in which we live.  This fact . . . explains also the 
religious feeling that accompanies intense esthetic perception.  We are, as it were, introduced into a 
world beyond this world which is nevertheless the deeper reality of the world which we live in our 
ordinary experiences.  We are carried out beyond ourselves to find ourselves.  I can see no psychological 
ground for such properties of an experience save that, somehow, the work of art operates to deepen and 
to raise to great clarity that sense of an enveloping undefined whole that accompanies every normal 
experience. This whole is then felt as an expansion of ourselves. . . .  Where egotism is not made the 
measure of reality and value, we are citizens of this vast world beyond ourselves, and any intense 
realization of its presence with and in us brings a peculiarly satisfying sense of unity in itself and with 
ourselves.”(214.1)
            The Common Substance of the Arts.   “The needs of daily life have given superior practical 
importance to one mode of communication, that of speech” (211.1); nevertheless, each of the arts that do 
not use speech has its own special communicative gift, its own language, that cannot be reduced to 
speech.  Whatever medium is selected becomes the carrier of what address all the sense organs; thus 
color in painting, for example, attains a special purity, intensity, and focus, for it carries “the qualitative 
presence of the whole” (214.2-215.2).  The media of the arts are inherent in the work, not mere external 
means, just a way to get a job done.  [Cf. for Aristotle techne is simply a means to a product beyond the 
production process, whereas in praxis the value in the activity is inherent.]  “When the Greeks identified 
the good and beautiful in actions, they revealed, in their feeling of grace and proportion in right conduct, 
a perception of fusion of means and ends” (216.3).  And “spiritual” or ideal values become unattractive 
when exalted in such a way as to lose all connection with the means of approaching them.  Those who 
are intimately involved in science find “a fulfilling and consummatory quality” in scientific inquiry, as 
business persons find an aesthetic quality in the game of business (217.0).  Is beauty “a kind of ethereal 
essence which, in accommodation to flesh, is compelled to use external sensuous material as a vehicle”?  
Then if the soul were not “imprisoned in the body, pictures would exist without colors, music without 
sounds, and literature without words” (217.1—another critique of Plato and maybe of the notion of 
celestial arts).  
            The Challenge to Philosophy.  Imagination is the “gateway” through which meanings and values 
derived from absent prior experiences “can find their way into a present interaction” (218.0).  The 
linking of past and present reconstructs the past and adjusts past and present into a certain fit, except in 
cases of mere mechanical repetition.  When mind, “the body of organized meanings,” is unable to 
interpret something, it may enjoy entertaining ideas that float without anchor in the real (218.2).  “In 
every work of art, however, these meanings are actually embodied in a material which thereby becomes 
the medium for their expression”—this is the defining character of the aesthetic (218.3).  “The 
imaginative quality dominates, because meanings and values that are wider and deeper than the 
particular here and now . . . are [expressed].”  “The work of art is . . . a challenge [to the perceiver] to 
perform a like act of evocation and organization” 219.1).  Aesthetic experience is “freed from the forces 
that impede and confuse its development as experience; free, that is, from factors that subordinate an 
experience as it is directly had to something beyond itself” (219.2).  The philosopher’s aesthetics is the 
test of a philosophy’s account of experience (219.3).  Typically, philosophy errs by emphasizing just one 
factor among many which are blended by imagination in art—the paradigm of experience (219.4).
 

Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproducibility” (1937)

            II.  A reproduction is not equivalent to the original work of art.
“The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of authenticity” (526.2); “The 
authenticity of a thing is the essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning, ranging from its 
substantive duration to its testimony to the history which it has experienced” (527.1).  Call what is 
eliminated in mechanical reproduction the “aura.”  Mechanical, process reproduction can enlarge or 
slow down or make things appear outside their original context, including from the domain of tradition 
(527).  Film’s positive social significance is bound up with its “destructive liquidation of the traditional 
value of the cultural heritage” (527).  
            III.  Perception is historical, and our perception is changing.  A thing’s aura is bound up with 
distance, and what the masses today demand is a reduction of distance (528).  "If, while resting on a 
summer afternoon, you follow with your eyes a mountain range on a horizon or a branch which casts its 
shadow over you, you experience the aura of those mountains, of that branch."
IV.  Mechanical reproduction liberates art from religious ritual.  The traditional religious function of art 
continues to resonate even in the modern (from the [e.g., 15th century Italian] Renaissance) secular cult 
of beauty, which finally reacted against religion by making a religion of art (l’art pour l’art, art for art’s 
sake).  Reproduction for the masses, defacing the value of the original, causes art to “begin to be based 
on another practice—politics” (529.2).
V.  There is a spectrum of values that function in art, from its value in the religious cult [worshiping 
group, not the popular sense of the term] to its “exhibition value”—taken to the level of an absolute, e.g., 
in the use of photography and film (529).  
VI.  The cult value of art retires into the human face—photographs pursue.  The beauty of a melancholy 
face cannot be treated in the way of mass culture.  And photographs attract a contemplative regard.  But 
captions enter the scene beneath the photographs, giving directives to viewers.  
IX.  Actors learn to perform for the camera, not an audience in a theater; they shoot scenes in 
fragmented ways, rather than performing them with the rhythm of the work of art.
X.  Actors, anxiously, become mass commodities who make no revolutionary challenge to social 
conditions.  Everyone becomes an expert (critic), and every one has access to the role of, e.g., writer.  A 
capitalistic “film industry is trying hard to spur the interest of the masses through illusion-promoting 
spectacles . . . .” 
            XI.  The film camera is invasive; only in the product does one see the scene free of the 
equipment involved in shooting the scene.
            XII.  Historically, a painting has been viewed by individuals or by a few a time, each responding 
to the work individually (perhaps responding in a reactionary way to a Picasso painting).  A movie is 
seen by the masses, who influence each other’s reception [interpretation and evaluation], perhaps 
responding to a Chaplin film in a progressive way—involving a “direct intimate fusion of visual and 
emotional enjoyment with the orientation of the expert” (i.e., as though the audience are all qualified to 
be expert critics).
            XIII.  Film makes possible new analysis of human behavior, highlighting details that would be 
lost in the theater.  Film has new resources for drawing attention to a “Freudian slip.”  This illustrates 
“the mutual penetration of art and science.”  Our normal way of paying little attention to a host of minor 
daily activities can be overturned in film which can direct our attention to aspects of common activities 
that are normally overlooked.
            Epilogue.  The masses are increasingly becoming the proletariat (the immiserated, industrial 
working class, oppressed by those who dominate the system of property).  All Fascism does for the 
masses is to give them the opportunity to express themselves.  Fascism introduces aesthetics into 
politics, and war is the result.  War fascinates with its “beauty.”  War mobilizes resources away from 
social needs.  This is the extreme of art for art’s sake.  The self-alienation of humankind “has reached 
such a state that it can experience its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the first order” (537-38).
http://pages.emerson.edu/Courses/spring00/in123/workofart/benjamin.htm
 
[How true was this when it was written in the early 20th century?  How true now?  Compare with Plato's 
critique of art devoted merely to making an immediate impression on the lower side of an audience.]
 

http://prelectur.standford.edu/lecturers/eisenman/
http://prelectur.standford.edu/lecturers/eisenman/
http://pages.emerson.edu/Courses/spring00/in123/workofart/benjamin.htm


Theodor W. Adorno, “On the Fetish-Character in Music and the Regression 
of Listening” (1938)

  Main theme: the flight into conformism in the face of catastrophe.
            Light (popular) and serious (artistic) music clash in content, value, mass appeal and commercial 
function (531-532.1).
Classical music today is dominated by a small number of favorite pieces, which become trite, and whose 
ideas are not taken seriously (532.2).
The instrument (e.g., a tenor with a voluminous and high voice or a Stradivarius violin) becomes a fetish 
[an object of primitive worship], as though good music cannot be made with average instruments (533.1).
In the upside-down world of capitalism today, as Marx said, market values (the price—“exchange 
value”)—and the advertising function eclipse the actual enjoyment of music (the “use-value” of the 
music) (533.2-534).  There is psychological regression to an infantile state among listeners to popular 
music, abandoning a thoughtful response, listening with distraction in a way that is more like driving a 
car or football; childish, forcibly retarded; fleeing “the possibility of a different and oppositional 
music” (read carefully p. 543).
The popular music is advertised in a way that is forceful; the cult of name brands and “in” products takes 
over.  The identification of the listener with the fetish-music “give hit songs have power over their 
victims.”  
Those who try to rise above this scene lapse into pseudoactivity and fall into sophisticated versions of 
the same traps.  “Their ecstasy is without content”; the ecstasy is compulsive, “like the ecstasies savages 
go into in beating the war drums.”  “Dance and music copy stages of sexual excitement only to make fun 
of them.”  Those dancing to the music “behave as if they were electrified by syncopation”; stock 
expressions of stock emotions prevail.  Or there is the ham radio listener, apparently quite different, but 
in fact equally pitiful.  Or the jazz amateur: “his agreement with everything dominant goes so far that he 
no longer produces any resistance”; he has “the passive capacity for adaptation to models from which to 
avoid straying” (544-46).
Hope: a time may come when clever fellows “may demand, instead of prepared material ready to be 
switched on, the improvisatory displacement of things . . . .  Even discipline can take over the expression 
of free solidarity if freedom becomes its content. (546.2).  Mahler suspends bourgeois concepts of 
creation.  The music of Schönberg and Webern “gives form to that anxiety, that terror, that insight into 
the catastrophic situation which others merely evade by regressing” (547.1).
 

Herbert Marcuse, The Aesthetic Dimension (1978)
            As a rough generalization, the Frankfurt [Germany] School (the Frankfurt Institute for Social 
Research (Adorno, Horkheimer, Benjamin, Marcuse, and others) hold that the truth of capitalist society 
unmasks such social, economic, and political injustice (a goodness issue) that the arts are distorted.  
Should art therefore be expected to take up the task of radical protest?  “Because of . . . Adorno's own 
complex emphasis on (modern) art's autonomy, he doubts both the effectiveness and the legitimacy of 
tendentious, agitative, or deliberately consciousness-raising art. Yet he does see politically engaged art 
as a partial corrective to the bankrupt aestheticism of much mainstream art.”  http://plato.stanford.
edu/entries/adorno/  
            This essay of Marcuse, while sustaining many key Marxist ideas, is also a critique of dogmatic 
Marxist aesthetics.  For an artist to belong to, or to represent the interests of, the economically lower 
class, is neither necessary nor sufficient for aesthetic quality (555.1).  After analyzing the social content 
of a work, “the questions as to whether the particular work is good, beautiful, and true are still 
unanswered” (554.1).
For Marcuse, “art  . . . expresses a truth, an experience, a necessity which, although not in the domain of 
radical praxis [action], are nevertheless essential components of revolution.”  [Karl Marx (1818-1883] 
had called for revolution to overthrow governments that represent the capitalist order in which the 
bourgeoisie, the “haves,” the capitalist class, oppresses the proletariat, the “have nots,” the industrial 
working class, in an increasingly polarized system—rich getting richer, poor getting poorer.]
            The older Marxist doctrine that culture [part of the superstructure] merely reflects the material, 
economic base unfortunately devalued the individual consciousness and subconscious [Marcuse draws 
on Freud as well as on Marx] and thus devalued inwardness, emotions, and imagination—the soil where 
the drive toward revolution must grow.
By joining the content of our lives to the form of a poem, painting, or piece of music, the artist 
“sublimates” the emotions involved.  But art that is critical of the status quo “desublimates” perceivers’ 
energies, enabling a more powerful subversion, delegitimization, of existing institutions and 
conventional practices.  Forbidden and repressed aspects of reality emerge in art’s images of liberation.  
“The poetry of Marlarmé . . . conjures up modes of perception, imagination, gestures—a feast of 
sensuousness which shatters everyday experience and anticipates a different reality principle” (555.2.)  
Art transcends the conditions of its age to give, in its fictions, a transhistorical truth, a universal appeal: 
we can still experience a Greek tragedy or medieval epic as great.
Art is not only negative.  It is affirmative in its commitment to Eros (a more Freudian concept than a 
Platonic one), Life Instincts, which, in art, endure through the centuries no matter what befalls.
            The autonomy of art was forced upon art through the separation of mental and material labor, as 
a result of the prevailing relations of domination.  Dissociation from the process of production became a 
refuge and a vantage point from which to denounce the reality established through domination.” (554.4)  
“Artistic activity, and to a great extent also its reception, become the privilege of an ‘elite’ removed 
from the material process of production” (555.0).
            “The works of Poe, Baudelaire, Proust, and Valéry . . . express a ‘consciousness of crisis’: a 
pleasure in decay, in destruction, in the beauty of evil; a celebration of the asocial, of the anomic—the 
secret rebellion of the bourgeois against his own class. . . .  In terms of political praxis, this literature 
remains elitist and decadent.  It does nothing in the struggle for liberation—except to open the tabooed 
zones of nature and society in which even death and the devil are enlisted as allies in the refusal to abide 
by the law and order of repression. . . .  Art cannot abolish the social division of labor which makes for 
its esoteric character, but neither can art ‘popularize’ itself without weakening its emancipatory 
impact” (555.last-556-0).
 
Autonomy of art: Harold Osborne describes the view as involving: 

the concentration of attention on the work of art as a thing in its own right, an artifact with 
standards and functions of its own, and not an instrument made to further purposes which could 
equally be promoted otherwise than by art objects. . . . A work of art, it is now held, is in concept 
an artifact made for the purpose of being appreciated in the special mode of aesthetic 
contemplation; and although particular works of art may be intended to do other things and may in 
fact serve other purposes as well as this, the excellence of any work of art as art is assessed in 
terms of its suitability for such contemplation. This is what is meant by claiming that art is 
autonomous: it is not assessed by external standards applicable elsewhere, but by standards of its 
own. (Aesthetics and Art Theory: An Historical Introduction (New York: Dutton, 1970), pp. 262-
263.)

 
Species beings=”men and women capable of living in that community of freedom which is the potential 
of the species”
Eros=love, “libido”
Thanatos=death, Freud’s postulated instinct toward death (destructive toward others or self)
Ideology=the ideas that capitalist society uses to justify itself
Bourgeoisie=the capitalist class
Proletariat=industrial working class, for Marx, the advancing class, with the potential of revolution
 
 
 

V. Y. Mudimbe, The Invention of Africa (1988)
 
The Western construction of its concept of Africa has been through a number of phases, each of 
illustrating the idea that “knowledge” reflects relations of power within a given “epistemological field.”
The first historical form of Western “knowledge” of Africa discussed in the selection is an early modern 
painting of Africans in which the painter, Hans Burgkmair, used white models who were then portrayed 
as black, nude, and decorated with various artifacts.  [How widespread or even unavoidable is it to think 
of the other as a variation on the self?  A disputed question.]
The second historical form of Western knowledge is to construct Africans as different.  Difference was 
interpreted through later anthropological ideas of evolution from primitive to civilized.  Both these 
modes of representation were carriers of prejudice.
            [In all such matters, affirm our common humanity, seek to understand differences, and appreciate 
each personality for its uniqueness and mystery.]
 
 
 
 

Nelson Goodman
 
    The next readings consider the question, “What is art?”  As philosophers, the authors reflect on the 
way definitions are attempted.  Nelson’s answer is that it is more productive to ask, “When is art?” 
rather than “What is art?” since something may only function as art on certain occasions.  To summarize 
too crudely, when something functions as art, some of its properties function as symbols—and NG has 
an extremely wide concept of symbol: see 240; 241.1; 245.0.
 
            Aiming at a definition (one interpretation of what it means to seek to grasp what Plato called a 
“form”), in classical terms the ideal is to state necessary and sufficient conditions for the correct 
application of the term.  X is a work of art if and only if X is [fill in the blank].  Note: this is not the 
same question as the question whether something is a good work of art.  Some philosophers try to give 
one or more necessary conditions.  E.g., “If it’s art, it must (necessarily) be intentionally created or 
presented.  Some philosophers try to give one or more sufficient conditions.  E.g., “If most the art 
professors would classify this work as a paradigm case of a work of art, that would be sufficient to 
classify it to be a work of art.”  You can challenge such definitions by coming up with a 
counterexample, something that satisfies the allegedly sufficient condition, but which is not classify as 
art, something that lacks the necessary condition, but which is art.  
Nelson Goodman (1906-1998), who began and ended his academic career as a philosopher at Harvard, 
was deeply involved in the arts as a collector, as the director of an art gallery, choreographer and 
concept originator for contemporary works.  His wife, Katharine Sturgis, was a skilled painter.  “In 
1967, at the School of Education of Harvard, he established an interdisciplinary program for the study of 
education and the arts, “Project Zero,” which he directed until 1971. Still at Harvard, he founded and 
directed the Summer Dance program. It is, then, not at all surprising that, amongst Goodman's works, 
we find, next to philosophical production, multimedia projects that combine . . . painting (including 
Sturgis's work), music, and dance . . . .” (Alessandro Giovannelli, http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/
goodman-aesthetics  © 2005  November 29, 2005)
In the first selection, from Ways of World-Making, Goodman sets forth a concept of symbolic—not to 
rule out a different and common use, but to articulate fresh clarity.  “Works that represent anything, no 
matter what and no matter how prosaically” are symbolic.  “Every representational work is a symbol; 
and art without symbols is restricted to art without subject” (239).  “In the second place, not only 
representational works are symbolic.  An abstract painting that represents nothing and is not 
representational at all may express, and so symbolize, a feeling or other quality, or an emotion or 
idea” (241).  Some strings of words symbolize themselves (240).  How can we distinguish properties of 
works that symbolize from those that do not symbolize (since distinctions between intrinsic versus 
extrinsic and formal versus non-formal don’t work)?  Consider the way a swatch of fabric in a textile 
shop symbolizes the texture and color (not the size and shape) of the fabric one may purchase—in those 
typical circumstances in the shop.  Thus even the purist’s painting symbolizes the properties “that the 
picture makes manifest, selects, focuses upon, exhibits,  heightens in our consciousness—those that it 
shows forth—in short, those properties that it does not merely possess but exemplifies, stands as an 
example of” (243).  All art symbolizes, either by representation, or by expression, or by exemplification.
There are lots of answer to the question “What is art?” but none of them “carries any conviction” (244).  
The wrong question is being asked.  However, the question, “When is art?”—when is something 
functioning as a work of art—does have an answer.  The answer, however, is not in the classical terms of 
necessary and sufficient conditions (see below), but in terms of five properties--symptoms--that tend to 
be associated with what we would call art.  
            Pay attention to Goodman’s strategy in handling the problem of defining art.  As a philosopher, 
he rejects the Platonic idea of essences (“forms”), so it is not surprising that he presents no essence of 
art.  He is more interested in what art does than in what art is (245).  He approaches the question thus: 
“The question just what characteristics distinguish or are indicative of the symbolizing that constitutes 
functioning as a work of art calls for careful study in the light of a general theory of symbols” (244).  He 
advances five characteristics which he calls symptoms.  These symptoms are 

•       not “disjunctively necessary”: in other words, it may not be necessary for any of them to be 
present in order for something to be appropriately recognized as a work of art.  
•       Nor are the symptoms “conjunctively (as a syndrome) sufficient)”; in other words, if all the 
symptoms are present, you don’t necessarily have a work of art.
  

Nevertheless, the symptoms do "tend to focus attention on the symbol rather than, or at least along with, 
what it refers to" (245).  The five symptoms are

(1) “syntactic density, where the finest differences [in the symbols] in certain respects 
constitute a difference between symbols.”  The arrangement of things is meaningful in 
detail.  Recall the subtle (or "fine") differences in the two sides of the face in the painting 
of Madame Cézanne: those differences indicated her as a young person and as an older 
person.  To illustrate lower syntactic density, imagine a paint-by-the-numbers exercises, 
where the painter does not mix or colors, but simply selects from a limited number of 
tubes of paint which color to apply.
 
(2) "semantic density, where there are symbols to refer to the finest differences in the 
world to which the symbols refer."  [E.g., in the continuous lighting that a sunset brings 
into the sky, there are countless shades, and painting can represent (refer to in the mode of 
symbolize) that continuity by the most subtle mixing and blending of its colors.]
 
(3) “relative repleteness, where comparatively many aspects of a symbol are significant—
for example, a single-line drawing of a mountain by Hokusai where every feature of 
shade, line, thickness, etc. counts, in contrast with perhaps the same line as a chart of daily 
stockmarket averages, where all that counts is the height of the line above the base” 
 
(4) “exemplification, where a symbol . . . [serves] as a sample of properties it literally or 
metaphorically [e.g., the music is cheerful] possesses.”  Your attention is directed to 
certain features of the object, e.g., the shade, line, and thickness of a line.
 
(5)  “multiple and complex reference, where a symbol performs several integrated and 
interacting referential functions, some direct and some mediated through other symbols.”  
Beethoven’s opera, Fidelio, symbolized (1) the heroism of a loving couple facing a tyrant 
(who could symbolize any tyrant) and, (2) given the place and time of the performance, 
the tyranny of Napoleon (not explicit, for that would have been too dangerous).

 
"Exemplification—the sort of reference typical, for instance, of tailors' swatches—requires possession. 
In addition to possession, however, which of course by itself is not a form of symbolization, 
exemplification requires that the exemplifying symbol refers back to the label or predicate that denotes 
it. Hence, exemplification is “possession plus reference” (Goodman 1976, 53). When a feature is 
referred to in this way, it is “exhibited, typified, shown forth” (Goodman 1976, 86). While any blue 
object is denoted by the label “blue,” only those things—e.g., blue color swatches—that also refer to 
“blue” and analogous labels exemplify such color, are “samples” of it. An important characteristic of 
samples is that they are selective in the way they function symbolically (see also Goodman 1978h, 63-
70). A tailor's swatch does not exemplify all of the features it possesses—or all the predicates that 
denote it—but rather only those for which it is a symbol (hence, e.g., predicates denoting color and 
texture, and not predicates denoting size or shape). Which of its properties does a sample exemplify 
depends on the system within which the sample is being used: color and texture are relevant to the 
systems used in tailoring, not size and shape.
 
            The second selection, from Languages of Art, sets forth that what’s crucial in art is its cognitive 
function, and that focusing on this unlocks other questions in aesthetics.  Art is not about beauty (see the 
argument in the first paragraph of 247—and think how a reply might go).  Nor is art mainly about 
preparation for other activities in life, nor about the expression of a play impulse, nor about 
communication.  
 

What all three miss is that the drive is curiosity and the aim enlightenment.  Use of symbols 
beyond immediate need is for the sake of understanding, not practice; what compels is the urge to 
know, what delights is discovery, and communication is secondary to the apprehension and 
formulation of what is to be communicated.  The primary purpose is cognition in and for itself; 
the practicality, pleasure, compulsion, and communicative utility all depend upon this.  (248)
 
Symbolization, then, is to be judged fundamentally by how well it serves the cognitive purpose: 
by the delicacy of its discriminations and the aptness of its allusions; by the way it works in 
grasping, exploring, and informing the world; by how it analyzes, sorts, orders, and organizes; by 
how it participates in the making, manipulation, retention, and transformation of knowledge. 
 Considerations of simplicity and subtlety, power and precision, scope and selectivity, familiarity 
and freshness, are all relevant and often contend with one another; their weighting is relative to 
our interests, our information, and our inquiry. (249)

 
But what is distinctive about symbolization in art?

 
What we know through art is felt in our bones and nerves and muscles as well as grasped by our 
minds, . . . all in the sensitivity and responsiveness of the organism participates in the invention 
and interpretation of symbols. (249)

 
This approach helps with other questions in aesthetics.  Moreover, we can now see that the difference 
between science and art is not the interest in cognition, but the characteristics of the symbols.
 
 
 
 

Arthur Danto, “The Artworld” (1964)
 

“an atmosphere of artistic theory, a knowledge of the history of art: an artworld” (477)
 

Introduction.  In ancient Greece a painting of grapes was such a successful illusion that “even birds” 
were deceived, as they pecked at the grapes and tore the painting.  The idea of art as mimesis in the 
sense of imitation in the sense of, more or less, a mirror image—this idea was discredited as a sufficient 
condition for art with the invention of photography and the painting of Kandinsky.  Aesthetics could no 
longer accept the older approach to definition, where the goal was to find a theory that could be tested 
by its fit with the intuitions of the ordinary, untutored person.  “These days one might not be aware he 
was on artistic terrain without an artistic theory to tell him so.  And part of the reason for this lies in the 
fact that terrain is constituted artistic in virtue of artistic theories, so that one use of theories, in addition 
to helping us discriminate art from the rest, consists in making art possible.” (471)

I
The late 19th- and early 20th century revolution in art is comparable to a revolution in science [as 
characterized by Thomas Kuhn’s 1962 blockbuster, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions: the 
previous, standard theory has so many counterexamples that ad hoc ways of fixing it by small 
modifications collapse into a revolutionary condition in which another—in the case of modern art—
several theories come into competition.]  One of the new theories is RT (the Reality Theory of art: that 
art does not imitate but creates a new reality).  There is an ontological innovation when a new kind of 
object enters the scene—neither ordinary reality nor imitation but real.  
We need to understand the new art works in terms of RT.  Roy Lichtenstein paints 10-12’ high comic-
strip panels, in which scale is essential [highly exemplified in Goodman’s terms] (unlike in the past 
when essentially the same work could have been done significantly smaller).  When Jasper Johns paints 
the number 3 or a map, any attempted imitation will also be a 3 or a map and hence a member of the 
same class of objects—but note that, classically, imitations were a set of objects ontologically different 
from the originals they copied.  [Remember Benjamin’s angle on technical reproduction?]
Remember Plato’s talk in the Republic about the bed of the imitator being different from the bed of the 
carpenter, which, in turn, is different from the form (which the carpenter, but not the artist, needs to 
know?  Robert Rauschenberg and Claes Oldenburg have made beds—modified—as art works.  

II
One can’t discover just by observation that the art bed is not a standard bed, since, qua physical objects, 
they share so many of the same predicates.  Paint streaks are part of Rauschenberg’s bed, but not part of 
a conventional bed.  
There is a special use of the word is to indicate artistic identification: this small, black, V-shaped object 
in Van Gogh’s painting “is a crow”; the stick figure with the smile “is me”; the figure in this painting “is 
Icarus” [the one who tried to fly to the sun, and whose approach melted the wax in his wings, causing 
him to fall to his death in the sea: an illustration of hubris and the need for moderation based on self-
knowledge]; this painting  just is black paint on a white canvas.  
Two paintings might look identical but be very different art works because one represents the path of a 
moving particle [Newton’s First Law: Every object in a state of uniform motion tends to remain in that 
state of motion unless an external force is applied to it] and the other represents masses, one bearing 
down upon the other, which is bearing up against the one above [Newton’s Third Law: for every action 
there is an equal and opposite reaction].  If someone with no aesthetic education simply says, “All I see 
is paint,” it’s just shows that he fails to grasp artistic identification which will allow him to constitute it a 
work of art.  In pure abstraction (without any expression) the artist “has returned to the physicality of 
paint through an atmosphere compounded of artistic theories and the history of recent and remote 
painting, elements of which he is trying to refine out of his own work; and as a consequence of this his 
work belongs in this atmosphere and is part of this history.  He has achieved abstraction through 
rejection of artistic identifications,” but in fact when he says, “That black paint is black paint” he is not 
just repeating the obvious but using artistic identification.

III
            It is theory that takes up, e.g., Andy Warhol’s handmade Brillo boxes into the art world.

IV
A breakthrough in art adds new structural possibilities.  Let us represent the small number of alternatives 
a century ago as either representational or non-representational, either expressionistic or non-
expressionistic.  There were examples of four types, and, though fashion prefers some types over others, 
“one row in the matrix is as legitimate as another” [Danto’s approach to relativism].  New kinds of art 
make a more complex set of possibilities.  [My guitar music is now, because of the invention of electric 
guitars, acoustic guitar music—and hence enriched for having a significant additional predicate.]  
 
 
 
 

Michael Kimmelman, The Accidental Masterpiece: On the Art of Life and 
Vice Versa

(New York: Penguin, 2005).  Summary notes.  
The Art of Making a World.  Bonnard’s odd and beautiful relationship with his wife, manifest in his 
paintings.
The Art of Being Artless.  Ordinary photos that turn out to have aesthetic value.
The Art of Having a Lofty Perspective.  Beauty in nature and art is not predictably findable in the 
expected mountain tops but “an organic, shifting elusive, and therefore more desirable goal of our 
devotion, which we must make an effort to grasp” (69).  Cf. the Kantian sublime: “awe and fear mingled 
with joy” (66-67).  Marjorie Hope Nicholson, Mountain Gloom and Mountain Glory: “Awe, 
compounded of mingled terror and exultation, once reserved for God, passed over in the 17th century 
first to an expanded cosmos, then from the macrocosm to the greatest objects in the geocosm—
mountains, ocean, desert” (67).  
The Art of Making Art without Lifting a Finger.  Deliberately weird; suicide.  Anti-art, non-art, staged 
events [cf. the theatre of the absurd].  “‘Art  has been veritably invaded by life, if life means flux, 
change, chance, time, unpredictability.  Sometimes the difference between the two is sheer 
consciousness, the awareness that what seemed to be a stain on the wall is in fact a work of art’”—
sculptor Scott Burton in the 1960s (80).  “Be alert to the senses.  Elevate the ordinary.  Art is about a 
heightened state of awareness.  Try to treat everyday life, or at least part of it, as you would a work of 
art” (84 [not the author presenting his own view]).  John Cage’s composition for piano titled 4:33; there 
is no sound for four minutes and thirty-three seconds, except such sounds as are made by the audience, 
come in from outside, etc.  Sol Lewitt gave to those who were to actualize his art works “instructions, 
which may be only a thought you are meant to contemplate, or plans for drawings or actions he devised 
that could be carried out or not” (84).  “The input of others—the joy, boredom, frustration, or whatever 
they feel—is part of his art; it accounts for how the same work may produce a variety of results.”  
Conceptual art.  Yoko Ono: “A tiny prod toward personal enlightenment, the art of positive 
consciousness.  Very Zen.”
The Art of Collecting Light Bulbs.  Walter Benjamin collected books.  Collectors “take up arms against 
dispersal” (97).  Albert C. Barnes brought fine works and exhibited them in weird juxtapositions that led 
to insights; and he bequeathed his collection so that future audiences could see it on the condition that no 
changes be made in his arrangement of the art works; a judge overturned his will in Philadelphia in 
2004.  Collections blur the separation of medical science and art “by dwelling in the marvelous.”  The 
light bulb collection of a character in Ralph Ellison’s novel, Invisible Man.  
The Art of Maximizing your Time.  Two women, one Jewish—d. Auschwitz, 1942—ambitiously devote 
themselves to making art beyond what they are capable of accomplishing with a passion that exhausts 
and consumes their lives.
The Art of Finding Yourself When You’re Lost.  Taking photographs of a harrowing adventure in the 
Antarctic.  Embroidery representing baseball themes, done in prison.  Stunning quilts crafted in rural 
Alabama.
The Art of Staring Productively at Naked Bodies.  Sheer habitual persistence in painting “nudes.”
The Art of the Pilgrimage.  From Grunewald’s Isenheim altarpiece to earth art—iconoclastic and 
minimalist to the extreme.  You have to travel to see it!
The Art of Gum Ball Machines.  The wondrously striking found in the ordinary, from the French painter 
Chardin to Wayne Thiebault.
[If, as it seems, the perspective is finally non-religious, this is the gentlest version possible of such 
communication: or possibly the flat juxtaposition of the most deeply religious art next to art apparently 
without any spiritual vector is ironic, giving space to experience the value gradient.]
 
 
To learn a bit about the recipient for this year's Pritzker Prize for architecture, http://www.npr.org/
templates/story/story.php?storyId=5331826
 
 
In response to art history students' request for information about postmodernism: 
 

Postmodernism

 

I.  Suspicion of (sometimes): 

            Any idea that could conceivably be pressed into the service of Fascism

“grand narratives”

Presumptuous claims of all sorts

Rationalism, and “totalizing” projects of total comprehension of any realm or person.

All traditional rules of art

beauty

The aura of an irreproducible work of art

Traditional religion

Traditional humanistic conceptions of the individual personality

Traditional presuppositions generally

The idea of the subject

The idea of the author: “readers create their own meanings, regardless of the author’s intentions: the 
texts they use to do so are thus ever-shifting, unstable and open to question” (summary of a 1967 writing 
of Roland Barthes, 1915-1980, IP 74).

Religion

Patriarchy

patriotism

Capitalism

The West

Dead white European males

Truth, at least in the idea that the mind, a mirror of reality, can truly represent the ways things are 
objectively.

Certainty

Rules

Even what is most recent 

“Tradition in the West is constituted and indeed energized by what is in combat with it.”  (Introducing 
Postmodernism [IP] p. 9)  What ever is most recent is included

 

In favor of (sometimes)

            The infinitely great, the sublime, which is unrepresentable.

            Non-Western cultures

            Dada—which “means nothing . . . a meaningful nothing when nothing has any meaning”—
nihilist protest to the vast mechanized assembly-line slaughter of World War One . . . [exploiting] 
modern technology—machine-guns, poison gas, tanks and airplanes” (IP 32)

            The aura of . . . an artist or an event, an installation (e.g., a ready-made), the power of critics, 
museums, art dealers and consumers to establish what will count as art.

            The other

            Earth art

            Anti-art scandal

            Images of a “reality” that has been eclipsed in our consumerist society

            “a realization that the problems of representation, reproduction  and legitimation are far more 
complex than were ever imagined by their predecessors” (IP 53). [cf. truth, beauty, and goodness?]  

 

            Except for some of the preceding lists, the quotations and summaries derive from Richard 
Appignanesi and Chris Garratt with Ziauddin Sardar and Patrick Curry: Introduction to Postmodernism 
(Cambridge: UK Icon Books, 2004).  The book highlights three issues as central: representation, 
reproduction, legitimation [cf. truth, beauty, and goodness?]

 

            French sociologist Jean Baudrillard: four stages: art (1) is the reflection of a basic reality, (2) 
masks and perverts a basic reality, (3) marks the absence of a basic reality, (4) bears no relation to any 
reality whatever—it is its own pure simulacrum.  “Reality becomes redundant and we have reached 
hyper-reality in which images breed incestuously with each other without reference to reality or 
meaning” (IP 54-55).  In other words, “the border between art and reality [vanishes] as the two collapse 
into the universal simulacrum.  A collapse into total semblance.” (IP 72)

            Ludwig Wittgenstein and Martin Heidegger and others represented a turn to language (rather 
than ideas in the mind) to explicate meaning.  

Swiss linguistics professor Ferdinand de Saussure (1857-1913) studied the structure of language: 

●     “Look for the underlying rules and conventions that enable language to operate.
●     “Analyze the social and collective dimension of language rather than individual speech.
●     “Study grammar rather than usage, rules rather than expressions, models rather than data.
●     “Find the infrastructure of language common to all speakers on an unconscious level.  This 

is the “deep structure” which need not refer to historical evolution.  Structuralism 
examines the synchronic (existing now) rather than the diachronic (existing and changing 
over time).” (IP 57)

 

For Saussure, meaning arises out of a system that arbitrarily—according to convention—associates a 
sounds (signifiers) with concepts (signifieds), thus forming signs.  A (“syntactic”) sequence of words, 
for example, is formed by selecting among alternative candidates for each element (subject, verb, object, 
and so on).  Binary oppositions are the keys to language, logic, thinking, and culture.

            “Reflexivity doesn’t mean simply to “reflect on” (which u sually comes later, or too late) but is 
an immediate critical consciousness of what one is doing, thinking or writing.  However, since it is 
impossible to do anything innocently in our age of lost innocence, reflexivity can easily slide into ironic 
self-consciousness, cynicism and politically correct hypocrisy” (IP 73).

Roland Barthes (1915-1980) The death of the author (1967), summarized: “Readers create their own 
meanings, regardless of the author’s intentions: the texts they use to do so are thus ever-shifting, 
unstable and open to question” (IP 74).  In the end, a text leaves you with an impenetrable enigmatic 
sense: “a closure, a retreat and a suspension of meaning” (IP 75).  

            “A privileged or ‘meta’-linguistic position is a mirage created by language itself.  Structuralism, 
semiology and other forms of metalinguistics which promised liberation from the enigma of meaning 
only lead back to language, a no exit, and the consequent dangers of a relativist or even nihilistic view of 
human reason itself.” (IP 76)

            Deconstruction (Derrida).  “Any meaning or identity (including our own) is provisional and 
relative, . . . it can always be traced further back to a prior network of differences, and further back 
again . . . almost to infinity or the ‘zero degree’ of sense.” IP 79.  Deconstruction is a strategy for 
revealing the underlayers of meanings “in” a text that were suppressed or assumed in order for it to take 
its actual form—in particular the assumptions of “presence” (the hidden representations of guaranteed 
certainty).” (IP 80).  “Texts . . . include resources that run counter to their assertions and/or their authors’ 
intentions.”  “Meaning includes identity (what it is) and difference (what it isn’t) and it is therefored 
continuously being “deferred”.  Derrida invented a word for this process, combining difference and 
deferral—différance.” (IP 80)

            Michel Foucault (1926-80) studied different historical periods in terms of the prevailing 
knowledge or “episteme,” which was legitimated by power that invalidated certain groups; in the 
modern the disqualified groups are the mad, the sick, and the criminal.” (IP 82).  What we have is “a 
multiple, overlapping and interactive series of legitimate vs. excluded histories” (IP 83).  “By the mid-
70s, Foucault . . . focused more on how power moulds everyone (and not only its victims involved in its 
exercise.  He showed how power and knowledge fundamentally depend on each other, so that the 
extention of one is simultaneously the extension of the other.  In so doing, the reason of rationalism 
requires—even creates—social categories of the mad, criminal and deviant against which to define 
itself.  It is thus sexist, racist and imperialist in practice” (IP 83).

Art reflects on and defines the limits of the episteme, including what it excludes.  “Theory does not 
express, translate or serve to apply practice: it is practice.  But it is local and regional . . . not 
totalizing . . . it is not to ‘awaken consciousness’ that we struggle but to sap power . . . it is an activity 
conducted along-side those who struggle for power and not their illumination from a safe distance” (IP 
86).  “Power is also productive and enabling.”  Sex?  “It is not simply a matter of discovering the ‘truth’ 
about our repressed desires by embracing a model of liberation.  The problem is—how do people 
become subject to a particular kind of sexual experience?” (IP 87)  “Foucault is saying that power isn’t 
what some possess and others don’t, but a tactical and resourceful narrative.  Power is in the texture of 
our lives—we live it rather than have it.” (IP 87)

            Note the “Foucaultian” commentary on Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, mentioning 
eugenics, “measuring the excluded inferior” (IP 85).

            Jacques Lacan (1901-81): “The unconscious is structures as a language”= “the unconscious 
functions by signs, metaphors, symbols, and in this sense is “like” a language”; “the unconscious only 
comes to exist after language is acquired” (IP 88-89).  The child’s image of himself (as an adult) is a 
fiction.  The boy’s penis as signifier gives access to the realm of power where the symbolic order 
establishes rules (while the girl remains trapped in the imaginary realm).  A feminist response?  
“Remember, structuralism says that meaning is not an independent representation of the real world 
grasped by an already constituted subject, but part of a system that produces meanings, the world and the 
possibility of a subject.

            Luce Irigaray (b. Belgium, 1932): women appear as exterior representations of something else—
monuments of Justice, Liberty, Peace . . . or as objects of men’s desire” (IP 95).  For Irigaray, “Either 
there is no feminine sexuality except as men imagine it or feminine sexuality is a schizoid duality (a) 
subordinate to the needs and desires of men [and] (b) autonomous and explorable only within a radically 
separatist women’s movement” (IP 97).

                        Postmodern feminism comes in, not with equalitarian goals nor with separatist 
communities, but with “a deconstructionist notion of a Subject beyond the fixed categories of gender 
(100-01).  Skepticism of any claimed “great truths” (Marx, Darwin, Freud) or “metanarratives” that 
purport to legitimate scientific or political projects (the Human Genome project) to lead humanity 
toward an alleged liberation (102-04).  Hegel’s attempt to unify all knowledge is illustrated by the 
modern university (105), but the very process of training students is overturned by a new approach to 
knowledge as a consumer commodity to be used in market exchange—apart from use value [a Marxian 
critique of fetishized commodities in capitalism] (106).

Some interpretations of selected parts of 20th century physics are used as analogues to substantiate the 
postmodern vision with ideas of “holism, interconnection and order out of chaos and the idea of an 
autonomous, self-governing nature” (109); but the aim of science to achieve a total theory of everything 
is criticized by postmodernists who proclaim that scientific knowledge is manufactured and that a more 
accurate description of the condition of science, according to Paul Feyerabend, is anarchy [where there 
is no principle of scientific method that, if followed consistently, would not have prevented some 
important discovery] (109).  “String Theory might just be wacky “post”-physics but it conforms to the 
modernist scientific spirit of reducing everything-including our consciousness—to smallest bits in its 
quest for the Grand Unified Theory of Everything” (188).

 

Part III: The Genealogy of Postmodern History.

History continues only in an altered sense, since postmodernism subverted any notion of linear history 
or progress.    “At 3:32 p.m. on 15 July 1972 the Pruitt-Igoe housing development in St. Louis, Missouri, 
a prize-winning complex designed for low income people, was dynamited as uninhabitable” and taken 
by postmodernists as the end of the modernist architecture of buildings as “machines for living” (115).  
Postmodern architecture “offers the vernacular, an emphasis on the local and particular as opposed to 
modernist universalism.  This means a return to ornament, with references to the historic past and its 
symbolism, but in the ironic manner of parody, pastiche and quotation.  Venturi and other postmoderns 
propose a “comicstrip” architecture—eclectic, ambiguous, humorous.  Unpretentious, in short.  An 
example of this is Philip Johnson . . . who produced the New York A.T.& T. Building in the shape of a 
grandfather clock topped off with a Chippendale broken pediment (116-17).  “High modernist 
visionaries like Le Corbusier believed they could achieve the transformation of social life by 
transforming architectural space as a substitute for political revolution” (118).  “Modernist 
experimenters failed to change the world of capitalism—in fact, the utopian purity of their glass towers 
ended by glorifying the power of banks, airlines and multinational corporations” (119).  Postmodern 
architects aim to use the computer to “multiply difference” (119).  The protest is that “electronic 
simulation does not break down uniform standardization but accelerates and morbidly intensifies it” and 
this architecture is found all around the world and hence is not pluralist and local (120).  Adorno in 
Prisms: “To write poetry after Auschwitz is barbaric.  And this corrodes even the knowledge of why it 
has become impossible to write poetry today” (1956).  In hypermodernism (now) artificial foods are 
manufactured that are indigestible, the financial markets generate continuous e-trading, [the dot.com 
fiasco, and exotic financial products that are pushing risk to new world heights], which unprecedented 
economic dislocation and instant millionaires (126-27).  Cyberculture blurs reality (129).  Fetish 
“sports” shoes become occasions for murder and theft (132).  Baudrillard argued that the first Gulf War 
was an impossibility and when it happened was a “only a hyperreal representation on our TV 
screens” (134); he calls intellectuals to “stop legitimizing the notion that there is some “ultimate truth” 
behind appearances.  Then, maybe, the masses will turn their backs on the media and public opinion 
management will collapse” (135).  Advertisements for products construct images of interracial 
cooperation while at the same time giving implications of violence and disturbing images (138-39).  
Gangsta rap, condemned by most blacks, is consumed by “white suburban adolescents looking for a 
cause and style that gives them a sense of identity” and created sometimes by people who actually live 
that violence they glorify (140-41).  Cyber sex and violence become increasingly extreme.  Postmodern 
films “magnify a playful mixing of images and reality, a dislocation and erasure of personal history and 
identity” (146).  Salman Rushdie, a British writer born in India was sentenced to death in 14 February 
1989 in a fatwa issued by Iran’s leader Ayatollah Khomeni for writing a novel considered blasphemous 
of the prophet Mohammad.  Rushdie defended himself, and on the day of the fatwa said in an interview, 
“Doubt, it seems to me, is the central condition of a human being in the 20th century.  One of the things 
that has happened to us . . . is to learn how certainty crumbles in your hand” (157).  The collapse of 
European communism brought in the postmodernism of the right.  “Whatever its political colour, 
postmodernism retains its penchant for hybridity, relativism and heterogeneity, its aesthetic hedonism, 
its anti-essentialism and its rejection of “Grand Narratives” (of redemption)” (163).  In Muslim 
countries, in the south Asia, in Latin America, there are diverse appropriations and rejections of 
postmodernism.  Karlheinz Stockhausen is a German “late modernist” composer.  His works are 
notoriously mega-Wagnerian in ambition.  For instance, a string quartet premiered in 1995 requires a 
helicopter for each player.  They fly to patterns laid out in the score and broadcast back to the ground 
audience.  Stockhausen offensively hailed September 11th as a sublime performance: Those people 
rehearse fanatically for one concert and then die.  That’s the greatest work of art possible in the cosmos.  
I couldn’t do that” (184).  “Relativism and fundamentalism might indeed be the complicit twins of 
postmodernity” (189).
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[ Up ] 

The Sophists 

Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle all criticized the sophists, the traveling professional teachers who taught 
pupils a variety of subjects, especially rhetoric, the art of persuasive speaking.  In many ways they were 
a diverse lot, often quite knowledgeable in the learning of their day.  But they all shared, in varying 
degrees, an antagonism to the commitments underlying philosophic inquiry as pursued by Socrates, 
Plato, and Aristotle.   What were the issues—at least as we see them in the dialogues of Plato?

1.  The sophists taught people how to “make the weaker argument appear the stronger.”  They were 
more interested in winning an argument than in discovering truth.

2.  At least one of the sophists entertained radical skepticism.  Gorgias wrote (I include only the 
headlines of the sections of his two-page argument): Nothing exists.  If anything exists, it is 
incomprehensible.  If it is comprehensible, it is incommunicable.  (See Kathleen Freeman, Ancilla to the 
Pre-Socratic Philosophers (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962.)

2.  The sophists were, in many cases, atheists or agnostics.  Protagoras: “About the gods, I am not able to 
know whether they exist or do not exist, nor what they are like in form; for the factors preventing 
knowledge are many: the obscurity of the subject, and the shortness of human life.”

3.  At least one of the sophists proposed a cynical idea of justice.  Thrasymachus, whom we meet in 
Book I of the Republic, asserted, “Justice is the interest of the stronger.”

4.  The sophists tended to believe that values are not real, but merely a matter of the opinion of the 
individual or the culture, as expressed in the famous line of Protagoras, “Man is the measure . . . .”  
Socrates and Plato sought for higher standards than simply human opinion.  It must be possible to raise 
questions, to criticize the opinion of any person or culture.  If human opinion is the highest standard, 
then such criticism is impossible.  Therefore philosophy—for Socrates and Plato—calls for inquiry in 
search of meanings and values (such as beauty and goodness) that are real.

5.  Some sophists (and most pre-Socratic philosophers) centered their thinking on speculations about 
nature or other subjects rather than on cultivating the mind in ways that would help develop an excellent 
character.

 

Here is one surviving fragment written by Gorgias of Leontini, a sophist who lived in the latter half of 
the 5th century BCE, translated by Kathleen Freeman in Ancilla to the Pre-Socraticc Philosophers 
(Cambridge: Harvard  University Press, 1962), pp. 128-29.

  

I.  Nothing exists.

            (a) Not-Being does not exist.

            (b) Being does not exist.

                        i. as everlasting

                        ii.  as created.

                        iii.  as both.

                        iv.  as One.

                        v.  as Many.

            (c) A mixture of Being and Not-Being does not exist.

  

II.  If anything exists, it is incomprehensible.

  

III.  If it is comprehensible, it is incommunicable.

  

I.  Nothing exists.

            If anything exists, it must be either Being or Not-Being, or both Being and Not-Being.

(a)  It cannot be Not-Being, for Not-Being does not exist; if it did, it would be at the same time Being 
and Not-Being, which is impossible.

(b)  It cannot be Being, for Being does not exist.  If Being exists, it must be either everlasting, or created, 
or both.

i.  It cannot be everlasting; if it were, it would have no beginning, and therefore would be boundless; if it 
is boundless, then it has no position, for if it had position it would be contained in something, and so it 
would not longer be boundless; for that which contains is greater than that which is contained, and 
nothing is greater than the boundless.  It cannot be contained by itself, for then the thing containing and 
the thing contained would be the same, and Being would become two things—both position and body—
which is absurd.  Hence if Being is everlasting, it is boundless; if boundless, it has no position (‘is 
nowhere’); if without position, it does not exist.

ii.  Similarly, Being cannot be created; if it were, it must come from something, either Being or Not-
Being, both of which are impossible. 

iii.  Similarly, Being cannot be both everlasting and created, since they are opposite.  Therefore Being 
does not exist.

iv.  Being cannot be One, because if it exists it has size, and is therefore infinitely divisible; at least it is 
threefold, having length, breadth and depth.

v.  It cannot be Many, because the Many is made up of an addition of Ones, so that since the One does 
not exist, the Many do not exist either.

(c) A mixture of Being and Not-Being is impossible.  There since Being does not exist, nothing exists.

  

II.  If anything exists, it is incomprehensible.

If the concepts of the mind are not realities, reality cannot be thought: if the thing thought is white, then 
white is thought about; if the thing thought is non-existent, then non-existence is thought about; this is 
equivalent to saying that ‘existence, reality, is not thought about, cannot be thought.’  Many things 
thought about are not realities: we can conceive of a chariot running on the sea, or a winged man.  Also, 
since things seen are the objects of sight, and things heard are the objects of hearing, and we accept as 
real things seen without their being heard, and vice versa; so we would have to accept things thought 
without their being seen or heard; but this would mean believing in things like the chariot racing on the 
sea.

Therefore reality is not the object of thought, and cannot be comprehended by it.  Pure mind, as opposed 
to sense-perception, or even as an equally valid criterion, is a myth.

  

III.  If anything is comprehensible, it is incommunicable.

The things which exist are perceptibles; the objects of sight are apprehended by sight, the objects of 
hearing by hearing, and there is no interchange; so that these sense perceptions cannot communicate 
with one another.  Further, that with which we communicate is speech, and speech is not the same thing 
as the things that exist, the perceptibles; so that we communicate not the things which exist, but only 
speech; just as that which is seen cannot become that which is heard, so our speech cannot be equated 
with that which exists, since it is outside us.  Further, speech is composed from the percepts which we 
receive from without, that is, from perceptibles; so that it is not speech which communicates 
perceptibles, but perceptibles which create speech.  Further, speech can never exactly represent 
perceptibles, since it is different from them, and perceptibles are apprehended each by the one kind of 
organ, speech by another.  Hence, since the objects of sight cannot be presented to any other organ but 
sight, and the different sense-organs cannot give their information to one another, similarly speech 
cannot give any information about perceptibles. 

There, if anything exists and is comprehended, it is incommunicable.
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I.  Plato's Conception of Philosophy: A Summary

For Plato, philosophy is sustained, rational inquiry in quest of cognition of the forms, whose examples 
surround us.  Because it posits the reality of the forms and the possibility of making progress through 
inquiry (at least eliminating errors) it transcends the skepticism of those who claim that all ideas of truth, 
beauty, and goodness are mere opinion, relative to an individual or an individual's culture in such a way 
as to make progressive, critical inquiry meaningless.  Because it engages in critical reflection, it 
surpasses the dogmatism of those who assert transcendent standards but who refuse to examine, defend, 
explore, and strive for the transformation implied by their ideals.

Wisdom, in the Apology, includes (a) the ability to give an account (logos) of our achievements, (b) the 
ability to do something, (c) lucid recognition of our limits, e.g., the fact that we do not know about the 
experience of the soul after death, (d) skill in examining concepts, propositions, and arguments, and (e) a 
life of supreme devotion to truth, beauty, goodness.

The Crito teaches that commitment to the good, the beautiful, and the just has implications--that we will 
no longer live a life based merely on returning good for good and evil for evil: we will seek to discover 
and do that which is good, even in return for harm.  In particular, this means living in accord with the 
laws of one's city (or moving or trying to get the laws changed), since remaining in a city and accepting 
its benefits, as an adult, implies acceptance of a certain agreement (comparable to the social contract of 
17th and 18th century political philosophers).

The Phaedo sets forth the crucial importance of seeking to understand things by grasping the forms (or 
gaining "eidetic" insight--eidos = form).  Physical explanation cannot account for everything (e.g., for 
knowledge) and teleological explanation (in terms of the outworking of purposive Mind) is a worthy 
project which has not yet been carried out (until the Timaeus). 

The Symposium presents, among other things, levels of participation in the beautiful as steps on a ladder 
leading to a life of continuous communion, the satisfaction of erotic striving.

The Republic, an inquiry into justice, shows not only an idea of a comparatively model city-state but 
also the progress that a philosopher king or queen must travel, including genetic excellence, well-
balanced artistic education (including ennobling stories of gods and heros) and physical training 
(including military service), scientific education (arithmetic, plane and solid geometry, astronomy, and 
harmony), civil service, philosophical dialectic, and service in the city-state as a ruler or judge.  The 
Republic explains how certain ways of perceiving or thinking correlate with certain levels of reality; it 
explains dialectic, and through vivid images dramatizes the adventure of progressing toward insight into 
the forms, especially into the form of the good: like the sun, which illumines the eye and the visible, the 
good illumines the knower and the forms so that truth (aletheia, unhiddenness) is possible.

 

II.  Plato, Republic V 474c - VII.  The portrait of the philosopher

  

For the state to flourish in justice, those in power must be philosophers [and queens] (474c).

But who are the philosophers (474b)? 

•       Love the whole of wisdom (474c - 475c)

•       Love all learning (475c)

•       Can distinguish beauty (the beautiful itself) from things that have beauty (partake of 
beauty, participate in beauty) (475e – 476d)

•       Pursue the knowledge of what truly is, rather than opinion, which is the maximum 
cognitive achievement regarding that which partly is and partly is not (476d – 480a)

•       Have a pattern in their soul as a basis for legislation regarding the beautiful, just, and 
good which they draw like an artist imitating a model (484c-d)

•       Strive for truth in everything and remain loyal to truth their whole lives (485b-d)

•       Strive for what is whole and complete, both human and divine (486a)

•       Possess the virtues that flow from regarding bodily pleasures as of little import 
compared with the higher pleasures of the soul (485d – 487a)

•       Have a good memory (486c)

Those who criticize philosophy for cultivating uselessness (487b-e) are like a mob of sailors, ignorant of 
navigation, who want to take control of the ship (487e – 489d).

In a city where philosophy is not prized, those with the rare gifts for philosophy will be corrupted by the 
mass culture (489d – 496a).

There is a slight chance for men and women gifted with philosophic potentials to receive a proper 
education to develop those potentials and then gaining the power to order and administer the government 
(496a – 504a).

The most difficult knowledge to gain is knowledge of goodness (the idea of the good, the form of the 
good, the good itself, the good).  Glaucon and Adamantus are not prepared for this level of education, so 
Socrates will give some analogies instead (504a – 507a).

1.  The good is like the sun which illumines the eye, enabling it to see what is visible.  (The good 
illumines the mind, enabling it to grasp the knowledge of true forms.) (507a – 509b)

2.  Our mind has four gears for grasping the four levels of what is more or less real—which may be 
represented in terms of a divided line: opinion grasps perceivable images and things; knowledge grasps 
mathematical and other forms.  Mathematical thinking relies on images and makes assumptions about 
first principles.  Philosophic thinking does not rely on images or examples but only on forms, and it 
ascends to grasp true beginnings that depend on no assumptions. (509d – 511e)

3.  The process of education is like being dragged painfully out of a cave into the light, where we 
gradually learn to see what can be seen there, and ultimately to behold the source, the sun.  Philosophic 
education aims at the conversion of the soul, from being caught up in the things of the senses to being 
oriented to what is eternal, unchanging, and perfect. (514a – 519d)
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The Euthyphro Dilemma: 

Explanation and Reply

Some of us who use ethical reflection as an aid to finding the will of God are unreasonably deterred 
from embracing what is called “divine command” ethics (or an ethics of the will of God).  An ideal 
“theory,” in analytic ethics, shows how to fill in the blank to complete the following proposition:

  

An action X is right if and only if X is _____________________. 

  

Religious ethics, as I propose it here, fills in this blank with the phrase, “in accord with the will of 
God.”  It is customary to dismiss this theory, alleging problems about the concept of God, or the fact that 
so many people do not believe in God, or have differing conceptions of the impossibility of proving the 
existence of God, or the difficulty of discerning the will of God, or—most often—some version of the 
following dilemma:

  

Either

(a) religious ethics conflicts with moral reason, in which case we don’t want it,

or

(b) religious ethics agrees with moral reason, in which case we don’t need it.

  

Versions of this argument appear in Plato’s Euthyphro (10a-11b), Kant’s Grounding of the Metaphysics 
of Morals (Ak 443), and Mill’s Utilitarianism (chapter 2, paragraph 22).  I begin with the Euthyphro, 
and, for present purposes, I will deal with the Euthyphro dilemma in its most common modern form:

  

Is an action right because God wills it, or does God will it because it is right?

  

The question has been easy to raise, difficult to answer.  For this to be a dilemma, each horn must be 
unacceptable to someone who construes ethics in terms of the will of God.  There is a standard objection 
to the first horn of the dilemma.  What if God wills an atrocity?  Would that make it right?

            A religionist can protest.  “Taste and see that the Lord is good!”  God is good, perfectly good.  
Whatever he wills expresses eternal love and divine mercy.  It is all too easy for a critic to bandy around 
the word God without really knowing the one to whom the term refers.  The critic’s cavalier challenge 
implicitly confesses ignorance of God.  Sometimes the will of God is hard to discern; sometimes it is 
misunderstood; and sometimes it leads the obedient believer into a course of action that causes suffering, 
where short-range human vision does not grasp the farseeing kindness of the divine will.  Nevertheless, 
the more we know God, the more we know God as good.

            The critic may respond that in a reply the religionist has abandoned an ethics hinging on the will 
of God ethics by stipulating the goodness of God.  In other words, the right-making characteristic of 
actions is not merely that they proceed in accord with the divine will.  By having to stipulate the 
goodness of God, the theist has, it is claimed, conceded the critic’s point.

            The religionist can reply that the critic’s point depends on a narrow reading of the first horn: An 
action is right merely because God wills it.  This interpretation unrealistically requires the religionist to 
abstract from (a) the thick experience of relating with God and (b) the enhanced insights into truth, 
beauty, and goodness that come in response to prayer (to be addressed in response to the second horn).  
On a broad reading, the alternatives presented in the “dilemma” are neither unwelcome nor mutually 
exclusive. 

Adequately to address the objection to the first horn of the dilemma, however, requires more 
clarification.  Religious believers often regard God as having goodness and wisdom beyond human 
comprehension, as in the following thought from the prophet Isaiah: "The power of the Lord is great and 
his understanding infinite. Says the Lord: `As the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways 
higher than your ways, and my thoughts higher than your thoughts.'"  This very acknowledgment of the 
limitations of the human mind, however, raises a problem.  If one lets go of moral reason as the criterion 
for measuring divine goodness, how does one avoid opening the door for the Aztec sun-god who 
allegedly willed that the cosmic order be sustained by the sacrifice of virgins who would cut out their 
heart and offer it to the god?  Cannot a defender of Aztec tradition equally claim that the wisdom and 
goodness of this practice transcends what humans can appreciate, and that we must embrace the mystery?

One possible answer is that the will of God may transcend but cannot violate the constraints of human 
moral reason, constraints which the Creator has made implicit in the mind of the creature and has taught 
through the prophets and otherwise.  The will of God may reveal goodness beyond what would naturally 
occur to the creature, but the will of God never requires us to betray our best understanding of what is 
right.  We are in a position to set aside the requirement of the Aztec sun god because our grasp of moral 
reason is an evolving affair, sharpened by experience and revelation and reflection as the ages go 
forward.  Philosophy performs a critical service, pruning religion of certain errors.  Thus we are simply 
in a better position today to evaluate what can be the divine will.  Kierkegaard is famous for claiming 
that there are cases (as in the command that Abraham sacrifice his son Isaac) where religion requires a 
suspension of the ethical mode of thinking and acting.  But if—and this move is crucial to the argument
—we understand ethics as a discipline of reason integrating inputs from all sources, psychology and 
history as well as philosophy and religion, then, we must, I believe, reject the legend that Abraham 
correctly identified the will of God.  Kierkegaard’s proposal must be pruned to yield its useful point: 
acting merely on the basis of moral reason lacks the essential fullness of religious living.

            The critic may well object that the trend of our reply in fact leads us to embrace the second horn.  
God wills an action because it is right.  What is there in this to embarrass the religionist?  The worry is 
that what makes the action right is independent of God’s will, so the person who accepts this alternative 
has in effect abandoned an ethics of the will of God.  Why not by-pass religious inquiry altogether and 
just go about evaluating actions in accord with the immediately relevant criteria?  R. M Hare showed 
how a religious believer can develop a non-religious ethics by taking, for example, the golden rule 
(philosophically reinterpreted) as sufficient instruction from God as to how we are supposed to go about 
using our reason to determine the rightness of actions.

            In other words, if we say that God sees the goodness potential in a situation and wills an action 
just because he knows that would be good to act in this way, then we may seem to make God follow 
what is right and good, thus subordinating God to the right and the good.  Then we might ask if there is a 
criterion we can use to determine the right and the good.  Presumably God has a criterion, however 
complex it may be or however hard it may be to apply.  Perhaps God seeks the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number of his creatures over the greatest length of time.  If something like this answer is 
correct, then perhaps someone desiring to know what to do does not need to spend time inquiring about 
the will of God.  In ethics, then, we could just straightforwardly operate as intelligently as possible with 
the best criterion that we can discern.  If so, then the religious dimension of ethics seems to become 
irrelevant.

The second alternative of the alleged dilemma is unacceptable, of course, only to someone who 
cherishes the concept of the will of God as the ultimate criterion of what's right.  Is there any reply to the 
second objection?  Maybe something has been missed in the attachment to an easily understandable 
criterion.  Maybe the commandment to love one's neighbor and the golden rule and so on not only direct 
us to right relationships as ends in themselves.  Perhaps such principles also direct us into the way of 
progressive participation in the universal family of God.  If we regard ourselves as the infinitely loved 
sons and daughters of a true, beautiful, and good Father, whose will can be progressively known by 
persisting in every available method of sharpening our moral intuition (including science, philosophy, 
and spiritual experience), then the religious dimension of relationships remains of ethical interest.  If our 
destiny is to grow in goodness, to become like God, and to help others to do the same, then there is no 
shortcut to fulfillment that omits God.

In sum, we have the following response to the “dilemma.”  To the first horn, that an action is right 
merely because God (who might will an atrocity) wills it, we respond that such an abstraction falsifies 
the experience of someone who knows God as good and supremely desires to do his will.  To the second 
horn, that God wills an action because it’s right (even if this seems to imply that we can figure out 
what’s right without having to seek the divine will), we reply that our good involves God.

            Plato’s dialogues weave different kinds of discourse, including (a) the quest for, and articulation 
of, epistemologically and metaphysically satisfying knowledge of the “forms” alongside (b) evocative 
religious visions and “likely stories” that both appeal to sub-rational dimensions of the human psyche 
and also go beyond what reason alone can affirm.  In Plato’s Apology, Crito, Phaedo, and Republic, for 
example, we find ethics with a rational core framed by some religious motives and religious comments 
on reason’s conclusions.  Answering the Euthyphro dilemma sustains the continuing vitality of the 
religious side of Plato’s ethics—and our own.
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The Apology of Socrates

  

            As you read, look for the gems.  Are there any statements that light up the sky for you 
(or statements that, if slightly reworded, would well express insight)?

            Look for claims of fact, concepts, reasoning, and expressions of supreme value.

            Note the role of argument in philosophy.  One main philosophic technique of dealing with 
diversity in thinking is logical argument: to begin with premises on which the thinkers can agree and 
reason, step by step, to a conclusion that resolves the issue--or should resolve it, if both thinkers are 
honest and love the truth more than victory.

Structural analysis and summary of The Apology of Socrates 

by Jonathan Ketchum (slightly modified)

 

Socrates, unlike his accusers, will speak the truth in his accustomed manner (17-18a)

 

I.  Refutation of the absent accusers who have poisoned S’ reputation for years (18a-24b)

 

            The charges: teaching cosmology, atheism, and making the weaker argument win (18b-c)

            There is no testimony in support of these claims

            S,  unlike the sophists with whom he is being confused, does not claim to teach virtue, and 
accepts no fees for his conversation.

            S’ notoriety is explained by his irritating wisdom, attested by the oracle at Delphi: that he alone 
recognizes that he is not wise.

            S set out to (dis)prove the oracle by finding a wiser person than himself and found:

            The politicians, the poets, and the craftsmen were found to overestimate their wisdom; and the 
proof of this roused hostility.

            S makes similar inquiries, privately, refuting everyone with false claims to wisdom.

 

II.  Refutation of present accusers (24b-35d)

 

            Meletus claims, absurdly, that everyone benefits the youth except S, who alone corrupts them.

            S would never intentionally do harm, which would make him live in a worse community.

            M falls into contradiction, claiming that S believes in divine things but not in gods.

 

            S is fearless in the face of death, having remained at his post in war.

            Though without knowledge of what comes after death, S does not that “to do wrong and to 
disobey my superior, whether God or man, is wicked and dishonorable) (29b).

            S refuses to stop practicing philosophy; he will continue challenging those he meets to pay 
attention to “truth and understanding and the perfection of your soul” (29e).  

            A good person cannot be harmed by a worse one.

            S is dedicated to his divine mission—as evidenced by his poverty.

            A true champion of justice must confine himself to private life and leave politics alone.  This is 
shown by S’ risky refusal to participate in scandalous governmental actions.

            The alleged victims and their relatives support S.

            It would be hypocritical for S to defend himself by emotional appeals.

 

III.  Socrates’ response to his conviction: he proposes to be maintained by the state as a punishment 
fitting his “crime”; three friends propose thirty minas (35e-38c).

 

IV.  Socrates’ response to the announcement that he will be put to death (38c-42a)

 

            To those who voted for his execution: you have been overtaken by injustice, worse than death; 
and your critics will multiply.

 

            To those who voted for his acquittal: S was unopposed by his daimon (indwelling divine spirit); 
death is probably a blessing—either annihilation or migration of the soul to a place with better 
opportunities for philosophic conversation.

            The conviction is certain that “nothing can harm a good man either in life or after death, and his 
fortunes are not a matter of indifference to the gods.”

            Those living are to challenge S’ sons as S had challenged them.

            S separates from those who will live; and which of us has the happier prospect is unknown to 
anyone but God.

 

Questions

1.  What does "apology" mean in this context?

2.  How is Socrates characterized in the rumors that have circulated against him?  (18b-c)

3.  Ask yourself in this dialogue what concept of wisdom emerges as you put the pieces together.  For 
example, if S says that the poets he interrogated are not wise, since he asked them to explain the 
meaning of their finest writings, and they could not do so.  What concept of wisdom is implied by this 
critique? Ask yourself in this dialogue what concept of wisdom emerges as you put the pieces together.  
For example, if S says that the poets he interrogated are not wise, since he asked them to explain the 
meaning of their finest writings, and they could not do so.  What concept of wisdom is implied by this 
critique?  Notice each passage that tells us, by implication, what wisdom is.  List the parts of the concept 
that you find in this way.  Gather them and organize your own presentation of the concept of wisdom 
that operates in this dialogue. Notice each passage that tells us, by implication, what wisdom is.  List the 
parts of the concept that you find in this way.  Gather them and organize your own presentation of the 
concept of wisdom that operates in this dialogue.  Several of the following questions specifically help 
you answer this question.

4.  What wisdom does S say he lacks at 19c and 20a?

5.  What kind of wisdom does S say that he has that the politician lacked (20d-21d)?

6. What kind of wisdom does S say that the poets lacked (22b-c)?  Is it clear that S lacks such wisdom?

7.  What kind of wisdom does S say that the craftsmen had (22d-e)?  Is it clear that S lacks such wisdom?

8.  Who, according to S, probably has wisdom; and what does this seem to imply about human wisdom 
(23a-b)?

9.  Briefly restate S's two arguments refuting Meletus' charge that he corrupts the youth.

10.  The questions that Socrates puts to Meletus (27b-28a) in refutation of the charge that S is an atheist 
can be reformulated as an argument.  Restate it, proposition by proposition (or sentence by sentence), as 
clearly as you can, so as to display the logical rigor of the reasoning that leads up to S's conclusion.

11.  When Socrates meets a fellow citizen, what values does he exhort him to care for (27e)?

12.  Why does fearing death presume wisdom that S says he lacks (29a)? 

13.  What does S affirm that he knows (29b)?

14.  Is S unhesitatingly obedient to his superiors?  Give examples.

15.  In what way(s) is Socrates wise?  Present evidence from the dialogue and add your own opinion.

  

What S claims: 

·        To care only about what is right or just--what a good person does--not at all about the risks 
involved (28b) 

·        To be supremely concerned with understanding and truth and the soul's growth toward 
perfection (29e) 

·        No evil can befall a good person (41d) 

  

S's refutations of Meletos, briefly put: 

·        It is implausible that only S corrupts the youth; and no one would knowingly spoil his own 
neighborhood (24d-26a). 

·        It is incoherent to charge S with (1) being an atheist and (2) giving new teachings about 
spiritual things (since spirits--e.g., S's inner divine voice--come from the gods) (26b-28a). 

   

As Plato presents the figures in his dialogues, Meletos and Anytos represent dogmatism.  The atheists 
who teach seeming science and how to make the weaker argument win represent extreme skepticism. 

Plato challenged popular opinions.  He held that that each person has the intellectual potential to 
recognize goodness and beauty and to gain knowledge of rightness (justice) and the truth of other forms 
and of sciences.
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Plato’s Crito

A reconstruction of Socrates' argument

 1.  All our decisions must be governed by truth, not popular opinion.  We will seek what is right, not for 
the satisfaction of the body, but for the welfare of the soul.  

 2.  We are committed to living well, beautifully, justly. 

 3.  We must never do wrong (injustice). 

 4.  We must never do wrong even in return for wrong. 

 5.  To do harm to another, even in response to harm done to us, is wrong. 

 6.  To escape from prison tears the city’s fabric of law and thus harms the city. 

 7.  If we choose as adults to continue living in the city that has brought us some benefits, whose benefits 
we continue to enjoy, and whose laws we do not attempt to change, then there is an unspoken agreement 
or social contract that we must not betray. 

 8.  To escape from prison is to break such an agreement. 

 9.  To escape from prison is wrong. 

            
An exercise on the Crito

 
I.  Give a two- or three-paragraph summary of the Crito (omitting detail about the central argument 
probed in Part II of this exercise) in order to provide a context for our primary focus.  BE SURE TO 
WRITE LEGIBLY.  YOUR CLASSMATES WILL BE READING IT.
 
II.  Focus on the central argument in the dialogue beginning at 48b (Rouse, p. 452).
Circle the number that most closely fits your own response, and write a sentence or two explaining your 
response.  You are here asked for your own views, not those of Socrates (or Plato).
1.  “Must we value most living well, not just living?”  [“Well” here is the adverb from the adjective 
“good”; to live well means living in accord with goodness.]
1. Strongly agree.    2. Agree.    3. Unsure.    4. Disagree.   5. Strongly disagree.
  
2.  “Well and beautifully and justly are the same?”  [Presumably the question does not ask whether these 
concepts have the same meaning but whether they imply the same kind of life.  To speak of a beautiful 
deed made perfect sense in ancient Greek; it would be more common today to use the word “noble”; 
nevertheless, for Socrates and Plato, there is something beautiful about the noble deed.]
1. Strongly agree.    2. Agree.    3. Unsure.    4. Disagree.   5. Strongly disagree.
Explain:
 
3.  Do we say that one must never in any way do wrong willingly?
1. Strongly agree.    2. Agree.    3. Unsure.    4. Disagree.   5. Strongly disagree.
Explain.
 
4.  And one must never do wrong in return for being wronged?
1. Strongly agree.    2. Agree.    3. Unsure.    4. Disagree.   5. Strongly disagree.
Explain.
 
5.  And harming the others is the same as doing wrong to others?
1. Strongly agree.    2. Agree.    3. Unsure.    4. Disagree.   5. Strongly disagree.
Explain.
 
6.  We must fulfill our agreements?
1. Strongly agree.    2. Agree.    3. Unsure.    4. Disagree.   5. Strongly disagree.
Explain.
 
7.  It would be wrong to break out of prison?
1. Strongly agree.    2. Agree.    3. Unsure.    4. Disagree.   5. Strongly disagree.
Explain.
 
  

Two ways of thinking, two types of soul
 

         In The Republic, Plato presents a doctrine of three activities of the psyche ("soul"): (1) reason 
(nous); (2) the part that seeks honor, reputation, position, victory, power, and wealth (thumos); and (3) 
the pleasure-seeking part (epithumia).  The implication is that different types of character emphasize 
different parts of the psyche.  What part of the psyche predominates in Socrates?  What part 
predominates in Crito?  How does this affect the organization of Crito’s thinking? 

 
Crito’s argument based on the confusion of a thumosic soul
        Your death means a double calamity for me:

I lose an irreplaceable friend
My reputation will suffer [there is a well-known practice of bribing the 
guards, and people will think I am too cheap to help out my friends]

Popular opinion has to be considered because of its power.
We are willing to run the risk of getting caught and severely punished.
            Actually it doesn’t take much to buy off the informers; and we have the money.
There are places for you to go where you would be welcome;
            And you would also be secure among my friends in Thessaly.

It is not just (dikaion, right) for you to remain,

                        Throwing away your life when you might save it
                        [cooperating with] your enemies, and
                        deserting your sons who need education.

The whole affair would seem cowardly and disgraceful—that you appeared 
in court, the way you conducted your defense, and the appearance that we 
lacked the courage to save you.

Socrates’s argument based on judgments about what is right unfolds a perspective 
from which Crito’s concerns about consequences may be addressed. 

S will endanger many others. 
            S will gain a bad reputation. 
            S will be suspect as an enemy of law and order. 
            S will confirm the charges against him. 
            S may flee from good company at the cost of a worthwhile life. 
            S will tangle himself in hypocrisy. 
            The people of Thessaly would find him ridiculous 
            S's sons would be worse off elsewhere or just as well educated in Athens by his 
friends. 
           S will enter the next world with a bad conscience, having injured these laws, brothers of 



the laws of the other world. 
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Frantz Fanon

Frantz Fanon (1925-1961) was born in Martinique (in the Caribbean) and served a psychiatrist in 
Algeria during the Algerian war for liberation from French colonial rule.  He advocated counterviolence 
as the only way to liberate the people who had been classified as "natives" and treated in gross and 
subtle ways as inferior by the European colonialists.  According to Jacqueline Trimier, he “celebrates 
revolutionary violence on two levels.  First, colonialism can only be destroyed through a bloody struggle 
between the colonizer and the colonized.  Second, violence is a sort of metaphysical ‘cleansing force’ 
which transforms oppressed, colonized peoples into real human beings with dignity and self-worth.”  
The packet selection comes from The Wretched of the Earth translated and published at Grove Press in 
1963. 

            Be sure not to make generalizations about all of African philosophy simply on the basis of this 
one example of one of the four types of African philosophy we have studied.  The following questions 
presuppose that the student has read the packet selection and the Crito. 

How was Socrates’ situation different from that of Fanon? 

Should we imagine that Socrates would necessarily use the line of reasoning that we see in the Crito if 
he were in Fanon's situation? 

Is there any way to reconcile their two positions?  To what extent is reconciliation possible?  In what 
way may reconciliation not be possible? 

Does Socrates make any good points that should stimulate a person sympathetic to the Algerian 
rebellion to modify Fanon's position? 

What happens to the concept of TRUTH in Frantz Fanon?  It is subordinated to the cause of liberation.  

Consider the proposal of Herbert Marcuse that revolutionary leaders need to give a mythic vision of how 
radical a transformation the revolution will bring and how wonderful things will be for the people after 
the revolution.  In fact, they know that things will not be totally transformed, and the new situation will 
have many difficulties, but the inspiring message will motivate people to do what is necessary to 
accomplish the revolution. 

            Consider the remark by Hitler’s propaganda minister, Goebbels, who said that, in order to be 
effective, propaganda must be 90% true. 

            If Fanon says that “truth is the property of the national cause,” then how much can the reader 
trust the text?  Is there any reason to believe that Fanon is being ironic, that he is sometimes giving the 
reader something other than his fullest understanding of a concept (e.g., truth or humanity)? 

             Consider this idea from Theophilus Okere (drawing on Hans-Georg Gadamer): no quest for 
truth can escape the "prejudices" of the seeker's background.  We approach any situation with a 
background of assumptions, questions, concerns—otherwise we could not interpret anything at all. 

 What happens to the concept of HUMANITY in Fanon?  He says that 

●     Western colonialism has already split humankind into two "species" and made its own talk of 
"humanity" a lie.

●     Humanity is discovered on the path to inverting the colonial hierarchy. 
●     The new social unity of brothers, sisters, and friends is the unity of our people.
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Introduction to Philosophy, Spring 2003; J. Wattles

First question set: launching a dialogue between Plato and Frantz Fanon

  

Consider Socrates' argument in the Crito (as here reconstructed). 

0.  All our decisions must be governed by truth, not popular opinion. 

We will seek what is right, not for the satisfaction of the body, but for the welfare of the soul. 

1.  We are committed to living well, beautifully, justly. 

2.  We must never do wrong (injustice). 

3.  We must never do wrong even in return for wrong. 

4.  To do harm to another, even in response to harm done to us, is wrong. 

5.  To escape from prison tears the city’s fabric of law and thus harms the city. 

6.  If we as adults choose to continue living in the city that has brought us some benefits, whose benefits 
we continue to enjoy, and whose laws we do not attempt to change, then there is an unspoken agreement 
or social contract that we must not betray. 

7.  To escape from prison is to break such an agreement. 

8.  To escape from prison is wrong. 

  

Do you agree?  If not, where is the first place in the argument where you see a problem in S’s argument.  
Explain your disagreement.  Write your answers in the space available--a few sentences per question. 

  

If you have other disagreements or reasons to support Socrates’ reasoning, explain them here.

  

How might Fanon criticize Plato?

Frantz Fanon writes during the Algerian war of liberation against the French (late 1950s-early 1960s).  
Think of the American colonies’ war of independence.  Think of the breakup of the Soviet empire, 1989-
1991. 

On the basis of the Crito can you predict to any extent what Plato might say about a revolution?

            Of the four types of African philosophy mentioned thus far, which type does Fanon represent?

 

Describe the two “species” of men and women that Fanon distinguishes? 

  

How does the native discover his humanity, and what results from that discovery? 

  

What do you find in the selection from Fanon that supports revolutionary violence?

In The Wretched of the Earth, a few pages beyond the selection in our text, Fanon writes,

  

The problem of truth ought also to be considered.  In every age, among the people, truth is the 
property of the national cause.  No absolute verity, no discourse on the purity of the soulcan shake 
this position.  The native replies to the living lie of the colonial situation by an equal falsehood.  
His dealings with his fellow-nationals are open; they are strained and incomprehensible with 
regard to the settlers.  Truth is that which hurries on the break-up of the colonialist regime; it is 
that which promotes the emergence of the nation; it is all that protects the natives,and ruins the 
foreigners.  In this colonialist context there is no truthful behavior: and the good is quite simply 
that which is evil for “them.” 

  

How might Plato comment on this passage?
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Plato's Teaching on the Forms

            If we want to live more philosophically, we may ask, at any moment of importance, what is the 
truth of this?  We want to interpret the meaning of what we are involved in.  As we inquire, seeking 
understanding, we are trying to grasp, in the subject at hand, its . . . what?  Its essence?  Its true being?  
Something deeper than the passing phenomenon?

            Plato’s efforts to articulate the structures of what the philosophic intellect can meaningfully 
search for and may discover set the agenda for western philosophy ever since.  Our experience, upon 
reflection, leads us to acknowledge the reality of intelligible essences, structures, forms, “ideas”—or 
not.  Philosophers continually rethink the concept of the forms, and many radically dispute Plato, but the 
only way to dispute him has been to produce an alternate account that seems to explain what Plato is 
talking about in ways that do not involve Plato’s epistemological and metaphysical commitments.  At 
first, the topic seems odd, unwelcome, just the sort of thing that makes us run from philosophy.  But any 
persistently honest reflection on the life of the mind runs into the question about how we interpret the 
meaning of whatever there is to think about.  Are we grasping a form, more or less clearly, or not?

 

1.  Our language does not have a well-developed vocabulary for expressing what Plato was talking about 
with his term form (eidos).  It is necessary to put up with some awkwardness in order to communicate 
the thoughts in question.  The word "form" is most commonly used by scholars to translate Plato's term 
eidos.  Eidos connotes something that has been "seen" (by the intellect).  The term noumenon is just 
right; it means "an object of the intellect," and the term has become popular through the writings of the 
Immanuel Kant (1724-1804).  It may help to say that the form is the intelligible structure of a thing, so 
long as we remember that many forms are simple and as such lack structure. 

Sometimes the English word "form" is used to refer to the visible shape of a thing.  This is not Plato's 
meaning.

The word "idea" is also sometimes used (and Plato sometimes used the Greek word idea), but it is 
important to remember that a form—an eidos—is not merely an item in someone's stream of 
consciousness.  Rather it is what thinking grasps or tries to grasp.

            

2.  How do Plato's teachings connect with ordinary experience and ways of speaking?

            In daily experience we recognize particular things in terms of generalities: "I see a rabbit."  This 
animal is a particular individual, here and now.  It is also an example of the form or essence—I’ll call it, 
awkwardly, rabbithood.  (I could call it, following Plato's way of writing more closely, "the rabbit 
itself," or "the form, rabbit," or "the essence, rabbit.")  We understand each particular in terms of some 
form or essence.  We intuitively classify what we see.  Thus our perceptions are meaningful.  We grasp 
not only the particular sensory object but also at the same time the meaning or essence or form involved.

            It is common in conversation to use language that implies that the speaker knows, for example, 
what is just or right.  Socrates is alert to such assumptions and raises questions to probe whether his 
interlocutor (conversation partner) actually does understand the meaning of the word he has used.  His 
challenge is typically expressed as a question, such as, "What is justice?"  In other words, what is the 
meaning of justice or the essence of justice or the form of justice or the form, justice (please tolerate the 
many ways to express the thought)?

  

3.  What motivates some philosophers to talk about forms or essences to begin with?

            Why do we call many things by the same name?  Why do we use the same word to describe 
different things?  It is, according to Plato, because we recognize that they have something in common.  
They, as the phrase goes, participate in, or share in, the same "form." 

Another reason to posit the forms is that without some goal, inquiry makes no sense.  Along the path of 
inquiry, we have the sense of making progress.  Inquiry aims for insight.  Inquiry and insight make no 
sense if there is nothing real to be sought and found.  

Plato in fact rarely argues for the reality of forms.  He usually simply proposes them to philosophical 
conversation partners of sufficient maturity, assuming that they recognize the forms and agree with him 
that they are real and that we can meaningfully inquire into them.

There is an argument in the Phaedo that can be used to support the affirmation of the forms.  When we 
recognize that two things are equal, we know, without ever having seen perfect equality in material 
things, that the two things merely approximate perfect equality.  In order to know that these things fall 
short of perfect equality, we must have some knowledge of the ideal, a knowledge that is not a matter of 
the experience of the material things around us.  This is another reason to affirm that the intellect has its 
own proper objects, the forms.

            We are normally not aware of the intellectual aspect of perceptual recognition; but when we see 
a rabbit, the perceptual sense of the thing before us provides an occasion for the intellectual grasp of 
rabbithood.  Thus we are able to perceive the thing for what it is.

            

4.  How broadly does Plato extend his talk of forms?  What sorts of linguistic terms indicate forms?

In some dialogues the forms which Plato mentions as being of greatest interest in many dialogues are 
beauty, goodness and justice (the beautiful, the good, and the just).  Note: linguistically that these are 
nouns based on adjectives.  They are not like "rabbit." 

There are other examples, forms of relation and mathematical forms: equality, unity, multiplicity, 
greatness, and smallness, the number three (not a particular set of three objects that participates in 
threeness), evenness, and oddness are forms.  The "same" and "different," "motion" and "rest," "being" 
and "non-being" are terms that indicate forms.  "Soul" and "life" indicate forms.  There are also forms of 
artifacts such as beds and tables.  

 

5.  What is the relationship between forms and participant things?

            Each thing has a form.  The form of Socrates is the form, human being (or humanity—the 
essence).  Each thing also participates in many forms, in virtue of its qualities.  A rabbit is alive, a 
mammal, small (by comparison with human beings), brown, capable of motion, and so on.  Each of 
these qualities can belong to many things, and qualities are sometimes called "universals" by 
philosophers.  Each adjective phrase is associated with one or more forms, e.g., life, mammalhood, 
smallness, brownness, motion, and so on.

            A thing can participate in contrary essences.  For example, a rabbit participates in smallness and 
largeness, since it is small by comparison with a hippo and large in comparison with an insect.  As a 
thing changes, it participates in contrary essences, such as heat and cold, wetness and dryness.

            Can forms participate in contrary forms?  What about likeness and unlikeness?  Are they both 
like (qua forms) and unlike (qua different)?

 

Objections and Replies

What objections may be raised to the teaching of the reality of forms, and how could a realist (someone 
who believes that meanings or forms or essences are real) reply?  Do the objections completely 
overthrow Plato’s concept, or do they just help us refine it?  

Objection 1.  Wouldn't it be simpler to think of the universe without a bunch of weird forms?

Reply: Progress in physics has found reason to describe the universe as being populated with lots of 
complex and weird things such as electrons and quarks that we don't readily perceive.  Why should we 
expect the realm of the mind to be simple?

 

Objection 2.  Don't different people and groups classify things differently, according to their own 
interests?  Talk of eternal forms is just a way to invoke transcendent authority in support of limited 
interests.   

Reply: Someone who affirms the reality of meanings or forms can readily acknowledge the facts of 
individual and cultural difference, while at the same time persisting in the belief that people all over the 
world are progressing, converging in understanding, moving toward a common recognition of truth.

 

Objection 3.  In some cases, where essential distinctions have been alleged, such as the distinction 
between living and non-living, there are intermediate cases that are hard to classify.

Reply: The fact that there are intermediate cases shows that participation in a form is often a matter of 
degree.  

 

Objection 4.  Some things are grouped together with a common name not because they all share one or 
more common properties (used to define a form) but rather because they exhibit a family resemblance: 
several of them share some properties, several share other properties, and even though there is no one 
property that they all share, there is so much overlap in the sets of properties they have that they are 
classed as a group, given a common name.  This idea was advanced by Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-
1951; Austrian, who studied and taught in England at Cambridge University).  You can recognize the 
family resemblance of the Jones's kids: most have the same hair color, some a certain sort of nose, etc.  
Consider another of his examples: we know how to use the word "game" properly even though there is 
no one set of properties possessed by all games.

Reply: talk of a common essence is indeed sometimes better replaced by talk of family resemblances, 
but not every essence is of that sort (as Wittgenstein himself arguably recognized).

 

Objection 5.  It's harmful to emphasize essential sameness at the cost of noticing difference.  
Essentialism suppresses difference.  Is there an essence of woman?  That kind of talk promotes 
stereotypes.  In social and political contexts, talk of common humanity has been used by Western, male 
rationalists to impose a conception of the human essence to the detriment of non-western peoples and 
women.  

Reply: the fact that individual personalities are unique and that groups have important differences does 
not imply that there is no shared common humanity.  Abuses against various types of people show the 
need for a more adequate understanding of, and respect for, humanity.  Indeed, many a person who has 
been mistreated complains of not having been treated "as a human being."  There may be “essences” of 
man and woman, but such an essence would be only one factor in a complex person in whom many 
other factors—nature, nurture, culture unique personality, and individual decisions—make it impossible 
to indulge in stereotypes.

 

Objection 6.  For Plato, truth, beauty, and goodness are static, and only the only place for change and 
growth are on the level of the participant things.  But truth, beauty, and goodness are living and 
dynamic.  We contribute to the actualization, not just of pre-established potentials, also but to the very 
evolution of truth, beauty, and goodness themselves. 

Reply: There is a contemporary horror of the eternal and unchanging, as though allowing anything 
important in the universe to be "static" would automatically be repressive of the vital dynamism that we 
cherish so much.  Whatever growth and dynamism there may be in truth and beauty and goodness, they 
have an eternal and changeless core, as Plato saw.  

 

Objection 7.  If we posit a form, humanity, because of our linguistic-observational habit of recognizing 
the similarity between human beings, shouldn’t we next notice a similarity between the form and the 
human beings?  If so, then we need to posit a further form, as the formal cause of the similarity between 
human beings and humanity.  In this way, we can generate an absurd infinite regress of forms.

            Reply: This puzzle arises only through a failure to grasp the purely intelligible (not visible) 
character of the form.  The similarity of human beings is perceived, visible, noticed “with the eyes.”  
Such similarity does not obtain between a human being and the form.  So there is no need to posit a 
further form.  This problem (called the “third man problem”) and its solution are dialectically presented 
in Plato’s much misunderstood dialogue, the Parmenides (see the summary to follow).

 

Plato’s teachings about the forms (eide is the plural of eidos) has two main sides: (1) the epistemological 
side—whenever we grasp or seek to grasp and articulate whatever is intelligible, we are grasping or 
seeking to grasp and articulate what may be called an eidos, a “form.”  This is true whether we are 
talking of the essence of, say, a horse (of which we only have an intuitive idea, not full biological 
knowledge), or whether we are thinking of motion or size or triangle or justice or beauty.  (2) The 
metaphysical or ontological dimension of forms: the form is real, not on the model of a perceivable thing 
in space and time, but real nonetheless.  When we ask about the truth of something, we are asking not 
merely about what our minds project, but about what is real.  Moreover, the form makes a thing what it 
is.  Take away the horseness of the horse and all you have left is dog food.  Take away the artistry of the 
artist and all you have left is self-indulgent display.  Take away the quest for wisdom from the 
philosopher, and all you have is extreme skepticism or defensive dogmatism.  In this sense, the form is 
the cause of a thing’s being what it is; whatever characteristics a thing has it has because it participates 
in forms.

This analysis of what causes a thing to be what it is may seem inadequate; Aristotle supplemented it, 
drawing on elements that you can find in Plato.  In order to have a full account of something (to stay 
with examples of perceivable things) you need include four “causes”: (1) the material cause (what is the 
thing made of, e.g., the particular kind of body of the horse); (2) the formal cause (the form, which 
specifies limits on the quantities that enter into the constitution of the thing); (3) the efficient cause (the 
parents of the horse or the creator of the artifact [note: in the Timaeus Plato imagines a Creator who 
knows the forms and looks upon the eternal patterns and fashions copies in our realm of time and space; 
but Aristotle’s divine First Cause does nothing similar]); and (4) the final cause, the goal aimed at by the 
purposive process that brought the thing into being.

            If possible, we would prefer that our lives be based on truth.  Think of the key facts we rely on.  
How good is our understanding of those facts?  How much would it help you to understand the network 
of causes in which the fact has its context?  What is the place of this fact or causal network “in the big 
picture”?  What about our interpretations of things—the way we are treated, for example?  Questions of 
truth can be raised on many levels. 

The Phaedo raises issues about the truth of the human being.  Are we beings that can be completely 
understood by material science?  How far can we go trying to understand ourselves in this way?  Are we 
beings that are best understood as the products of divine, purposive Mind?  How far can we go trying to 
explain things this way?  Socrates insists that mere material factors may be part of the story (necessary 
conditions), but they cannot be the heart of the story.  Socrates remains in prison because he judges that 
it is right (just) and good to do so.  What is the truth about what it means to be a human being?  How do 
we see ourselves and others?  Do we see ourselves as capable of attaining knowledge of truth and 
capable of recognizing beauty and goodness?  Do we take more care for the growth of our soul (psyche) 
than the satisfaction of the body?  In this life, the mind (often the best translation for psyche) is so 
entwined with the body.  But psyche is the principle of life (for the ancient Greeks): lose your psyche 
and you’re dead.  If psyche is essentially bound up with life, then soul is immortal (as a matter of the 
necessary relation of forms).  So the soul is immortal. 

             Questions tumble out.  What are the problems with this key argument in the Phaedo?  Are there 
any other reasons to think that there may be life beyond the mortal career?)  Is this even an issue that we 
can possibly have truth about?  How shall we seek truth in such a question?  If we do not now believe 
that we know, what shall we do?  Where or to whom shall we turn?  Is there a divine Whom?  Can 
philosophy clarify that question?  If we affirm the prospect of life after death, does it invigorate our 
quest for truth, beauty, and goodness?  If we do not affirm the prospect of life after death, what effect 
does that have upon our higher striving?

  

For advanced classes, here is further teaching on the forms from Plato's dialogue,  the Parmenides 
(as interpreted by Mitchell Miller) 

            Note: Plato considered more advanced objections to the doctrine of forms in his dialogue the 
Parmenides.  That dialogue is so difficult to understand, however, that I recommend you read it only 
with the book by Mitchell H. Miller, Jr., Plato's Parmenides (Princeton University Press and then 
Pennsylvania State University Press).  One of the main points to be grasped in the early portion of the 
dialogue is that the forms must not be regarded as quasi-things that exist spatially separate from 
participant things.  From his book, as I understand it, I take the following. 

            The first portion of the Parmenides implies the following lessons:

There are forms for everything, including dust and mud (130).

The forms are non-spatial (131).

Forms are not thoughts in the mind: thoughts are of what is real—the forms.

Forms are not patterns or models copied by other things (132).

Forms are not simply transcendent, separate from things (133-34).

  

            The second part of the dialogue imples further lessons:

Hypothesis I:

            Forms do not have the characters of spatio-temporal things.

  

Hypothesis II:

            The one is not the same as Unity.

            There is an ordered set of categories of basic forms (see below).

            Contrary characters can be predicated of the thing at different times.

            IIa:

            Change is only conceivable by positing atemporal instants of transition in which characters are 
released/acquired.

  

Hypothesis III:

            Things between being one and being utterly deprived of [unity] . . . are an affair of peras (limit) 
limiting plethos (magnitude, fullness, extension), generating a wholel with parts, each of which is also 
formally specified.

  

Hypothesis IV:

            If the forms are separate, things are utterly unintelligible.

  

Hypothesis V:

            The forms commune with one another, in particular, with largeness and smallness, which provide 
the extension enabling the form to be instantiated in a physical-sensible thing.  (Example: since the 
Good is beautiful, the Beautiful and the Good are said to commune with each other.)

  

Hypothesis VI:

            The one [form] must in some sense be, since otherwise nothing could be said of it.

  

Hypothesis VII:

            Things (which are infinitely divisible) only apparently have character: one, many—contrary 
characters depending on perspectives.

  

Hypothesis VIII:

            If forms are utterly not, discourse collapses.

  

            Now let's comment on this summary a bit, in the light of Miller's last chapter on Hypotheses III-
VIII.  I noted in this text the following terms that serve, in different contexts (sometimes where the One 
is the form, sometimes where the One is the composite thing, and occasionally where the One is the 
form unity itself): partlessness, integrity, (numerical) singularity, uniqueness, aggregation/sum/heap, 
composite, wholeness, likeness to itself, sameness with itself.

            Regarding III: The presence of the one form lets “all” stand not merely as a “many” but as a 
“whole and one” (157e3; M 129).  What is teleion is perfect, finished, in need of nothing further.  The 
idea or form, then, in some sense perfects or finishes the “many,” transforming it from a mere aggregate 
to a self-sufficient one” (M129).  Note the overlap of the functions of the form with the functions of the 
paradigm.

            How does participation work?  Peras (limit) limits plethos—a mere many, lacking any intrinsic 
enumerability;  connotes both multitude and magnitude (M131); a mass without internal structure or 
articulation; because it’s characterized as apeira, it’s indeterminate or indefinite both in number and 
magnitude; cannot be counted except by reference to altogether external standards of measure; not 
something that, by itself at least, exists; arrived at by dianoetic abstraction (M132); the sheerly material 
element or medium of things, conceived in its purity as apart from and unspecified by any intelligible 
structure (any One or form).  It is through partaking of (1) the great and the small and (2) in the One. 

            The one form provides peras, boundary, limit, definiteness.  It “defines the terrain on both sides, 
differentiating an area into definite regions and relating these to one another within that area as a whole.  
Or, considering it from the point of view of the particular regions, each is not only bounded-off, made a 
distinct entity for the first time; each is also set into relation, as the distinct entity it is, with the other 
region for the first time.” (M134). 

            “Just how a bulk or extent is structured, how it is articulated into parts, depends upon just what it 
is the bulk or extent of.  Conversely, this what—the essential or defining character of a thing—calls for a 
certain definite arrangement of material parts” (M134)  Only through “the form in its immanence” does 
the plethos become a ‘complete’ or ‘finished’ thing (134).  “The parts have peras ‘in relation to one 
another,’” and “the whole has peras in relation to its parts” and, further, in relation to other things (134-
5).

            In Hypothesis IV, the key teaching is that if composite things are “utterly deprived of the One 
[form], then they would lack unity in every sense, and plurality, enumerability or number, would not 
have any discrete characters at all, would not be like or unlike, the same or different, moving or resting, 
coming into being or perishing, would not be greater, lesser, or equal to one another—or any other 
characters.  The physical-sensible things—and discourse—would be demolished if there is no 
participation in the forms.

            For thoroughness of inquiry (no easy declaring victory), we’ll go through the negative 
possibilities in hypotheses V-VIII—if a One is not.  In retrospect, we note that the conclusion of H I, 
denying intelligibility to the form, can’t be right.  H V sets out to fix that problem.  To say that ““[a] One 
is not” presupposes that [the speaker] can distinguish his subject term from its “opposite,” what is “not 
one”; that is, it presupposes that he can distinguish “the One” from the others.  Thus the One must . . . be 
knowable, a referent or subject of knowledge, and it must differ . . . from the others.  Moreover, all of 
this presupposes that it can stand in, or be a referent term for, many relations; otherwise it could hardly 
be “that” which or “what” is referred to in discourse, and “from which” “the others” are different, and 
“to which” there belongs a knowledge which, in turn, is “of” or “about it,” and so forth.” (M 142)

            Plato appeals to the way forms can participate in each other (the “communion of the forms”) to 
develop his continuing account of the participation of the thing in the form.  “The constitutive function 
of forms for things is impossible without such a communion.  The thing derives its material element, its 
physical magnitude, from the great and the small; but this element requires determination by the One 
(the defining form).  Thus, for either the great and the small or the defining form to exercise its 
constitutive function for the thing, each must combine with the other.  This is not to say, of course, that 
the defining form gets size, nor that the forms of size are in themselves defined by that form.  Rather 
they commune so that “the others,” existent things, partaking of the forms in this community, may 
derive their own proper size and character from them. 

            In the final part of the unfolding of Hypothesis V, Parmenides speaks of the forms as both being 
“in motion” and not in motion.  What can this mean?  Any properly non-physical motion must belong to 
the soul.  The soul’s initial grasp of any form will be broad, so that it is necessary to narrow it down, 
make it more precise, by the method of bifurcatory choices (“motion”) regarding the encompassing 
forms with which it communes (153).  The forms are what they are in terms of the tree of bifurcations 
(“movement”—in the mind) in terms of which they are defined.  (Think, for example, of the following 
logical tree: beings—living or not.  If living, capable of perception and movement or not.  If capable of 
perception and movement, then either having reason or not.)  At each bifurcation, there is one term that 
the form is not (while, as the subject, it remains constant (unmoved) as ground for predication. 

            Not only shall we predicate being of the form.  There is also a sense in which the composite, 
participant thing may be said to be—in that it participates in being. 

            Each form has non-being in the sense of its being different from other forms.  Thus we note that 
“is” has a simply predicative sense as well as an existential sense (152).

            The primacy of the form with respect to its blendings/communing with/participation in other 
forms—or knowing—provides an anchor for ontology and epistemology.  The form is not a mere 
concept in the mind, nor dependent on the mind in any way.  The form is real, and it is up to the mind to 
approach and to attempt to cognize the form.

            There are no sharp boundaries on a material level.  In order for things to be articulated as 
individual and different, the forms must determine the limit in the [chthonic] multiplicity of the great 
and the small (163).

            (Re: VIII) To deny the forms is to deny appearances as well.  What could they be appearances of?
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Plato's Phaedo

            Plato’s Phaedo  recounts the last conversation of Socrates and his death (having 
been condemned by the Athenian jury) by drinking hemlock in prison.  The question is 
raised why suicide is not permissible, and why the philosopher may look forward to 
experience after death.  Socrates, in dialogue with Simmias and Cebes, brings forth 
three initial arguments in favor of the immortality of the soul: 

I.  The argument from opposites 

1.  Hot comes from cold, and vice-versa. 

2.  [By generalization,] opposite things come from opposites. 

3.  Therefore [by specification], the living come from the dead and vice-versa. 

  

II.  The argument from our implicit grasp of supermaterial perfection 

1.  When we see equal things, we recognize that they are not perfectly equal. 

2.  But we have never seen perfect equality. 

3.  Therefore we must have known perfect equality (the essence or form) before 
we came into the body. 

Perceptual recognition, thus, involves recollection of prior cognition. 

  

III.  The argument from the philosophic soul’s kinship to the forms 

1.  Sensible, material things come into being and pass away. 

2.  Beauty and goodness and the other forms are eternal and unchanging.   

3.  The philosophically purified soul is more akin to forms, and should not fear to be 
dispersed like a material thing. 

  

A contemplative silence comes over the group.  Objections arise, however.  S warns 
them against distrusting philosophic logic (or hatred of the concept—misology) merely 
because they find some particular arguments untrustworthy.  It is necessary (S says 
later) to adopt what seems to be the best basis for reasoning and work out its 
consequences; but if someone challenges this basis, it is necessary to find another 
which will prove satisfactory in the discussion. 

Simmias’ (Pythagorean) notion of the soul as a harmony of bodily components is 
refuses, since the soul can achieve mastery of the body, but a harmony cannot 
undertake to master its constituent elements. 

Cebes’ objection—that the soul may well survive death, cut cannot theefore be certain of 
eternal life—requires a deeper foundation for a reply—an exploration of causation on 
three levels: 

1.  Mechanical causation, the main modern sense of cause and effect. 

2.  Purposive causation, as when mind designs things. 

3.  Formal causation, e.g., that a person becomes good by participating in 
goodness. 

Socrates refutes Cebes with his fourth argument for the immortality of soul.  Soul 
(psyche) is what brings life.  A thing, i.e., a body having life can, like material things, 
participate first in one essence (e.g., life) and then in its opposite.  But psyche itself, the 
essence or principle of life, can never do likewise, admit its opposite.  An essence 
excludes its opposite.  Psyche is essentially alive, immortal.  [Notice: there is no 
individual immortality here.  Aristotle perhaps held that mind in its highest intellectual 
function was immortal, though the individual functions of mind perish with the body.] 

The key fourth proof may be spelled out in more detail: 

1.  “Tallness either gives way and withdraws as its opposite, shortness, approaches, or it 
has already ceased to exist by the time the other arrives” (102e).  [But why are 
predicates pertaining to participant things, e.g., “withdraws,” applied to forms?] 

2.  The opposite itself (the form, unlike opposite things) can never become opposite to 
itself (103b).  (This is a stable affirmation.) 

3.  For example, snow can never admit head; fire will never have the courage to admit 
cold (103c-d). 

the form                             HEAT            COLD 

participant things                   fire                  snow 

Is refusing to accept the opposite to life just a matter of course, or a matter of essential 
impossibility?  Does relying on myth indicate a withdrawal, a cowardly attitude toward 
death?  A fire does go out, and snow does melt. 

4.  The number three does not admit evenness (104d). 

the form                             ODDNESS                                         EVENNESS 

            another level of form?             The number three                

participant things                   particular groups of three things 

Simmias and Cebes were Pythagoreans.  Pythagoras taught that the soul is a number.  
That doctrine, unmentioned here, tremendously affects the interpretation of the 
argument and the estimate of its validity. 

5.  The forms have relations of necessary connection and exclusion.  The name of the 
form (eidos) is everlastingly applicable, not only to the form itself, but also to something 
else, which is not the form but always has its distinguishing characteristic (morphe) 
(103e).  (This is another stable affirmation.) 

6.  A new doctrine of causation, not simple participation (105b-c), is given.  What makes 
a body hot?  Not simply heat, but fire, i.e., the universal cause of heat (obvious to 
ancient Greeks).  What makes a body diseased?  Not simply disease, but fever. 

A form                                                                         FIRE 

A form that participates in a higher form               DISEASE 

A participant thing                                                    a diseased body 

Does Plato expect his readers to accept such a simple medical doctrine?  Thus fire 
plays the role of participant thing (103c) and essential cause (105c).  Is this a comment 
about the incoherence of Heraclitean fire-cosmology, or does it prepare the keen reader 
to detect the coming fallacy? 

7.  The clincher (105c-d). 

                        LIFE (the alive itself, also a form)            DEATH (a form) 

SOUL (the form) 

Socrates, Cebes, participants in life 

Since soul is formally, essentially, connected with life, soul cannot admit the opposite of 
life.  (The conclusion here is that soul does not admit death any more than three admits 
evenness.  But this argument proves, at best, that the form soul does not admit death, 
not that the individual Socrates, a participant in the form of soul, is immortal.  In Greek 
culture, the soul is, by definition, what makes a body alive.  

8.  Socrates concludes, “Then it is as certain as anything can be, Cebes, that soul [in 
general] is immortal and imperishable, and that our souls [in particular] will really exist in 
the next world” (107a).   Plato is likely very aware of the problems in the argument (and 
he returns to the problem by launching a notion of an individual essence for particular 
human beings in the Theaetetus).  If the soul were agreed to be a number or an 
individual essence, then the status of the argument would seem much stronger. 

  

The importance of caring for the soul, then, by training and education, is evident.  It is 
not likely that death ends all.  S offers a likely story—not a philosophic certainty—of the 
experiences of the soul after it leaves the body—for punishment/correction or for the 
higher regions above our earthly level. 

As he prepares to die, S has to rebuke his friends for their persistent incomprehension 
and emotion.  They will not have to bury Socrates, only his body.  Socrates departs. 

  

STUDY QUESTIONS 

 1.  Restate Socrates' reasoning against suicide (62b-e)? 

 2.  How does S characterize philosophy at 64a? 

 3.  What is death, according to S (64c)? 

 4.  What role does the body play in the philosophic life (64d-67b)? 

 5.  What are the characteristics of the "forms"--the Just itself, the Beautiful, and Good, 
Size, Health, Strength, etc. (74a-75e)? 

6.  How can false appearances of virtue arise (68b-69b)? 

7.  What do we learn about the forms from 74b-76a? 

8.  What characteristics of forms and participant things are presented at 78c-79a? 

9.  What questions does S first try to answer by natural science (96a-b)?  What does the 
range of the questions suggest about S's interest? 

10.  What questions does S hope to have answered on the basis of a philosophy 
interpreting the cosmos as the product of a divine, purposive mind (97c-98b)?  What 
does the range of questions suggest about S's interest? 

11.  How does S refute a materalistic explanation of human action (98c-99b)? 

12.  S's proof for the immortality of the soul depends upon the essential, necessary LINK 
between some forms.  Which two forms are involved in the main line of S's proof (not the 
illustrations that S uses to make the listener familiar with the concept)?  Explain the 
relation between these two forms. 

13.  Does S succeed in proving that the soul is immortal?  What is the best reasoning 
that can be given in favor of this conclusion or a similar conclusion?  Does the best 
reasoning amount to a proof? 

14.  What is the significance of the fact that S offers a concluding myth to charm our 
fears of death away?  His vision of the soul’s experience after death something that we 
are not supposed to take seriously as philosophers? 
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Plato's Symposium (Banquet)

Here is an outline of the dialogue, followed by a summary of Nygren's critique and some questions for 
writing and discussing..

Social-Practical Frame: Glaucon asks Apollorodus, a misanthropic fan of Socrates, who remembers 
what Aristodemus remembers about the banquet to celebrate Agathon’s winning the prize for tragedy.  
Socrates invites Aristodemus to come with him, but arrives late due to falling into philosophic 
concentration.  S’s leadership is contrasted with Agathon’s abdication.  Those gathered agree to drink 
moderately and to give speeches in praise of eros (love).

The Speech of Phaedrus.  Eros is the oldest god, the source of the highest good.  Love is a feeling of 
shame over shameful deeds and a desire to emulate noble ones.  The love is ethical, being moved by 
concern for his reputation with the beloved.  The lover’s passion brings courage, e.g., in battle, which 
benefits the state greatly and is respected by heaven.  The lover is more god-like than the beloved youth.

For Pausanias, eros is not one, but two: heavenly eros (constant, patient, mutual devotion) is separate 
from shameful, crude, earthly eros (love him and leave him; going after boys who are too young; going 
too fast; motivated by the desire for money or power).  The act in itself is neither good nor bad; the 
intended consequences make the difference—if the beloved submits in order to acquire wisdom and 
virtue, then it’s ok.  P gives a critical review of legislation pertaining to love in various city-states.

Eriximachus (a physician) presents an encyclopedic and cosmic concept of eros as effective throughout 
the universe.  Eros is a harmony of opposites, e.g., in music or climate.  There is a science of eros, 
discerning what desires are healthy and ought to be satisfied.  One must be moderate in all things.  Good 
eros is the mightiest power, from which comes joy and friendship with the gods.

For Aristophanes, a writer of comedies, love is unknown; otherwise his friendship and power would be 
more celebrated.  Originally there were three types of human beings: male, female, and androgynous.  
Each human being had two heads (oriented in opposite directions) and two sets of sex organs.  Human 
power led to human pride, which led to rebellion against the gods, who responded by limited 
punishment (to conserve the honors of mortal worship).  Human beings were split up.  Their genitals 
were put in the front for gratification and procreation.  Now (though we do not realize it) eros is a 
yearning to recover lost wholeness through fusion with one’s complement.  Homosexual men are the 
most courageous, cherishing what is like themselves. More disobedience to the gods will lead to more 
fragmentation, so the leadership of eros must never be opposed; happiness for all men and women 
comes from finding one’s mate, a kindred mind.  We should sing the praises of the god, Eros.

Agathon (young and beautiful writer of a tragedy) undertakes to celebrate the nature of the god Eros: 
young, most joyful, tender, dwelling in soft souls, graceful, free of suffering, non-violent, best, just, 
temperate, courageous, wise, artistically inspiring, incentive to procreation, patron of the arts, 
transcending cruel necessity by opening the love of beauty and the creation of all good things for gods 
and men, healing alienation, providing leadership in rituals, comrade in misery, singer of songs that 
enchant gods and men.

Socrates will speak the truth, not blind flattery.  He begins by refuting the very notion that eros is a god.  
S interrogates Agathon and wins his agreement that love is love of something, namely, of the beautiful, 
which eros lacks (to an intermediate degree).  Hence the superlative attributes of divinity belong to the 
beloved—beauty—not to eros. 

            S. tells that he had previously received instruction in eros from the seer, Diotima, the woman 
who initiated him, in dialogue, into the mysteries of love.  Eros is the child of Resourcefulness and 
Poverty, the spirit (daimon) intermediate in the communication between the gods and mortals.  We 
misunderstand eros because we tend to think not of the whole of eros, but only of its parts.  Eros is the 
desire to possess the beautiful . . . or, rather, to possess the beautiful forever . . . or, rather, to be creative 
in the beautiful.  Eros thus inspires physical and intellectual creativity, in quest of immortality, 
preserving itself through leaving something similar behind.  We love what is beautiful, assuming it to be 
good.  The quest for beauty thus leads to goodness, whose permanent possession fulfills the human quest 
for happiness.

            There are ascending rungs of the "ladder," or recommended steps toward the culminating 
realization of beauty itself.  One begins by falling in love with, or learning to appreciate the beauty of, 
particular bodies, souls, and so on.

●     a beautiful body (and bringing forth—at each stage—appropriate discourse), ascending—if it is 
beauty we seek

1.  fall in erotic love with a single beautiful body
2.  express yourself very passionately in response
3.  fall in love with other beautiful bodies (not every body needs to be seen as beautiful)
4.  realize that the many beautiful bodies have something in common (beauty)
5.  decide to pursue beauty (rather than just chasing after more bodies)
6.  relax the passion for the individual body

●     a noble soul
●     fine customs and laws
●     intellectually satisfying sciences
●     the beautiful itself: eternal, entire, not a matter of perspective, constant, unaffected, the one form 

in which all other beautiful things participate, the truth.

Diotima concludes by evoking a vision of a living continuously illumined by beauty, a divinely blessed 
life.

The most crucial distinction is between that has beauty and what is beauty.  What has beauty are 
individual beautiful things; they may come and go, but beauty itself remains what it is.  What is beauty is 
beauty itself, the "form."

Alcibiades [the brilliant military leader who later would prove a traitor to Athens, a fact known to those 
who are remembering this banquet] bursts in, drunken.  His speech is in praise of Socrates, whose inner, 
divine beauty he has glimpsed.  S’ conversation is more inflaming than fine rhetoric.  S’ presence makes 
Alcibiades ashamed.  S refused Alcibiades’ sexual invitations (as an exchange of genuine beauty for 
glitter).  Alcibiades describes S as being extraordinarily tough, full of self-mastery, persistent in 
contemplation, courageous, loyal, unique, superb in discourse (despite appearances), tricking outwardly 
beautiful men into making him their beloved.

 

Return to the Social-Practical Frame: Socrates and Alcibiades are competing for Agathon’s attentions.  
Revelers burst in.  Agathon, Aristophanes, and S stay up, drinking, as S argues that the same person 
must be able to write tragedy and comedy.  The others go to sleep, as S takes up another, normal day.

  

Exercise on beauty--what has beauty and what is beauty

1.  As Socrates recounts his own early instruction in the surprising range and function of eros as leading 
up to the grasp of beauty itself, he recalls the teaching of Diotima, whose educational “ladder” begins 
with erotic attraction to an individual human body.  A reading of Plato’s dialogues, however, shows that 
Plato is aware of more things that participate in beauty than the types of participant things that show up 
on this list.  Let’s begin with the beauties of nature in a broader sort: a favorite scene or spectacle, a 
favorite place in nature.  Describe the features that make this place or scene beautiful to you.

2.  Diotima’s ladder also omits the fine arts (mentioned in other dialogues; note that the host of the party, 
Agathon, is the writer of a prize-winning tragic theater play).  Please select a work of fine art (poetry, 
fiction, drama, painting, sculpture, music, ballet) and explain what it is in the work that enables you to 
find beauty or charm in it.

3.  Do you agree with Diotima that a fine character or person or psyche shows beauty in a higher sense 
than an outwardly attractive body?  Give your reasons why.

4.  Are you able to find beauty in any laws or customs or practices or activities?  Explain, giving an 
example (even the best example that you think some could produce, even though you have your reasons 
for denying that this example manifests beauty).

5.  Have you ever had an intellectual insight or enjoyed an intellectual experience in your studies that 
you might call beautiful?  Recall an experience that one might consider beautiful and say why you 
would consider it beautiful—or why not.

6.  Have you ever had an insight into beauty (beauty itself—what is beauty, not merely what has beauty)
—perhaps a spiritual experience—beyond any of the particular kinds of experience mentioned thus far?  
Please describe it and compare and contrast it with Plato’s account.

 

A few notes

 1.  The topic of leadership is one of those raised implicitly by the social interaction preceding the 
speeches in Plato’s Symposium.  We see Socrates as a leader, in sharpest contrast to Alcibiades, the 
leader who (after the dramatic date of the dialogue) will bring down thorough disgrace upon himself as 
the military commander who betrayed Athens in its protracted war with Sparta.

 2.  Socrates is sometimes reputed to have gone into a catatonic trance, in order to explain how he was 
unaffected by some of the extraordinary physical performances attributed to him, such as standing 
outside barefoot in the snow all night.  We see him following the mind-gravity of philosophic meditation 
as he stops to think and bids his partner go on ahead to the party.  Notice Socrates’ lucidity and 
responsible, intelligent effectiveness as he conducts the situation in the midst of his contemplative 
plunge.  This performance shows not trance but integrated living at its height.

 3.  How would Plato respond to Phaedrus’ speech?  Of course the answers to such questions are partly 
speculative, but the more we know of Plato’s writing elsewhere the more plausible will be our estimate.  
The most general observation that can be made is that Socrates’ refutation of Agathon’s assertion that 
eros is a god refutes all the previous speakers as well.  Eros is not a god, since eros pursues beauty, 
which it therefore lacks, and thus lacks an essential feature of divinity.
            Observe, next, that Phaedrus, like other speakers, portrays the “god” on the model of his own 
characteristics.  In this speech, for example, eros is said to be the oldest of the gods.  We should note the 
irony and understand Plato’s tacit observation that we tend to project our conception of God in our own 
image instead of taking up the radical adventure of the philosophic quest for truth, beauty, goodness, and 
that which is truly divine.
            Finally, note the role ascribed to reputation by Phaedrus.  Lovers will be valiant in defense of the 
city because they are, as it were, showing off for their partners.  Plato, from the Crito onwards, 
repeatedly makes it clear that concern for how others see oneself, concern for one’s reputation, is based 
not in the highest part of the soul but in the second highest—the emotional part, whose leading virtue is 
courage.  For Plato, on the other hand, true courage is rooted in a wisdom that is centered on knowledge 
of truth.
 
 4.  Plato’s response to the speech of Pausanias would include, above all, his “argument” showing how 
eros can properly be understood as one, not two.  The ascending path of eros portrayed by “Diotima” 
begins at the physical level, which, if pursued in isolation from the true quest for beauty, becomes the 
promiscuous and shameful vice that Pausanias calls “common eros.”  What makes eros one, for Plato, is 
its steadfast pursuit of true beauty.  Appreciating and celebrating what is beautiful on every level, eros 
stays true to its quest.
 
 5.  Eriximachus, arguably, presents the figure of rootless knowledge, the appearance of science without 
the reality of knowledge.  His opinions are attractive and give the impression of wide learning, but he 
lacks the deeper foundation he needs.  Plato’s Timaeus shows how a philosopher undertakes cosmology 
and medicine, by clarifying first and foremost, as best one can, the eternal patterns which are replicated 
in an evolutionary way in the realm of space and time.  (a physician) presents an encyclopedic and 
cosmic concept of eros as effective throughout the universe.  Eros is a harmony of opposites, e.g., in 
music or climate.  There is a science of eros, discerning what desires are healthy and ought to be 
satisfied.  One must be moderate in all things.  Good eros is the mightiest power, from which comes joy 
and friendship with the gods.
 
 6.  We know that Plato was reputed to have kept a copy of writings of Aristophanes beside his bed.  To 
sense the kinship between them, recall Plato’s delight in portraying philosophic insights through 
artistically woven myths not intended to be taken with literal seriousness.  Plato does appreciate how 
rare and beautiful is true friendship with a kindred mind.  He also celebrates same-sex love in men above 
heterosexual love.  Could Plato agree that eros is a yearning to recover lost wholeness through fusion 
with one’s complement?  Plato would probably regard that notion as a confused approximation to his 
own concept.  However, since Aristophanes cannot be said to take his own myth with literal seriousness 
either, his actual view (if he has a settled position) is finally concealed as much as Plato often conceals 
his own settled position (to whatever extent he may be rightfully said to have one).
 
 7.  The remarks just made about Phaedrus and Eriximachus can be adapted to Agathon.  He projects a 
falsely divine eros in his own image and he celebrates a host of virtues without giving any evidence of 
the philosophic foundation they require.  His fumbling hospitality is a foil for the demonstration of 
Socrates’ true leadership, and his vanity  (despite his having won the Athenian equivalent of the Oscar 
for Best Picture of the year) makes him an easy mark for an insightful critic.
 
 8.  The speech of Alcibiades is the saddest of all.  Here we see a beautiful and gifted man, desperately 
in love with Socrates, who is even granted insight into the beauty of the eternal “forms” in the knowing 
soul of Socrates.  By remaining on the level of passion for an individual human being, he fails to ascend 
to the heights that alone could ennoble him to become a fitting lover and a trustworthy military leader.
 
 9.  A few remarks about Socrates’ speech.  
            Note first the dialectical movement as one definition of eros after another is superseded.  As the 
reader/listener follows the sequence of teaching, the passion for insight leads to the transformation of 
the initial concept.  First, the most basic logic of the concept is clarified.  Love is love of something.  
Next step: It is love of the beautiful.  Next: we seek (love, in this ancient Greek concept of eros) what we 
do not possess.  Therefore love is not beautiful.  Therefore love is not a god (since divinity must be 
beautiful).  This is a revolutionary conclusion, though the conviviality of the evening appears to take no 
note of the fact.
            Love desires . . . to possess beauty.  Correction: to possess beauty forever.  Correction: to be 
creative in beauty.  Distinction: intellectual/cultural/spiritual creativity is higher than mere physical 
creativity.  [Question: can the higher kind of creativity be neglected in child-rearing?]  Note what a 
radically different quality of desire we have by the end of this series of dialectical corrections.
            In another dialectical shift of major importance the focus moves between beauty and goodness.  
We only pursue the beautiful because we assume that it is good.  Our deepest desire is for enduring 
happiness, and that is understood to involving living in goodness.  So the pursuit of beauty is part of a 
life governed by goodness.

10.  There are three Greek words translated by "love": eros (the topic of this dialogue); philia (friendship 
or loving relationship generally); and agape (spiritual love).  

11.  Plato's teaching contrasts sharply with that of Pauanias, for whom eros is not one, but two: a vulgar, 
hasty, selfish eros and a noble, patient, beneficial eros.  

12.  Dogmatism does not offer a ladder to enable skeptics and others to share in discovery. 

13.  There is no reason to think that the list of steps presented here is complete.  Plato shows sensitivity 
to the beauties of nature and the charm of the arts.  

14.  The key to progress is whether the lover is motivated to seek the eidos or form of beauty, universal 
beauty.

15.  Pay special attention to the kinds of discourse that express the response to beauty on the different 
rungs of the ladder.  In particular, think of the shift from the physical level to the level of the 
appreciation of the quality of character or soul.

16.  Regarding laws or customs, you might think of the nobility of a constitution that makes provision 
for the separation of legislative, executive, and judicial functions of government.  Think also of beauty 
as a way of acting, how we do what we do.

17.  Realize the asymmetry of truth, beauty, and goodness for Plato.  Beauty we initially respond to on a 
physical level.  Truth conveys what the intellect can understand and comprehend.  Beauty and goodness 
seem to be on a higher level.  (One might say a spiritual level, except that Plato does not sustain the 
Socratic realization of the indwelling divine spirit (daimon) and continues to talk of reason (nous, 
intellect) as the function of mind operating on both the level of mathematical and philosophical science 
and on the level of insight into that which is beyond being or essence (as the Republic says of the good).  
The Republic and the Symposium both represent their highest "forms," goodness and beauty, as on a 
level beyond everything else philosophy can strive to grasp (e.g., justice, courage, and so on).  

 

Platonic eros and Christian agape

            The term "love" in English is used to translate three words in Greek: eros (the topic of this 
dialogue), agape (spiritual love) , and philia (friendship or loving relationship generally).  It's not clear 
that eros and agape are properly interpreted as competitors, as though they were answers to the same 
question.  Nevertheless, Plato's (Socrates’ [Diotima’s]) teaching on “erotic” love in the Symposium has 
been criticized by Lutheran (Protestant Christian) theologian Anders Nygren as being diametrically 
opposed to the quality of love (agape–the New Testament word) that Jesus taught.  I have constructed, 
from part of Nygren’s famous book, Agape and Eros, the following table of contrasts.  

 

EROS AGAPE

Acquisitive desire and longing Sacrificial giving

An upward movement Comes down from fullness to need 

Man’s way to God God’s way to man

Man’s effort; it assumes that man’s salvation is his 
own work

God’s grace; salvation is the work of divine love

Egocentric love, a form of self-assertion of the 
highest, noblest, most sublime kind

Unselfish love; it “seeketh not its own”; it gives 
itself away

Seeks to gain its life, a life divine, immortalized Lives the life of God, and thus dares to lose one’s 
life

The will to get and possess, which depends on 
want and need

Freedom in giving, which depends on wealth and 
plenty

Primarily man’s love; God is the object of Eros.  
Even when it is attributed to God, Eros is patterned 
on human love.

Primarily God’s love; God is agape.  Even when it 
is attributed to man, agape is patterned on divine 
love.

Determined by the quality, the beauty and worth of 
its object; it is not spontaneous, but “evoked,” 
“motivated”

Sovereign in relation to its object, directed to both 
“the evil and the good”; spontaneous, overflowing, 
unmotivated

Recognizes value in its object—and loves it Loves—and creates value in its object

  

Nikolai Berdaiev teaches that we need both types of love (see the packet, especially Slavery and 
Freedom Chapter 1, Personality, pp. 55-56).  Here are questions for you to answer.  

1.  Is it really possible to combine both types of love?  If you do not identify with the religious 
dimension of Nygren’s concept of agape, substitute your own, non-religious or differently religious 
concept.

2.  Is there any evidence in Socrates of the type of love Nygren calls agape?  

3.  Berdiaev has a dramatic sense of the higher and lower in man.  Berdiaev’s position bears a remote 
similarity to Pausianias’ speech in the Symposium (Rouse pp. 78-82) distinguishing a higher, noble kind 
of eros from a lower, vulgar kind of eros.  Socrates, however, seems implicitly to respond that those 
who seek beauty in the full sense (the eidos or form, “the beautiful itself”) show, by their integrative 
experience, that eros is one.  Is love one or two?

4.  How does philosophy as “the love of wisdom” fit—if at all—into these types?
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Plato's Republic

Republic Book I

            It is possible that Book I was originally a dialogue standing by itself.  S goes down to the port 
near Athens to see the festival, and is pressed to stay by friends.  The early conversation raises the 
question about what justice is, and the answer of the gentle and unphilosophic patriarch, Cephalus, is 
easily refuted.  We often think we know something about a key concept, but when we try to spell it out, 
we find that objections can arise.  Cephalus’ universal definition of justice includes the stipulation that 
you should give back what you owe.  Socrates then raises a counterexample to point out that in some 
cases it is not wise and right (just) to give back what belongs to someone). 

Then Polemarchus takes up the discussion, and his proposal uses the conventional ancient Greek maxim 
about helping friends and harming enemies.  Socrates points out that the just person, as such, has no 
techne (skill, art, craft—know how) that is required in any practical situation. 

            These criticisms provoke Thrasymachus to launch an abusive attack on Socrates himself.  
Thrasymachus is a cynical sophist who claims all the virtues for the unjust person, saying that the unjust 
person is happier, because to be just and fair puts one at a disadvantage.  We observe that people in 
power in fact arrange matters for their own interest.  It is only smart to do likewise if one can.

            Thrasymachus defines justice as “the interest of the stronger.”  Socrates shows the ambiguity of 
the definition, which could mean (1) whatever the person(s) in power want (are interested in) or call for 
(by making laws and issuing decrees) or (2) whatever is truly in the interest of that person.  The point is 
that it takes knowledge (to pursue which requires philosophic dedication and humility)—which 
Thrasymachus resists.            

To govern (rule) involves the exercise of a techne, and Socrates’ next line of argument presents 
an analogy between governing and other technai whose practice involves primary care for the 
other, not for the self.  The good shepherd, for example, cares for the sheep (the weaker), not for 
himself. 

Plato, Republic V 474c - VII.  The portrait of the philosopher

            In the structure of the typical Platonic dialogue, there is a middle section that offers more 
profound teaching, more directly representing Plato’s own thoughts, than in the other portions of the 
dialogue, where Socrates (or the philosophic protagonist) speaks with more irony so as to engage the 
level of thinking of the interlocutors (conversation partners).  Here is a summary of the central portion of 
the Republic.

For the state to flourish in justice, those in power must be philosophers [and queens] (474c).

But who are the philosophers (474b)? 

•       Love the whole of wisdom (474c - 475c)

•       Love all learning (475c)

•       Can distinguish beauty (the beautiful itself) from things that have beauty (partake of 
beauty, participate in beauty) (475e – 476d)

•       Pursue the knowledge of what truly is, rather than opinion, which is the maximum 
cognitive achievement regarding that which partly is and partly is not (476d – 480a)

•       Have a pattern in their soul as a basis for legislation regarding the beautiful, just, and 
good which they draw like an artist imitating a model (484c-d)

•       Strive for truth in everything and remain loyal to truth their whole lives (485b-d)

•       Strive for what is whole and complete, both human and divine (486a)

•       Possess the virtues that flow from regarding bodily pleasures as of little import 
compared with the higher pleasures of the soul (485d – 487a)

•       Have a good memory (486c)

Those who criticize philosophy for cultivating uselessness (487b-e) are like a mob of sailors, ignorant of 
navigation, who want to take control of the ship (487e – 489d).

In a city where philosophy is not prized, those with the rare gifts for philosophy will be corrupted by the 
mass culture (489d – 496a).

There is a slight chance for men and women gifted with philosophic potentials to receive a proper 
education to develop those potentials and then gaining the power to order and administer the government 
(496a – 504a).

The most difficult knowledge to gain is knowledge of goodness (the idea of the good, the form of the 
good, the good itself, the good).  Glaucon and Adamantus are not prepared for this level of education, so 
Socrates will give some analogies instead (504a – 507a).

1.  The good is like the sun which illumines the eye, enabling it to see what is visible.  (The good 
illumines the mind, enabling it to grasp the knowledge of true forms.) (507a – 509b)

2.  Our mind has four gears for grasping the four levels of what is more or less real—which may be 
represented in terms of a divided line: opinion grasps perceivable images and things; knowledge grasps 
mathematical and other forms.  Mathematical thinking relies on images and makes assumptions about 
first principles.  Philosophic thinking does not rely on images or examples but only on forms, and it 
ascends to grasp true beginnings that depend on no assumptions. (509d – 511e)

3.  The process of education is like being dragged painfully out of a cave into the light, where we 
gradually learn to see what can be seen there, and ultimately to behold the source, the sun.  Philosophic 
education aims at the conversion of the soul, from being caught up in the things of the senses to being 
oriented to what is eternal, unchanging, and perfect. (514a – 519d)

            Here's a diagram of the analogy between the good and the sun.

  

The Sun: an offspring of the good The Good

Cause of sight Cause of knowing

Dispenses a flood of power “Illumines” the soul (psyche); gives the knower the 
power to know; gives truth to the things known 
(hence the “cause” of understanding)

Whatever is fully illumined is clearly seen All that is fully “illumined” is clearly known; 
when darkness is mixed with light, we have only 
opinions, which may happen to be right, like a 
blind man walking down a road that happens to be 
the right one 

Sight is most sunlike Knowing and truth are like the good

The sun is beyond the visible things it illumines Beyond being; provides the being and essence of 
what is known; more beautiful than knowledge or 
truth

Promotes the generation, growth, and nurture of 
visible things

Promotes the acquisition of knowledge

  

The importance of growing to participate increasingly in goodness.  A hostage held for six years in a 
Lebanese basement distinguished three groups of terrorists: thugs, fanatics, and people with, in part, 
some legitimate grievances.  When these three tendencies unite in the same individuals, it is easy to 
dismiss the third dimension.  Many Muslims are critical of American society, e.g., for its low moral 
standards and I’m-going-to-do-what-I-damn-well-please attitude.  Plato makes a similar criticism of a 
certain type of society.  Additional assigned reading: Rouse pp. 214-15; 353-60 (to be discussed 
Wednesday, week 6 if not before).

1.  More on the first analogy—the good and the sun

This text may be interpreted as reflecting a spiritual discovery of Socrates and Plato (cf. the common 
distinction between spirituality and religion)

P: People in positions of responsibility in the political community should truly be well 
qualified . . . and this includes knowing goodness

P: Philosophic work is the best preparation to take you to the penultimate stage from 
which this realization of the good may dawn.

  

2.  The divided line

Epistemologically, there are levels of the human mind in correlation with metaphysical 
levels of reality.

Plato’s goal in education is to promote a “conversion”—a turning of the soul from being 
engaged mainly in pursuing the pleasures of the senses and other goods such as money, 
honor, reputation, appearance, power, victory.  The soul rather thrives by identifying itself 
with things of enduring reality and value.

Think how we would make these points today.  Think of the media images of bodily 
things: so glamorous, or shocking, or emotionally gripping in some commercially useful 
way.  Think of the scientific understanding of these things, grasping the broad, underlying 
features of things (we have a much more complex idea today of the objects of knowledge 
that Plato called “forms”).  Remember the limited state of ancient Greek mathematics 
(except geometry), that limited Plato’s ability to develop his project of mathematical 
physics (without the zero from India arithmetic was greatly hampered, and without 
algebra from the Arabs analytic geometry, invented by Descartes, was not available).  
Mathematics as a mental discipline preparing the mind for dialectic.  Think of the central 
reasoning in the Crito as an example of moving downward from first principles (until 
Crito fails to follow Socrates’ indication of the next step, and Socrates shifts gears into a 
discourse using images, the image of the laws catching Socrates and engaging him in 
critical conversation).

3.  The cave: The long and difficult path . . . into the light

            philosophic work, dealing with intellectual challenges

            decades of devoted living

the labor of concept formation--presupposed by reasoning which begins 
with statements (of propositions) that use terms that symbolize concepts.  If 
the concepts are shallow, the reasoning loses its interest.

 

An exercise on the middle section of Plato’s Republic
             The point of this exercise is to get you active, to express in writing what you have gleaned from 
your reading.  Write two paragraphs for each question.
Beware.  If you are reading Rouse’s translation, beware of his error at 505a (p. 303 in Rouse) when he 
writes “the perfect model of the good”; he even has a footnote explaining that literally the text says “the 
idea of the good.”  “Idea” here is an approximate synonym for eidos, form.  Rouse also mistranslates 
“idea” by “ideal,” though it may be argued that the forms do in fact function as ideals.  Nor does the 
word for “perfect” appear in the Greek.  See the web document on Plato’s teaching on the forms.
 
1.  What does “the idea of the good” do for the knower and realities known by the intellect (nous, 
reason) analogous to what the sun does for the eye and the things that are visible? (Rouse pp. 306-09, 
507b-509b)
 



2.  What is the message of the allegory of the cave?  (Rouse 312-17, 514a – 519c)
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Mind Circuits

Jeffrey Wattles 

For the Northeast Ohio Philosophy Consortium, October, 2002 

We tend to think of persons as separate units, because we see persons embodied, discretely 
localized.  Someone may remind us: organic life is open interaction with the environment; 
we continuously receive energies from elsewhere; our bodies exert a gravitational 
attraction on remote bodies; but for practical reasons we tend simply to take persons as 
separate units.  After all, we are individuals, each with free will and our own decisions to 
make.

          Regarding the mind, however, theorists of language and society have 
challenged an atomistic notion.  The language we speak we learn from others, and 
it is a shared cultural possession.  True, to a significant extent we say what we 
choose and in our own way, but a general cultural system operates in us as we 
speak.  Language or mind or culture is then a field in which we participate.  And 
circuits of communication flow between senders and recipients. 

          A striking domain opens up for those who explore the thought that in the 
field of mind there are one or more circuits centered in a divine source.  Is such a 
thought plausible?  To develop the proposal, I will comment on a neglected passage 
of Plato and its connections with other passages in Plato and Aristotle.  I was 
moved to undertake this study by a seminar last summer given by Moussa Ndiaye 
of the University of Dakar in Senegal, West Africa.  In this paper I mainly 
elaborate the proposal by commenting on some threads of classical Greek 
epistemology.  Then I add a sketch of Ndiaye’s teaching and a few comments. 

          Thomas Aquinas in the Summa Theologiae would sometimes cite a verse of 
scripture to preface his response, not as a proof, just an indication.  My quotation is 
from the prophet Isaiah, “The spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the spirit of 
wisdom and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of 
knowledge” (11.2). 

  

1.  Mind circuits in Plato 

In Plato’s dialogue, the Ion, as Socrates pursues the comic task of deflating a 
boaster, he injects some deeper teaching for the reader’s consideration.  Speaking 
to the rhapsode Ion, who has just won a prize for his recitation of some poetry of 
Homer, Socrates makes a remarkable proposal. 

          

It’s a divine power that moves you, as a “magnetic” stone moves iron 
rings. . . .  This stone not only pulls those rings, if they’re iron, it also puts 
power in the rings, so that they in turn can do just what the stone does—pull 
other rings—so that there’s sometimes a very long chain of iron pieces and 
rings hanging from one another.  And the power in all of them depends on this 
stone.  In the same way, the Muse makes some people inspired herself, and 
then through those who are inspired a chain of other enthusiasts is suspended.  
You know, none of the epic poets, if they’re good, are masters of their subject; 
they are inspired, possessed, and that is how they utter all those beautiful 
poems.” (533d2-e9) 

  

Though the ensuing conversation shows Ion to be a clever rhetorical manipulator, 
not a man divinely possessed, Socrates continues the allegory: 

This spectator is the last of the rings . . . .  The middle ring is you, the 
rhapsode or actor, and the first one is the poet himself.  The god pulls people’s 
souls through all these wherever he wants, looping the power down from one 
to another.  And just as if it hung from that stone, there’s an enormous chain 
of choral dancers and dance teachers and assistant teachers hanging off to the 
sides of the rings that are suspended from the Muse.  One poet is attached to 
one Muse, another to another (we say he is “possessed,” and that’s near 
enough, for he is held).  From these first rings, from the poets, they are 
attached in their turn and inspired, from one poet, some from another; some 
from Orpheus, some from Musaeus, and many are possessed and held from 
Homer.  You are one of them, Ion, and you are possessed from Homer.  And 
when anyone sings the work of another poet, you’re asleep and you’re lost 
about what to say; but when any song of that poet is sounded, you are 
immediately awake, your soul is dancing, and you have plenty to say . . . .  
(535e7 - 536d1) 

If this praise does not properly belong to Ion, it may nevertheless suggest to the 
alert reader something of Plato’s thoughts about circuits of mind.  

          Of course, someone may object to taking this passage seriously.  Plato is 
notorious for irony, and it is common to disregard such passages as mere mythical 
ornamentation surrounding Plato’s core dialectical philosophical concerns.  My 
own view is that Plato inserts such artistic passages as this one in the Ion in order to 
communicate insights for which he cannot offer dialectical grounding.  Plato’s 
purpose is to stimulate our adventure of discovery, an adventure that, while 
centered on the quest to know the forms, nonetheless engages all dimensions of the 
human soul.  It thus remains the reader’s choice whether to work heuristically with 
such passages. 

Here are the main points that I infer from Socrates’ speech in the Ion.  

          1.  There are mind circuits, whose proximate superhuman origins are the 
gods. 

          2.  They are multiple (different muses inspire different poets). 

          3.  We are differentially receptive to them (some interpreters are alive to one 
poet but not another). 

          4.  They link humans to the divine. 

5.  They communicate divine blessings. 

  

          After the Ion Plato does not abandon the idea of mind circuits.  In Socrates’ 
speech in the Symposium he has Diotima speak of eros as a circuit carrying prayers 
from mortals to the gods and divine blessings from the gods to mortals (202e3-5).  
In the Republic Socrates speaks of the good as a source enabling the intellect to 
know.  He compares the good to the sun, which illumines the field within which 
visual perception becomes possible (508b7-e3).  Thus, in two major dialogues 
Plato continues to develop his thinking about the links between human mind and 
divine realities.  Characteristically, Plato never sets down systematic doctrine, 
which would appear as just another opinion, preferring to stimulate our own quest 
for insight. 

  

2.  Aristotle’s hesitant notion of participation in divine mind 

          We have no evidence that Plato’s mythic and metaphorical indications about 
mind circuits in the Ion made an appeal to Aristotle.  Nevertheless, Aristotle links 
intellect, the highest level of psyche, or soul, with divine mind.  Thus Aristotle 
preserves a certain kinship to Plato.  Aristotle posits three levels of psyche. 

  

1.  The most basic function of psyche is interface with the body, enabling vital 
functions to operate. 

2.  The next function of psyche is perception. 

          3.  The highest function of psyche is intellectual activity, the mind’s 
contemplative engagement in eternal, unchanging truth and divine reality. 

  

          What does the human mind have to do with divinity?  The text we have of 
Aristotle’s De Anima preserves a hint, however controversial its interpretation, that 
there is a single divine mind operative in the highest thinking of all humans.  
Aristotle writes that “while the faculty of sensation is dependent upon the body, 
mind is separable from it” (III.5 429b5).  Then he goes on to write, 

  

Actual knowledge is identical with its object: in the individual, potential knowledge 
is in time prior to actual knowledge, but in the universe as a whole it is not prior 
even in time.  Mind is not at one time knowing and at another not.  When mind is 
set free from its present conditions it appears as just what it is and nothing more: 
this alone is immortal and eternal (we do not, however, remember its former 
activity, because, while mind in this sense is impassible, mind as passive is 
destructible, and without it nothing thinks).” (430a22-25 Random House, McKeon 
edition, 1941, translation by J. A. Smith). 

  

John Rist cites Alexander of Aphrodiasias and Ockham’s razor in favor of the 
interpretation that “the productive intellect . . . is none other than God.  (The Mind 
of Aristotle, University of Toronto Press, 1989, p. 182). 

What I think is reasonable to say is that Aristotle’s text is ambiguous.  Our highest 
thinking participates in, or approximates, the activity of the divine mind.  In two 
other passages, Aristotle offers alternative interpretations.  Toward the close of the 
Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle celebrates the highest capacity of the human 
intellect, our activity of theoria, contemplative thinking, which he calls “either the 
divine or the most divine within us” (1177a18).  Later he urges us to strive to live 
as much as possible the divine life, to enjoy the highest happiness, which is 
possible because of that which is divine within the human being (1177a27).  In 
Metaphysics Book XII, Aristotle speaks further of theoria.  “If God is always in 
that good state in which we sometimes are, this compels our wonder; in if in a 
better this compels it yet more.  And God is in a better state.” (1072b23-25; 
McKeon ed., trans. W. D. Ross).  Thus Aristotle at first considers as a possibility 
that theoria is the condition of the mind of God, and then goes on to assert that the 
nature of God’s thinking transcends ours. 

          Aristotle’s hesitation—his ambiguity and his mention of alternative 
interpretations—in the De Anima, the Metaphysics, and the Nicomachean Ethics, is 
instructive.  He goes back and forth between considering the human intellect divine 
and acknowledging that God is beyond us.  Aristotle appears to want to affirm two 
things: phenomenologically, he finds there to be something divine about human 
experience at its highest.  Philosophically, he acknowledges that God transcends 
even the highest human activity.  This two-fold affirmation fits well with the thesis 
of the mind circuits.  The functions of the human, operating at their best, are 
wondrous indeed; they convey a feeling of continuity between the individual’s 
mind and the divine.  Yet there remains the reflection that Deity transcends such 
peak experiences. 

3.  Ndiaye’s list of mind circuits 

I want to offer as a resource the list of mind circuits that Ndiaye presents.  Each 
item on the list is proposed both as a normal and phenomenologically accessible 
function of the human mind and also as a mind circuit that divinely ministers to 
that function. 

1.  The first he calls “orientation.”  This circuit embraces Aristotle’s first two 
functions—perception and interface with the body.  Ndaiye also mentions our self-
protective reflex instincts and our orientation in space.  He describes the activity 
sponsored by each circuit as expanding in accord with the stages of human 
psychological development. 

  

            2.  The second is understanding.  This involves the association of ideas, 
coordinating present experience with past learning, and coming to quick judgment. 

  

            3.  The third is courage. 

  

            4.  The fourth he calls “adventure.”  The striving sponsored by this circuit is 
expressed in the scientific quest for knowledge and in other voyages of discovery. 
 Let me avoid a misunderstanding here.  This circuit of knowledge is not a channel 
that miraculously adds information and relieves us of the need to explore; rather it 
is a stimulus to responsible inquiry. 

            5.  The fifth is counsel.  This one is active in our socializing and in our 
ability to seek group wisdom.  It promotes our desire to harmonize our projects and 
activities with those of other people. 

            6.  The sixth is worship. 

            7.  The seventh is wisdom.  Wisdom coordinates all the other activites and 
balances them.  Each activity of mind, pursued by itself, could take us off on a 
tangent.  Wisdom gives integration to our lives.  The spirit, or circuit, of wisdom 
enhances our receptivity to divine wisdom. 

          The sequence of circuits presented by Ndiaye has a certain intelligibility.  
The sequence of the first two is very common.  Perception we interpret by 
associating ideas, and we judge how we will respond.  To undertake action, 
however, takes courage.  The adventure of advancing intelligence goes beyond a 
quick response to seek knowledge; and the quest is not solitary but social, shared.  
Ultimately the quest is for God; and the mind’s final task is to integrate all these 
levels of mind in a coherent and progressive unity. 

The resulting concept of mind circuits is roughly the following.  A mind circuit 
brings blessings from divine mind to the human mind of each individual.  The 
circuit sustains, enlivens, and guides a specific function or closely related set of 
functions basic to the human mind.  Taken as a whole, they provide a rich and 
integrating ministry to the human mind. 

  

4.  Comments 

I close with a few comments, the first about non-religious interpretations of the 
mind circuits.  Someone with a science-centered philosophy may prefer to 
contemplate how basic functions of mind are supported by the body or by life or by 
evolution or by the universe.  Someone with a humanistic philosophy may prefer to 
say that relaxed contemplation, prompted by suggestion suggestion, taps into a 
deep level of social-psychological support for our mind functions.  Each of these 
approaches offers a reductionistic explanation of any positive experience connected 
with these teachings.  I want to acknowledge and make room for reductionistic 
explanations—as part of the story but not the heart of the story.  It is an empirical 
question, to some extent, how equal the benefits would be for people operating 
with different philosophies. 

          The logical viability of religious and non-religious philosophies confirms to 
me that it is not possible to prove or disprove the existence of God, and any 
attempted proof or disproof assumes too much or proves too little.  Even if the 
existence of God is agreed upon, that agreement would not establish the plausibility 
of this proposal about circuits in the field of mind.  Take courage, for example.  If 
we find that we can indeed open ourselves to the spirit of courage and find that we 
do indeed promptly feel a luminous presence that banishes fear and destroys 
anxiety, and if we find that an enhanced quality of courage stays with us through 
our course of action, then we may infer that we are tapping into something.  That 
phenomenological experience, however, and the conviction that may spontaneously 
accompany it, of course do not prove the existence of a mind circuit.  Nor, I might 
add, does such an experience obviate the need for the process traditionally 
associated with the cultivation of virtue as a habit—the repeated exercise of good 
judgment in situations that may arouse fear.  In Thomistic terms, courage would be 
a virtue that is both acquired and infused. 

I want to mention one more problem, the question of identity conditions for these 
circuits.  Some of the circuits are said to serve multiple distinguishable operations 
of mind.  Why would it not be equally plausible to posit a separate circuit for each 
distinguishable operation?  In reply one could simply argue that the multiple 
operations covered by certain circuits are closely associated.  

The same question could be taken in the opposite direction.  Someone may agree 
that one’s mind is a gift from the Creator and that the Creator in some way 
ministers to the mind, but may see no need to posit multiple circuits.  Why would it 
not be better simply to say that God ministers to the mind, and that prayer 
regarding particular functions of mind may be surprisingly fruitful?  Pragmatically, 
the issue may make little or no difference.  Let me refer again, however, to the 
quote from Isaiah: “The spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the spirit of wisdom 
and understanding, the spirit of counsel and might, the spirit of knowledge.”  I do 
not want to add an exegetical burden to this proposal.  I would not argue that the 
Biblical context yields this concept of circuits.  Nevertheless, one can read Isaiah as 
giving an alternative: One can speak simply of the spirit of the Lord as a unity, or 
one can differentiate and speak of the spirits of wisdom, understanding, counsel, 
might, and knowledge. 

          Ndiaye’s teaching about mind circuits opened up what is for me a fresh line 
of thinking about ancient Greek epistemology.  Although his teaching is not a full 
theory of mind, I find that it continues to prove personally helpful.  My dissertation 
advisor William Earle used to characterize philosophy as “ontological 
autobiography.”  By that he meant that we should simply aim to describe our 
experience in the most deep and universal way, so that as many as possible of those 
who are like us in relevant ways may find the description illuminating.  Though my 
own philosophic ambitions go beyond autobiography, a paper of this sort is better 
wrapped in similar modesty. 
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Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics

 
One of the most important developments in ethics since the late 20th century has been the 
renewed interest in centering ethics on teachings about virtue.  This development has brought 
back into the spotlight Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, one of the most influential texts in the 
history of western philosophical ethics.
 
The Nicomachean Ethics: An introduction
Aristotle's purpose is to help the reader/hearer to understand and cultivate a mature, well-
balanced, many-sided, active, happy life.  The principal component of happiness upon which 
Aristotle concentrates is virtuous activity.  In the model of excellence set forth here, action is 
prompted by well-cultivated desire and is guided by a variety of thinking skills, including 
discernment sensitive to the situation.  The agent chooses the appropriate means to the end 
properly indicated by well-cultivated desire.  Moral character secures action from being derailed 
by fear or by the pursuit of pleasure, or by unbalanced relationships with others.  A hallmark of a 
truly virtuous action is that one positively enjoys performing it--just for the nobility (beauty) of 
the action (though Aristotle recognizes that there may be pain in accomplishing a virtuous 
sacrifice).  Aristotle examines the norms of social and economic relationships, family life, and 
different kinds of friendships.  
I will refer to parts of the text either I.2.2 (Book I, chapter 2, paragraph 2 (in addition, I might 
even number a particular sentence in the paragraph), or else by reference to the pagination and 
line numbers in the standard Bekker edition, given in the margins, e.g., 1161a13-25.  
 
1.  The first section of this text, Books I-III, chapter 5, sets forth the central concepts in terms of 
which to understand how the excellent person actualizes his potentials as a human being in 
society.  (Note: in conveying the ideas of this text it seems less unacceptable to speak of "man" 
and to refer to individuals as "he," since Aristotle did write primarily of men and for men; 
courage [andreia], for example, literally means manliness; Aristotle's sexism, however noticeable 
today [1160b33; 1161a23], is nevertheless moderated [1162a25; 1180a28], and he refers to a 
mother's love for her child as a model of "friendship" [1166a8])  
2.  Book III, chapter 6, through the end of Book V discusses moral virtues: courage and self-
mastery (Book III); generosity, magnificence, magnanimity ("highmindedness"), self-respect, 
gentleness, pleasant speech, honesty, wit, good humor, appropriate sensitivity to the shame of 
one's misdeeds (Book IV); and justice (Book V).  
3.  Book VI deals with intellectual virtues, the excellences of thinking as applied to theoretical, 
technical, and practical affairs.  
4.  Book VII deepens the discussion of pleasure and self-mastery.  
5.  Book VIII and IX discuss friendship.  
6.  Book X gives a concluding discussion of pleasure, sets forth the supreme satisfactions of the 
life of theoretical activity, and finally makes a transition to the Politics, the companion text to be 
read along with the Nicomachean Ethics.
 
Books I-III.v.  Goods, happiness, virtue, formation of dispositions, actions resulting from 
deliberation
Books III.vi-  Courage and temperance (sophrosune, "self-control")
Book IV.  Virtues pertaining to wealth, honor, social conversation, and humor
Book V.  Types of justice
Book VI.  Intellectual virtues, the excellences of thinking, especially practical wisdom 
Book VII.  Pleasure
Book VIII-IX.  Friendship
Book X.  Pleasure, theoretical activity, and transition to the Politics
 
Book I (on goods, happiness, the structure of the human being, and the virtues that pertain 
to the two relevant levels of human nature)
 
Study questions
Book I, chapter 1.  Every craft (techne--technique, skill, art, applied science) every systematic 
investigation, and every action and choice aims at what? 
Is the good one or many (or does it at least include many ends [or goals])?  
What examples of specific ends does Aristotle give?  (To act rationally involves choosing this 
means rather than that means to achieve an end or goal.)
Chapter I.2:  Give an example of an end that you choose for the sake of something else.
Give an example of an end that you choose for its own sake.
Why is it necessary that there be some end(s) not chosen simply as a means to something else, 
but chosen for itself?
Ch. I.3: Why is it impossible for ethics to have the precision of geometry?
What does this imply about ethical rules?
Ch I.4: What is the common definition of happiness?
What clear and obvious goods are identified with happiness by many common people?
What good is posited by "some thinkers" [including Plato]?
Why is a proper upbringing in moral conduct important for the study of ethics?  
Ch I.5: What are the various views on the highest good and associated type of life? 
Why is honor not the supreme good?
Why is excellence (arete, virtue) not the supreme good?
Why is money not the supreme good?
Which type of life does Aristotle defer for later examination?
Ch I.6, last few paragraphs: Give at least two reasons why [Plato's] appeal to absolute goodness 
(the good "in itself and by itself") is inadequate for ethics.  
I.7: What is "always chosen as an end in itself and never as a means" (I.7)?  
Give examples of goods that are chosen partly for themselves and partly for the sake of happiness 
(I.7).
In what sense is happiness self-sufficient (I.7)?
What do you think of the very idea of there being such a proper function of man?  What is the 
proper function of man (I.7)?  Does Aristotle have this right?
What structure of the human being is implied in this account (I.7)?
Why is it important to add that the good of man is an activity of the soul in accord with 
excellence/virtue in a complete life (I.7)?
I.8:  What external goods are needed for happiness (I.8)?
What is the difference between happiness in the contemporary sense of "feeling good" and 
happiness for Aristotle?
Why is virtuous activity intrinsically enjoyable (I.8)?
I.9:  Why should happiness not be regarded as a gift of the gods? 
I.10: What kind of stability does the excellent person manifest?  
I.12.  How do we respond differently to virtue and happiness? 
I.13.  What experience indicates that there is something in the soul besides the rational part?
What is the structure of the human being (that living being having reason who finds fulfillment in 
community), and how does that structure find expression in the corresponding classification of 
the virtues (I.13)?  What list of virtues would another conception of the human being support? 
Diagram the structure of the human "soul" (psyche, mind).  How does this structure correspond 
with the classification of virtues?
 
Summary
Book I.  [How does happiness involve virtue and diverse goods?]  

●     Everything we do aims at some good (either an activity or a product). I.i. 
●     There must be some goods that are desirable in themselves, not merely as a means to other 

goods. I.ii
●     Ethics does not yield precise or universal knowledge, nor does ethics begin from first 

principles, but from familiar, common beliefs. I.iii-iv
●     Different people hold that pleasure (or money) or honor (especially from political activity) 

or theoretical activity is the best life. I.5.
●     A theory of a unitary, transcendent good does not help us with the concrete, varied issues 

of our lives as human beings. I.vi
●     The all-encompassing good for man, desirable in itself, and not chosen in view of some 

further good, is happiness.  Happiness involves external goods to some extent, but, in the 
main, it is "activity in accord with virtue."  I.vii-viii

●     A good person enjoys doing noble (beautiful, fine) actions.  I.viii
●     Virtuous activity fulfills the special function of man (who, unlike the other animals, has 

intellect).  There is a rational and a non-rational side in human nature.  The intellectual 
virtues are excellences of thinking (in theoretical, technical, and practical things).  The 
moral virtues establish harmony between the intellect and desires. I.xiii

 
            Book I.  Aristotle opens with an inquiry into the good, the goal of every action and skill 
(art, techne).  To act rationally involves using this means rather than that means to achieve some 
end.  Some goods are means to others; they are instrumental goods, not chosen for themselves.  
Intrinsic goods, however, are chosen for themselves.  And some goods are chosen for themselves 
and also as part of more encompassing projects envisioning more complete, all-encompassing 
goods.  The truly complete good for each individual is a happy life; happiness involves "living 
well and doing well."  Today we use the term happiness to mean "feeling good"; one can be 
momentarily happy.  Aristotle's notion of eudaimonia (happiness) involves self-actualization and 
human fulfillment in action.  Such happiness is the supreme good.  It is intrinsically good, chosen 
for itself; and it includes all other goods which are chosen for themselves.  Happiness includes: 
1. Activity in accord with virtue (1099b27).  There are two types of virtue corresponding to the 
two levels of the human soul.  Part of human nature is shared with plants (the nutritive "soul" or 
psyche) and animals (the sensitive "soul"); but reason (logos, intellect, the capacity to think/
speak) belongs uniquely to humankind.  Accordingly, there are two classes of virtues--
excellences of thinking and virtues that express the governance of reason over the lower aspects 
of human nature: the realms of emotion (thumos, the energetic part that seeks victory, honor, 
good reputation, a good position, and money) and appetite (epithumia, the pleasure-seeking 
part).  
2. An adequate amount of external goods (1099a31..), e.g., friends, wealth, political power, good 
birth, good children, beauty.
3. These virtuous activities and blessings must persist for roughly the whole of one's life (1100a).
            Also of special importance in Book I: (1) every activity is directed toward some good or 
goal ("end")(1094a1-2); unless there is some goal that is chosen for its own sake, desire is "empty 
and futile," and will "go on without limit" (1094a18-22); (2) "we need to have been brought up in 
fine habits if we are to be adequate students of what is fine and just" 1095b4-5) (hence the notion 
of education in feeling is conceivable for Aristotle alongside education in thinking and education 
in doing); (3) there is no benefit to be derived from seeking for a unifying Good on the 
transcendent level of the Platonic form (1096a17-1097a13); (4) the specific work/function/
achievement proper to a human being involves activity in accord with virtue (1097b24-1098a18); 
(5) a virtuous person enjoys fine actions (1099a8-18).
Here is a diagram that expresses the structure of the human being for Aristotle, with the middle 
part of the soul capable of being classified both with the rational and with the irrational parts.
 
The human being is a composite of body and soul (enmattered form, informed matter).  
 
THE RATIONAL PART OF THE "SOUL" (PSYCHE) 
Reason is capable of intellectual virtues (theoretical knowledge (including mathematics and 
theology), technical know-how, and practical wisdom)
 
THE SEAT OF THE APPETITES AND EMOTIONS.
This "part" may be classified under both the rational--at least in virtuous persons, in whom this 
part “listens to reason”--and also the irrational; capable of moral virtues of character, such as 
courage, temperance, justice, etc.
 
THE NONRATIONAL PART OF THE SOUL 
The "vegetative soul," that aspect of psyche shared with all living things, including plants, that 
makes nutrition and growth possible.
 
 

Happiness and Character
            We all have emotions.  We have—in varying degrees—a wide variety of emotions, 
including the following: fear; procrastination, equivocation, insincerity, problem avoidance, 
unfairness, and ease seeking; vanity (including pride, ambition, and honor); the desire for food 
and property; sex hunger, the maternal instinct, and the higher tender emotions; and religious 
emotions (awe, reverence, humility, gratitude).
            If we cannot basically alter our inherited urges, what shall we do?
Is it possible to change our responses to these urges?  Can education lead us to discover how to 
achieve the happiness that results from (1) discovering better ways to gratify these urges and (2) 
unifying these enhanced responses in a strong character?
Happiness does not depend much on the surrounding environment, even though pleasing 
surroundings can greatly add to happiness.
            We acquire good habits—virtues—essential to strong character by consistently making 
good choices.  Actions that complete good decisions provide the lever of growth.
            Aristotle analyzes action in terms of the “good” that is the goal or end of action.  Some 
ends are chosen as means to further ends.  Thus we have three kinds of ends: (1) goods that we 
choose merely because they lead to something else we desire; (2) goods we choose simply for 
themselves, for their own sake; we find them intrinsically worthwhile; (3) and some goods we do 
things partly with a further end in view and also for their own sake.  
We choose to develop the virtues of strong character for their own sake and also because of the 
role they play in a happy life.  Indeed, action in the fullest sense flows from a decision in which 
the doer finds the action (1) intrinsically worthwhile and (2) part of a happy life.
 
 

Exercise on Intrinsic and Instrumental Value
 
List some activities that you do.  
 
 
Pick one.
 
I.  Explore the value of this activity as a means to an end.  Why do you do it?  Because it leads to 
something else you value?  If so, then write down the value of this activity as a means to an end--
its instrumental value.
 
 
If you value the activity mostly as a means to something else, is that next goal an instrumental or 
intrinsic good for you?  If the next goal is mostly a means to something else, what is the still 
further goal?  Keep writing down goods until you come to something with intrinsic value to you.
 
 
II.  Explore the value of this activity as something worthwhile in itself.  Is this activity of intrinsic 
value to you?  If so, try to put this value into words.
 
 
Is this activity part of a happy life?  Say why.
 
 
Repeat this reflection on other activities.
 
 
 
 
Book II (on habit formation and a sense of proportion)  
 
Study questions
ACCORDING TO BOOK II OF THE NICOMACHEAN ETHICS:
 
1.  What is the purpose of studying ethics?
 
2.  TRUE OR FALSE?  We learn virtues by doing virtuous actions.  
 
3.  TRUE OR FALSE?  Virtue is basically a matter of following certain rules.
 
4.  According to Aristotle, virtues have to do with (a) actions and emotions; (b) actions but not 
emotions; (c) emotions but not actions.  
 
What are the requirements for virtuous actions?
            The act must be of a certain sort
            The agent must 
                        know what he is doing
                        choose to act the way he does
                        choose the action for its own sake
               and the act must spring from a firm and unchangeable character
                                    
How do we acquire virtue?
            By doing the same sorts of acts a virtuous person would do
            . . . from childhood
            our capacity for virtue increases each time we do something right 
            
How do we discern the mean ("median")?
            avoid excess and deficiency
            the mean is not an arithmetical in-between
            the mean is closer to either the excess or the deficiency
            adjust for distortions of perspective
            adjust for personal variables
            choose what the man of practical wisdom would choose
 
Why is virtue classified as a characteristic, not an emotion or capacity?
            (a) it is not an emotion, since we do not choose emotions, and we do not praise and blame 
people for their emotions
            (b) it is not a capacity, since capacities are natural, and we do not praise or blame people 
for capacities
            (c) (there is no other alternative; virtue and vice are the object of praise and blame.)
 
Book II.  What is a virtue and how do we acquire one?  
1.  We acquire virtues by habituation, doing the kinds of actions that a virtuous person would do. 
II.i
2.  Acquiring a virtue involves learning to take pleasure in the right things. II.ii.
3.  A virtue is a disposition ("habit" is a better translation for hexis [“state”], but “habit” may 
misleadingly give the wrong impression.  For Aristotle, continuing mental alertness (rather than 
going on “automatic pilot” is necessary for the exercise of virtue). II.v
4.  A virtue is a mean between two extremes (relative to the agent--not the same for everyone--as 
determined by reason). II.vi
5.  A virtuous action involves decision. II.vi
6.  A moral virtue involves having feelings to the right degree, at the right times, about the right 
things, towards the right people, for the right end, and in the right way. II.vi 
 
Summary  
We build virtues by right actions (which must express right attitudes) until we acquire a 
permanent disposition (hexis [Greek], habitus [Latin], habit), such that we enjoy acting rightly.
            Virtues are often exercised in a psychic environment of feelings (pathe, [Latin patio, 
passio, passion, suffer], with implications of passivity): "appetite, anger, fear, confidence, envy, 
joy, love [philia, as distinguished from eros and from agape, the New Testament word for love], 
hate, longing, jealousy, pity, in general whatever implies pleasure or pain" (1105b21). 
            A virtuous act proceeds from a (remote or proximate) decision (1105a30).  In other words, 
it is not necessary for a decision to be taken immediately prior to each action for it to express 
virtue.  For example, a brave act done on the spur of the moment expresses virtue more than a 
brave act done when the person has be able to prepare deliberately for a challenging situation.  
Virtue, generally, is a mean between extremes.  The mean is not the same for everyone; nor is it a 
quantitative mean (courage, for example, is closer to rashness than to cowardice).  (Mathematical 
thinking is not what is crucial in ethics.)  The view of the mean will be distorted from either 
extreme.  Beware of the distorting influence of pleasure.  A right action is done at the right times 
toward the right people, for the right purpose, in the right way.
 
Book III (on voluntary action and choice; courage and self-control)  
Book III.i-v.  In forming our character (for which we are responsible) through voluntary actions, 
what is the role of deliberation, decision, and the standard of the excellent person?  
1.  Action is involuntary when it is forced or caused by ignorance; voluntary action has its origin 
within the agent, when he knows what he is doing.  III.i
2.  Decision chooses one action over another as a result of deliberation. III.ii
3.  Deliberation (when needed) reflects on the best means to a given end. III.iii.
4.  When we trace the steps required to achieve our end back to ourselves, we come to the 
"deliberative desire," the decision. III.iii.
5.  The excellent person is a sort of standard and measure of what is noble and pleasant, since he 
sees what is true in each case. III.iv
6.  We are responsible for our character, since we are responsible for the actions that form it. III.v
 
            Faced with a situation calling for a choice of what to do, we have desires oriented toward 
diverse possible actions.  (Desire, orexis, arousal).  As we deliberate on some of those 
possibilities, they lose their appeal.  The one choiceworthy action is that for which the desire 
survives the deliberation.  Notice that on this account (as best I can make out Aristotle's 
statements and implications thus far) we do not have to manufacture the motivation for right 
action on the basis of rational reflection.  Rather (especially for well brought-up people) the 
appropriate desire is there, just waiting to be disengaged from others whenever deliberation may 
be required.  
            In a voluntary action (1111a22), the agent knows what s/he is doing and intends what s/he 
does.  (1) the origin of the act is in the agent (if Sam and Joe are joking, and Sam pushes Joe 
through a fence, we would not say that the origin of the action was in Joe; Joe did not voluntarily 
break the fence); and (2) the agent knows the particulars (if Jane wants to avoid eating specimens 
of endangered species and eats an X, not knowing that X's are nearly extinct, we can say that Jane 
was ignorant of the particulars; if Jane could care less about gobbling up endangered species, we 
would not say that her action was involuntary--rather she lacks the virtue implied in the universal 
statement that "members of endangered species are not to be eaten").
            There are two-categories of non-voluntary action.  If an action is caused by ignorance, it 
is non-voluntary.  (Sam and Joe are shooting pool; someone comes in and notifies them that they 
have just missed the lecture on plasma physics.  They could care less.)  If an action is caused by 
ignorance and is regretted, than the action is involuntary.  (Sam and Joe, told that they have just 
missed dinner, regret having played pool so long.  Note: today we might say that their action was 
voluntary under one description [playing pool], non-voluntary under another description [missing 
the lecture], and involuntary under a third description [missing dinner]).    
            We are responsible for what we do voluntarily, even under duress.  We are responsible for 
our character and for some types of ignorance that arise through negligence.
            Are actions caused by appetite or emotion voluntary?  Yes, they seem no less human than 
other actions.  Actions done on the spur of the moment are voluntary, but are not said to express 
decision (except for cases where a prior decision is enacted).  A decision is not appetite or 
emotion or wish or belief.  Decision involves deliberation (especially when the outcome is 
unclear and the right way to act is undefined).  We do not deliberate about the end (e.g., a 
politician's commitment to work for a good order) but only about the means!  (Does this disclose 
an Aristotelian assumption of a community of shared, unquestioned values?)  
            The relativists ("sophists") had said that the good is simply relative to the culture (polis, 
the political community, the “city-state” in Aristotle’s time) that evaluates; we have no access to 
any standard that transcends our particular culture.  Plato had said that only the eternal, perfect, 
unchanging Good, the heavenly pattern for everything else that participates in it--is the standard.  
For Aristotle, such an ideal "form of the good," tells us nothing helpful regarding the issues of 
ethics; rather, the excellent person is the standard.  [Question: Is X right because the excellent 
person chooses it or does the excellent person choose it because s/he discerns it to be right?]
 
Book III.vi-12.  Virtues pertaining to fear and pleasure, the non-rational parts of the psyche.
1.  The courageous person stands firm against the right things (especially in war) in the right way, 
as prescribed by reason, for the sake of what is noble (beautiful, fine) (to be distinguished from 
approximations). III.vi-viii
2.  The temperate person is moderate regarding the pleasures of touch and taste, finding no 
pleasure in wrong things, experiencing no intense (bodily) pleasure, suffering no pain in the 
absence of pleasure, desiring moderately what is conducive to health and fitness. III.xi
 
Book IV (on diverse social virtues)
1.  Generosity (for people without great wealth)
 
2.  Magnificence (for people with great wealth)
 
3.  Magnanimity (for people of complete virtue who deserve great honor)
 
4.  Appropriate desire for honor (for people of lesser attainments)
 
5.  Gentleness (the mean regarding anger)
 
6.  Giving appropriate pleasure in social conversation and conduct
 
7.  Speaking and acting truthfully
 
8.  Wit (the mean pertaining to humor)
 
9.  Shame, on occasion, to an appropriate degree
 
The cluster of social virtues (cf. Bk II.7) are liberality in giving money, giving money on a large 
scale, great-souledness ("magnanimity," megalapsychia), proper ambition, good temper, 
sociability in conversation, giving an appropriate impression of one's merits, appropriate humor 
in social recreation, and appropriate sense of shame regarding one's own wrongdoing.
            Is it better to do good or to receive good?  (1120a12)  Is it better to do beautiful (“noble”) 
acts than not to do shameful ones?
            Will the "magnificent" person (wealthy and making virtuous use of the wealth) spend 
lavishly for personal luxuries or rather for the public good?
            The discussion of the "magnanimous" person (of superb character who knows his 
greatness and acts so as to command respect as such from others) presupposes that there are basic 
inequalities in human worthiness (1123b2-11).  (What factors in our society support such a 
tendency of thought?)  One component in magnanimity is superb self-respect.  (Should we regard 
this as within the reach of everyone?)
            In the context of his discussion of anger, Aristotle writes, "Evil destroys itself as well as 
other things, and if it is present as a whole it becomes unbearable" (1126a13).  (Do we observe 
this to be so?  What is the distinction between anger and righteous indignation?)
            In social life, we are to be friendly but not too supportive; sometimes it is necessary to be 
frank.  We are neither to boast nor to deprecate ourselves; we are to be truthful in what we say 
and how we live.
            
Summaries
Book IV.  Various virtues pertaining to wealth, honor, and social relations
1.  A generous person aims at what is noble, takes pleasure in giving, does not waste money, and 
also takes the right amounts from the right sources. IV.i
2.  A magnificent person is a wealthy person who uses his wealth for great public goods, without 
luxurious display. IV.ii
3.  A magnanimous ("great-souled") person commands the respect due to an outstanding person. 
IV.iii
4.  Regarding small honors, a virtuous person is neither indifferent nor greedy. IV.iv
5.  A mild person is appropriately angry, neither too much nor too little. IV.v
6.  A friendly person aims to give neither too much nor too little pleasure when meeting people. 
IV.vi
7.  A truthful person (in word and deed) is neither excessively frank nor operates from an ulterior 
motive. IV.vii
8.  A witty person jokes and laughs at jokes without excess or deficiency. IV.viii
9.  Shame is a feeling appropriate to young persons, recognizing disgrace. IV.ix
 
What are the characteristics of the high-minded person?   Note the logic that explains these 
characteristics: being the best and making sure to appear to be the best.  Is it the case that some 
people are definitely and evidently superior, not just in some particular ability, but in general?  
Discuss some passages that offend many modern readers, and observe how Aristotle moderates 
his judgments about superiority and inferiority.
“Insignificant people do not expect to be friends of the best and wisest men.” VIII.8, 1159a2
Some people naturally lack reason (VII.5, 1149a9-12)
On women read VIII.1, 1158b13.
On slaves read VIII.11, 1161a34-1161b8.
On natural friendship among all human beings see VIII.1, 1155a16-22.
 
BOOK IV, CHAPTER 3 on magnanimity.  Definition: a man is regarded as magnanimous when 
he things he deserves great things and actually does deserve them.  Honor is great, due not to 
noble birth, power, or wealth, but to complete virtue. Such a one faces great risks, does good, is 
reluctant to accept favors, returns greater goods for favors received, wishes to be superior, shows 
his stature only among eminent people, does not go in for common pursuits, must be first, actions 
are few, slow to act—except for great deeds—open in hate and in love, unafraid, looks down 
upon others, adjusts his life only for a friend, finds nothing admirable, bears no grudges, does not 
remember wrongs, does not gossip, does not lament in misfortune, prefers beautiful and profitless 
objects, is comparatively self-sufficient, walks slowly and speaks deliberately in a deep voice.
 
 
Book V, on justice, sets forth three types of justice: (1) lawfulness and equity in distribution, 
(“distributive justice”); (2) justice in correction (in response to wrongdoing), and (3) justice 
exchange (in the market).  
            This book sets forth justice as a quality of character ("complete virtue in relation to 
another" [119]) expressed in actions and as a characteristic of appropriate laws (1129b17).  A just 
person lives within the law (but there is some flexibility).  Justice involves a suitable balance of 
benefits and harms; there is a tendency for a person to take too many benefits for oneself and 
assign too many burdens to others.  Note: for Plato and Aristotle and many others, it is worse to 
do injustice than to suffer injustice.
            Justice in distribution  presupposes that there is something to be distributed ("a pie"), that 
there is a criterion to be followed in making the distribution ("dividing the pie"), a person [or 
agency] that makes the distribution, and recipients who receive shares.  The distribution is just 
when the one making the distribution correctly follows the criterion governing the distribution.  
Note that Aristotle does not argue for one particular criterion (e.g., an equalitarian criterion).  
(What are the different positions on distributive justice that are presupposed in political debates 
today?) 
            Justice in rectification ("corrective justice") presupposes that before some wrongdoing 
occurred or some injury suffered, that the parties were in a legal equilibrium.  Then came the 
even that requires rectification.  A judge must determine what must be done to correct the 
situation--for example, to pay a certain fine in recompense for a injuring someone.  When the fine 
is paid (or the appropriate act is completed), the proportion is restored between the two parties.
            Justice in exchange (Read especially 1132b35: "For people seek . . . ."; and 1133b16-23.
            Is there any kind of justice that Aristotle has overlooked?
1.  Justice, in general, is a quality of character: complete virtue in relation to our fellow human 
beings.  It includes being lawful and fair.  In legislation, justice aims to secure the good of . . . 
2.  Justice, in the specific sense, pertains to shares of goods, in political and private transactions, 
voluntary, involuntary, and constrained.
3.  Distributive justice—getting the share one deserves according to whatever criterion is 
accepted as determining the fair share.
4.  Corrective justice is established by a judge to restore the putative equilibrium preceding a 
wrong done by one person to another.
5.  Justice in reciprocity—comparable return for benefits or harms.  Exchange brings and keeps 
people together.  Money is a medium in terms of which gods become commensurable; thus 
exchange of equals for equals is possible, so neither party to the exchange has too large or too 
small a share of goods. 
6-7.  Justice in the political sense: among men who share a common life in order that their 
association bring them self-sufficiency, and who are free and equal, either proportionately 
(aristocracy) or arithmetically (democracy).  Justice may be conceived as depending on nature or 
on convention. 
8-9.  The degree of responsibility is according to the degree of voluntariness.  No one suffers 
harm voluntarily.  The decent person takes less than his or her share. 
10.  Equity adjusts for the inadequacy of law.
11.  The just and unjust always necessarily imply more than one person.
 
Book VI (on the intellectual virtues)
 

INTELLECTUAL EXCELLENCES
 
I.  CONCERNING THINGS WHICH CANNOT BE OTHER THAN THEY ARE 
Theoretical excellences: 
 

(a) "understanding," a grasp of first principles, axioms, among eternal truths; 
 
(b) "scientific knowledge," drawing conclusions on the basis of those truths; 
 
(c) wisdom uniting (a) and (b) 

 
II.  CONCERNING THINGS WHICH CAN BE OTHER THAN THEY ARE
 
Technical know-how, skill, "craft," "art": involved in production, manufacturing, making (poesis)
 
Practical wisdom (phronesis, "intelligence"—the term “practical” here means “pertaining to 
action”; it does not mean “practical” in the current sense of the word) aims not at a limited, 
particular good but at the good life;
 

practical wisdom INCLUDES
 
good deliberation, 
WHICH, IN TURN, INCLUDES
 
understanding, 
 
good sense, and 
 
judgment, 
WHICH RESULTS IN 
 
choice, deliberate desire, 
 
                        to be carried out with cleverness.  

 
Let’s explore practical wisdom in more detail.
 
I.  CLASSIFYING PRACTICAL WISDOM
 
            Practical wisdom is not theoretical (which deals with that which is unchanging--theology, 
physics, mathematics, and logic)
. . . since it deals with what can be otherwise, what depends on us, and with universals AND 
particulars. (VI.iii, vi, vii)
 
            Practical wisdom is not productive or technical, 
. . . since it is directed to the ultimate or final end, the good life. (VI.ii)  It deals with what is just, 
noble, and good for man (VI.xii)
 
            Practical wisdom focuses on what is good or advantageous for oneself (VI.v) . . . 
and also with household management and politics (without which one's own good cannot exist) 
(VI.viii) 
 
 
II.  HOW PRACTICAL WISDOM OPERATES
 
            Practical wisdom issues commands (VI.x) based upon 
                        understanding, which passes judgments (VI.x) based upon
                        deliberation, which
                                    involves "perception"--sharpened by experience--
                                                of particulars (VI.ix)
                                    takes time
                                    involves reasoning, calculation regarding 
                                                the goal, manner, and time (VI.ix)
                                    involves sympathetic understanding, fairness,
                                                and maturity (VI.xi)
 
            Practical wisdom requires cleverness in execution (VI.xii)
 
 
III.  HOW PRACTICAL WISDOM IS INTEGRATED WITH MORAL VIRTUE
 
            Practical wisdom and moral virtue are interdependent:
 
                        Virtue indicates the end, the desired goal.
                        Practical wisdom selects the proper means to the goal.
 
                        Virtues in the full sense require the function of 
                                    practical wisdom.
 
            "As soon as he possesses this single virtue of practical
                        wisdom, he will also possess all the rest." (VI.xiii) 
 

 
            Consider one more description, using a somewhat different vocabulary.  Knowledge 
("science") in the highest sense is a certain and satisfying grasp of truths that do not change, of 
eternal things and relations.  There is, on the whole, a distinction and a separation between such 
activities of mind and thinking about things which can be otherwise.  We deliberate only about 
what can be otherwise, about what will be different if we take one action rather than another.  
Regarding eternal truth, "understanding" (nous) grasps the undemonstrated and indemonstrable 
yet self-evident axioms, the first principles of knowledge; "scientific knowledge" deduces the 
consequences of these axioms; and "wisdom" combines these two.
            Good deliberation, however, exercising phronesis ("intelligence"), focuses on action.  
Phronesis perceives universals and particulars (the "last things," the particular things to be done 
[literally, the agenda].  Consideration softens needless rigor.  Comprehension's judgment sets the 
stage for right decision (prohairesis), which is to be completed in cleverness.  Phronesis grasps 
truth; the activities are to be done beautifully (and) properly oriented to what is good.  
Intelligence pertains to living well and doing well.  It requires and is ingredient in the other 
virtues of deliberation and decision.  It pertains to the good not only of self, but also of [family 
and] city (community).
            In addition to phronesis, which governs doing, there is the virtue of techne ("craft" or 
"art") which governs making.  
            How does desire operate in deliberation which results in an excellent choice of an action?  
Initially, it would appear, we have multiple desires oriented toward different possible courses of 
action.  As deliberation progresses, we come to a conclusion in which only one action seems 
desirable.  Thus the right motivation was there from the start; it was not created by deliberation, 
but rather distilled from its being commingled with other desires that, in this context, are 
inappropriate.  
 
Book VII (on pleasure and the virtue of temperance)
            (Book VII and Book X.1-4)
            Goods may be unconditionally so (e.g., virtues) or good only for some particular thing or 
person.  Pleasure is an end choiceworthy in itself.  Pleasure arises when we exercise a capacity.  
"And not all pleasures have something else as their end, but only those in people who are being 
led toward the completion of their nature."  When things are in the activity (energeia) of their 
true ("natural") state (kata physin), there is something divine in them."
            The temperate person avoids pleasures associated with appetite and pain and bodily 
pleasures; on the other hand, bodily pleasures are good--some are necessary--if enjoyed to an 
appropriate degree in the right way.  Some pain is acceptable, too.
            Things are pleasant by nature when they produce activities of a healthy nature.  No one 
thing is always pleasant since our nature is not simple and hence perishable (unlike the nature of 
God, who needs no variety).
            Book X: Pleasure and pain are important for rearing children in virtue.  Pleasure is not the 
good.  Some things are valued without regard to their concomitant pleasure.  Since it may be 
complete at a single time, it should not be classified as a process.  Pleasure completes an activity.  
"For each faculty the best activity is the activity of the subject in the best condition in relation to 
the best object of that faculty" (1174b17).  [Give some examples of such optimal functioning.]
            Pleasure is "present [in the activity] as a sort of consequent end, like the bloom on 
youths."  
            Pleasure is not continuous, since no activity is continuous; persisting overlong in a 
pleasurable activity, one becomes lax and careless.   Pleasure is inseparable from living.  
            An activity is impeded by an alien pleasure.
            The goodness of the activity determines the goodness of the pleasure.  The goodness of 
the activity is determined by the function of the (animal or) person--as measured by the virtuous 
person.  
            Some people live contentedly within habits of self-mastery or of hedonistic indulgence; 
but most people are somewhere in between.  Aristotle discerns six degrees of self-mastery.  There 
is a level which is superior to virtue; it is godlike or heroic self-mastery.  (No examples are 
given.  What might this mean?)  Then there is the level of the temperate person, who enjoys 
appropriate enjoyment and who enjoys the exercise of self-mastery.  Next comes the continent 
person who has to struggle for right conduct, but who resists wayward attractions and fears 
regarding potential or actual pleasures and pains . . . and succeeds in reigning in [repressing?] the 
appetites.  Then come the incontinent person who struggles, but fails to regulate the appetites.  
Incontinence may result from nature or from habit--the latter is easier to cure.  Then comes the 
intemperate person who does not care for any ideal of moderation or self-control but indulges 
"freely" [chaotically].  Finally, there is also a level so atrocious as to be sub-human or bestial.
            How can we explain akrasia, the failure to govern oneself?  Socrates had taught that no 
one ever knowingly does wrong.  Aristotle's account (as Irwin [and I] reconstruct it) is subtly but 
importantly different.  Suppose someone knows that a certain substance S is harmful and not to 
be used.  But suppose further that it is pleasurable to use S.  A goes to a party where S is being 
used.  At first, A perceives S as harmful.  This is a knowledgeable and appropriate description of 
the situation.  But A also is marginally aware that using S is pleasurable.  A lets this awareness 
grow so as to marginalize his prior, appropriate, understanding that S is harmful.  If A uses S, 
then A is akratic, acting contrary to A's knowledge that S is harmful and (though pleasurable to 
use) not to be taken.  The weakness in question is not a question of "the force of will-power"; it is 
a problem in consistently maintaining a lucid understanding [or description, if we treat this topic 
with the vocabulary/method of analytic philosophy].  (Another illustration of Greek rationalism.)  
In the moment of giving into temptation, the previous, appropriate understanding of the situation 
is unplugged, and new beliefs about the appeal of the object join with appetite to generate a 
different "logical conclusion," the unwise action.  Appropriate knowledge is disconnected; this is 
a kind of ignorance; to this extent, Socrates was on the right track.
 

LEVELS OF TEMPERANCE (from Book VII)
I.  The highest level, beyond human excellence: divine, superhuman, or heroic virtue
 
II.  The virtue--temperance (sophrosune, temperance) 
The virtuous person has no inner conflicts with strong, base appetites; finds no pleasure in 
anything that violates the dictates of reason.
 
III.  On the way to virtue (two levels here, which the growing person traverses):
i.  Self-control (enkrateia, continence, inner strength)
The individual has to contend with conflicting, base appetites, but is strong when (bodily) 
pleasure is available, tenacious in pain or danger; the person tends to abide by his deliberation, 
despite a struggle.
ii.  Moral weakness (akrasia, incontinence, lack of self-control) 
The individual pursues bodily pleasures to excess and contrary to right reason; is soft about pains; 
violates choice; some lose themselves in emotion, whereas others reason but fail to abide by it 
(which is even worse); retains his principle and regrets his failures.
 
IV.  The vice: intemperance, self-indulgence
The individual acts as a result of choice; feels no regret; not aware of his vice; cannot be 
corrected/cured; chronic condition; destroys natural virtue and any good habits.
 
V.  The most base: brutishness
Depravity; more horrifying than vice; the higher element is lacking; may be due to nature or to 
habituation, e.g., through childhood sexual abuse.
 
Books VIII and XI (on “friendship”)
Study questions
Focus on Book IX.4 and 8-9, which explains how it the (excellent) friend can be happy even if he 
sacrifices himself in battle for his friends (fellow-citizens).
IX.4: What are the features and advantages of the kind of inner, personal harmony that Aristotle 
describes in a person who loves himself or herself aright?  
IX.8: What kind of self-love has led to the term "egoist" (self-lover) becoming a derogatory 
expression?
IX.8: What does an excellent person take for ("assign to") himself or herself?
What kind of competition does Aristotle propose?
            IX.8:  Why can someone who assigns himself the greatest of goods ever give his life for 
those who are dear to him?
            Ponder: If love is a relation between persons, is it truly possible to love oneself?  If so, 
what sense could this notion possibly have?  If one cannot truly love oneself, is there any 
trustworthy source of love that fills the need that is commonly said to be filled by self-love?
 
            No summary is offered of VIII, since the reader is capable of interpreting it for herself.
 
            BOOK IX
1-2. Do your best to estimate the proper return of benefits received, in terms of the closeness of 
the relation, the excellence of the benefactor, and the primacy [of obligation over opportunity.] 
3.  Friendship with the wicked is impossible.  Try to rehabilitate a backsliding friend.  
4.  Harmony ("friendship") with oneself is essential for friendship with another (similar) person. 
5.  Mere good will (which may be inactive, spur of the moment, and superficial) lacks the 
intensity and desire [to do good to the friend for the friend’s sake] of true friendship.
 6.  Friends agree about important agenda.  Bad, selfish, lazy persons ruin the common good. 7.  
The more actively we are devoted to others, the more we come to cherish them.  It is more 
enduringly satisfying to do a noble (beautiful) deed than to receive a benefit.  
8.  Noble self-love takes noble actions (sacrificing even one’s life) to bring good to those one 
cherishes. 
9-12.  The advantages of having friends.  Friends enhance the joys of living, even in 
comparatively self-sufficient persons (9).  No one will have more than a few close friends (10).  
Friends are valuable in good fortune and in bad (11).  Friends do things (live) together and 
develop their common qualities (12).
 

Aristotle on equality and asymmetry in human relationships
 
            Friendships between persons of excellent character are relationships of equality: their 
friendships are more enduring than friendships based on pleasure or on usefulness.  The friend 
wishes the other goods—for the other’s sake.  The friend is another (one)self.
            There are also asymmetrical friendships, e.g., of father and son, an older person and a 
younger person, a man and a woman, and any sort of ruler to the one he rules (notice a list nearly 
identical to that in Confucianism) (VIII.7, 1158b13).
            The inequality is redressed by the subordinate person’s loving and honoring the 
benefactor more than the benefactor loves and honors the subordinate.
            “Friendship seems to consist more in loving than in being loved” (VIII.8k, 1159a28).
            There are different kinds of communities, e.g., the community of soldiers, of those 
traveling together, religious societies, dining clubs, the political community (the community that 
is all-inclusive), and the family (the most natural and necessary community, prior to the city).  
The role of the leader is to confer benefits on others (VIII.11).  “Friends have things in 
common”—a proverb that is true to the extent that there is community between them.
            Aristotle teaches the complementarity of man and woman.  In the family there is a 
division of function between the man and the woman: each supplies the other’s needs by 
contributing a special function to the common good” (VIII.12 1162a22).  Aristotle regards the 
man as better than the woman (1161a24), but criticizes the patriarchal man who controls 
everything (1160b35), “laying down the law for his children and his wife like a 
Cyclops” ( 1180a27). 
            There is no friendship with the slave as such (a tool with a soul), but there is friendship 
with the slave as a human being, “for every human being seems to have some relations of justice 
with everyone who is capable of community in law and agreement” (VIII.11 1161b7).
            Contrast the tendency of modern western philosophical ethics (Bentham, Kant, Mill) to 
begin with a foundational affirmation of human equality, e.g., “Each to count for one and none 
for more than one”; each person as of infinite worth—dignity—an end in him- or herself.
            Aristotle and Confucius accord some recognition of something like human equality, while 
they emphasize concrete structures of human relationships.  Kant and Mill, in the wake of the 
religious emphasis on the golden rule and loving the neighbor as oneself, focus on equality and 
marginalize other dimensions of human relating.  How can the ethics of the future integrate these 
themes, with proper emphasis on each?  What are the factors in terms of which human beings are 
to be regarded as equal?  And how can we acknowledge human inequalities without betraying 
human equality?
 

Sexism in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics?
The following is quoted from Francis Sparshott’s commentary on the NE, Taking Life Seriously 
(Toronto: University of Toronto Press), 21-23.
Aristotle uses the gender-neutral word anthropos to refer to human beings, and there is nothing 
anywhere in the Ethics that applies to one sex rather than another.  But we have seen that he 
acknowledges that different callings and stations in life call for different behaviour patterns, and 
he himself is speaking as an adult male to males in a society that excluded women from property 
ownership as well as from public life.  Perhaps what he assumes is generically human actually 
reflects male attitudes to power, a fact that escapes him because his lectures have no female input.
Aristotle’s treatment of gender is complex; I have dealt with it at length elsewhere.  He 
distinguishes five separate aspects of femininity, which do not necessarily go together.  They are 
as follows:
1/ The specific sexual differences between male and female animals (including humans) are 
relevant only to coition and parturition;
2/ In many animal species, the sexes are also differentiated in their general physiology and 
behavior patterns;
3/ Among humans, the basic unit is the family, in which the male is the hunter or gatherer and the 
female is the keeper, and the hunter is the head of the household; this reflects human physiology 
(men are less sedentary) and the needs of child rearing;
4/ in civil society generally, men and women have different ways of life which call for different 
manifestations of virtue;
5/ in cities, women are usually excluded from civic functions and hence from citizenship.
Since the above are only loosely related to each other, one cannot identify the differences 
between men and women in a given society with differences between males and females of the 
human species, and generalizations about ‘men’ and ‘women’ would be out of place in a treatise 
on the human good.  The account of phronesis [practical wisdom] and the moral virtues, no less 
than that of sophia [theoretical wisdom], applies equally to all humans (see Metaphysics  9).
“Aristotle was a male chauvinist, in the very precise sense that he thought that economic and 
physiological realities made it normal for males to exercise power, and—this is the crucial point
—that to exercise power and leadership in a decision-making position is a sign of general 
superiority.  This is built into his whole project is deciding how to live, as if one had power over 
oneself, one’s destiny, one’s world.
“I take it that the profound implication of feminist thought is that the whole ideology of decision 
and direction is radically mistaken, needing to be supplemented or replaced by patterns of life 
based on acceptance and love.  From that point of view, Aristotle’s ethical philosophy is 
misconceived.  That being so, is there anything in the Ethics that supports the alternative 
viewpoint?
“Books VIII and IX of the EN represent a new approach.  In fact, they constitute a model for an 
alternative way of considering the values of human life, one that takes as basic the conditions of 
cooperation and community.  Suppose a treatise on ethics were to start there, and introduce the 
values of individual striving within that setting as a subsidiary theme.  The result would be a 
radically different perspective on human well-being: if the Ethics as it stands identifies male 
values with generically human values, a consideration of the same material from a perspective 
defined by friendship and community would yield a corresponding identification of the female 
with the generically human.  It is not easy to see how such a starting-point could have been either 



practically or theoretically accessible to anyone situated as Aristotle was; but within a few 
decades Epicurus, some of whose philosophical associates were women, worked out a system of 
ethics which effectively harmonizes both communitarian and individual values.  And one of the 
things this involves is abandoning what emerges as Aristotle’s highest ideal, the pursuit of 
theoretical truth for its own sake.”
 
 

 
Book X (on pleasure, divine contemplation, and the three levels of citizens) 
            Book X.7ff, philosophic activity as participation in the divine life.  The highest 
happiness comes from "theoretical" activity.  The Greek word theorein implies contemplation. 
 The term was used to describe the activity of spectators at the theater.  What reasons does 
Aristotle give for the supreme honor accorded to the theoretical life?  What is god-like about 
theoretical activity, according to Aristotle? 

 
NICOMACHEAN ETHICS: SOME CENTRAL POINTS

 
1.  Everything we do aims at some good.  "Every art and every inquiry, and similarly every action 
and pursuit, is thought to aim at some good; and for this reason the good has been rightly 
declared to be that at which all things aim.  But a certain difference is found among ends; some 
are activities, others are products apart from the activities that produce them." I.i 1094a1-5
2.  There must be some goods that are desirable in themselves, not merely as a means to other 
goods.  "If there is some end of the things we do, which we desire for its own sake (everything 
else being desired for the sake of this), and if we do not choose everything for the sake of 
something else (for at that rate the process would go on to infinity, so that our desire would be 
empty and vain), clearly this must be the good and the primary good. I.ii 1094a18-22
3.  A theory of a unitary, transcendent good does not help us with the concrete, varied issues of 
our lives as human beings. I.vi
4.  The all-encompassing good for man, desirable in itself, and not chosen in view of some further 
good, is happiness.  Happiness involves external goods to some extent (read I.7.1099a31-
1099b8), but, in the main, it is "activity in accord with virtue."  I.vii 1098a17; I.xiii.1102a5
5.  Virtuous activity fulfills the special function of man (who, unlike the other animals, has 
intellect).  Virtues of action (as opposed to theoretical or technical excellences) are habits of 
intelligent acting in situations where reason indicates the best way to fulfill morally appropriate 
desires.  There are many moral virtues (as we will later explore in III.6-V). 
6.  There is a rational and a non-rational side in human nature.  The intellectual virtues are 
excellences of thinking (in theoretical, technical, and practical things).  The moral virtues 
establish harmony between the intellect and desires. I.xiii
7.  Good habits are the essence of strong character.  "Anyone who is to listen intelligently to 
lectures about what is noble and just . . . must have been brought up in good habits.  I.iii 1095b4-
6; II.1.1103b24-26. 
8.  A good person rejoices in noble actions.  "No one would call a man just who did not enjoy 
acting justly. . . .  Virtuous actions must be in themselves pleasant.  They are also good and noble 
[beautiful]. I.7.1099a7-30
9.  "Pleasure completes the activity not as the corresponding permanent state does, by its 
immanence, but as an end which supervenes as the bloom of youth does on those in the flower of 
their age." X.4.1174b32-35  "Each of the pleasures is bound up with the activity it completes." 
X.5.1175a29
10.  Virtue, generally, is a mean between extremes.  "Virtue is a state of character concerned with 
choice, lying in a mean, i.e., the mean relative to us, this being determined by a rational principle, 
and by that principle by which the man of practical wisdom would determine it." II.6.1106b36-
1107a2  
11.  Aristotle appeals to the man of practical wisdom, but not as an ultimate standard, but affirms 
(VI.1) that such a wise individual must follow right reason--as articulated in VI.
12.  "The origin of action . . . is choice, and that of choice is desire and reasoning with a view to 
an end."  VI.2.1139a32-33
13.  Moral virtue is needed in order for desire to be oriented to the proper end; intellectual virtue 
is needed for the proper means to be chosen. VI.2.1138a32-35.  "It is not possible to be good in 
the strict sense without practical wisdom, nor practically wise without moral virtue." VI.13.30-33
14.  Practical wisdom involves good deliberation about the actions that conduce to living well 
and doing well.  Read VI.5
15.  Ethical inquiry cannot reasonably aim for mathematical precision.  Read I.iii 1094b12-28
16.  There are three types of friendships--based on pleasure, usefulness, and virtue.  Read VIII.3.
17.  Friendship (including willingness to sacrifice oneself for those dear to one, e.g., members of 
one's city) is based on self-love.  Read IX.4 and IX.8.
18.  The highest activity is a thinking that participates in the divine life.  Read X.7 and X.8.
 



[ Up ] 

Descartes
Rene′ Descartes (1596-1650) was born in France, educated in high school by the Jesuits before his entry 
into the University of Paris, where he did well while enjoying the recreations of student life—tennis, 
horseback, swordsmanship, gambling, affairs with Parisian women.  Bored with such activities, he 
sought solitude at age 21, then joined an army as a bystander (first the Dutch army, then the troops of 
Duke Maximilian of Bavaria).  After persistent, intense seeking for truth, he experienced a day of mystic 
illumination on November 10, 1619, followed by a night of three memorable dreams: (1) Being 
disoriented, blown around, he wanted to return to a chapel but unable to do so, in terror of the future, 
sensing time as a sequence of isolated moments with a chasm separating each moment.  He awoke in 
fear of an evil spirit.  After two hours of reflection and prayer, concerned with the sin of pride (about 
searching for truth so independently of all traditional authority?).  (2) In the next dream he heard a loud 
and piercing sound which he took for a thunderbolt.  He awoke, frightened, then reflected and achieved 
an enhanced experience of God’s love and goodness.  (3) The third dream reconciled his idea of a total 
science (his previous passion) with a divine wisdom that would transform it from something abstract, 
lifeless, and intellectual to an integral activity of man in loving and harmonious fellowship with God; 
and this would be his vocation.
At age 26 he returned to Holland, then went to France and Italy, returning to Paris, spending half the day 
in bed thinking and two to fours hours a day writing.  For solitude in his research, he went to Holland at 
age 33 and stayed 20 years—in 24 different residences.  He was modest, gentle, courteous, sober, and 
frugal.  In 1634 he has a child, Francine, with a household servant, Helen.  When Descartes confessed 
being a father, he accepted humiliation and vowed to live in humility and celibacy.  The daughter died in 
1640; to Descartes’ anguish, his medical knowledge could do nothing to save her.
            Descartes was popular at the courts.  He became friends with Princess Elizabeth of Bohemia 
(when he was 47 and she was 24), with whom he had an active correspondence and a few 
conversations.  She was an outstanding student, critic, and friend.  Queen Christina of Sweden also 
became interested in Descartes, criticizing his mechanical interpretation of animal life with the remark 
that she had “never seen her clock give birth to little clocks.”  She prevailed upon a friend of Descartes, 
the French ambassador, Chanut, to persuade Descartes to come to the Swedish court.  Christina wanted 
her lessons at 5 a.m., and Descartes—frail in health since childhood—trudged through the winter to 
oblige her.  The Lutheran court was jealous of Descartes and the physicians may have hastened his death 
when he became ill in 1650. 
 
            Descartes envisioned a tree of wisdom with its roots in metaphysics (philosophy), physics for 
the trunk, and all the other sciences as the branches, especially medicine, mechanics, and ethics.
 

Questions
You are to set forth, first, Descartes' view, then your own thoughts on these questions.

On the Discourse on Method
 1.  Is learning satisfying if it does not provide sturdy knowledge?
 2.  What methods help secure progress in knowing?
 3.  Is there a single method for every question?
 4.  Knowledge claims carry assumptions.  Which assumptions seem particularly important?      Why do 
these seem important?
 5.  What can we do in trying to justify our most basic assumptions?  How far can we go in justifying 
them against a radical skeptic?
 6.  Can natural science totally explain the mind and its achievements?  If not, how can we possibly 
combine reflective, phenomenological (phenomenology=experience-ology) accounts with biological 
accounts about brain processes?
 
On the Meditations
 7.  What is the most convincing aspect of the proof for the existence of God in Meditation III?     
 8.  What is the least convincing aspect of this proof?
 9.  Is there a better proof?
10. If no proof is adequate, must a religionist give up believing in God?
 

Discourse on Method
Church condemnation in 1633 of the heliocentric idea of the solar system led Descartes to revise his 
Discourse on the Method of Rightly Conducting the Reason and Seeking Truth in the Field of Science.  
After the Discourse was published in 1637, Descartes fame as a scientist and philosopher circulated 
widely.  Here are summaries of the six parts of this work. 
1.  Descartes became disillusioned with existing “learning.”
2.  He finds a new method for himself
3.  . . . and adopts practical principles as well (avoiding extreme skepticism)
4.  The philosophic foundation for science is based on the basic certitude: I think, therefore, I am.  This 
truth stands up even to radical skeptical doubt.  On this basis, one can prove the existence of God—who 
guarantees the truthfulness of our most rationally perfect intuitions and deductions.
5.  The new science of mechanics embraces all the human body and mind except reason.
6.  Descartes has not fully set forth his method and results.  One must use deduction as far as 
possible . . . and then experiment.
            The second part of the Discourse gives four principles of method:
1.  Never to accept anything as true unless I recognized it to be certainly and evidently such . . . .
2.  Divide each difficulty into as many parts as possible . . . .
3.  Think in an orderly fashion (and imposing order if necessary), beginning with the simplest things.
4.  Always make enumerations so complete and reviews so general, as to be certain nothing is omitted.
 
 

The Meditations on First Philosophy
Here is a very simplified picture of the train of thoughts in The Meditations on First Philosophy (1642).
1.  I can doubt and refuse to make use of judgments about (a) corporeal things and (b) essences (eidetic 
truths, for example, of mathematics or relating simple, universal essences.
2.  "The proposition 'I think, I am,' is necessarily true every time I conceive it or pronounce it in my 
mind."  (To think, for Descartes, includes the full range of acts of mind, including affirming, denying, 
willing, imagining, and perceiving.)
3.  The criterion of truth is perfect clarity and distinctness; and this criterion can be relied upon because 
God, the perfect source of (a) the mind and (b) what the mind strives to know, must exist as the 
sufficient cause of our positive idea of a perfect being; and God, a perfect being, cannot be a deceiver. 
4.  Error arises when the will affirms a judgment that is not fully clear and distinct to the intellect (and 
God's enabling such errors to arise is due to God's wise provision for our practical needs).
5.  We can know truths about essences (and therefore the essential connection of essence and existence 
in God, the truths of mathematics, and the truths of physics insofar as physics is a deductive system that 
presupposes nothing about actual, factual, existing, extended objects).
6.  And we can know that corporeal things exist (since our experience of movement, hunger, and pain is 
best explained as the experience of a being whose soul (mind, thinking substance) is, though radically 
different from the body (extended substance), united with the body in this life).  Nor are we dreaming, 
since our experience has a coherence that dreams do not have (with other parts of our experience.
  
  
    Here is a summary of the reasoning at the beginning of Meditation III.

●     I am sure that I am a thinking being.
●     There is a more general truth implied in this primal certitude: what assures me of the truth that I 

am a thinking being is . . . the clear and distinct perception of what I affirm
●     But if such clear and distinct perceiving could ever mislead me, I could not be certain that I am a 

thinking being
●     But (again) I am certain.
●     6.  Therefore I establish a general principle: “Everything which we conceive very clearly and 

very distinctly is wholly true.”

  
  
Here is one summary of the Meditation III proof for the existence of God.
  
My idea of God (supreme creator, eternal, infinite, omnipotent, omniscient) comes from one of three 
possible sources:
1.  It comes from some object in the world outside of me—but no such things have the infinity and 
perfection referred to in the idea of God (the “objective reality” of the idea).
2.  It comes from myself –but I’m imperfect.
3.  It is innate (inborn; this will eventually mean placed in me by God).  God must be the source of my 
idea of God since the cause of my idea must have at least as much reality (“formal reality”) as the effect.
Here are a few objections to Descartes' proof for the existence of God. 
1.  An idea of perfection is not a perfect idea; he asserts the first (no rational person would deny that we 
have an idea of perfection), but for the proof to work he needs the second (a perfect idea of perfection, 
which David Hume [Scottish skeptic, 1711-1776], for example, denies, claiming that our idea of 
perfection is just an extension of our ideas of good qualities in finite beings).
2.  There are problems with the principle that the cause needs to have at least as much reality as the 
effect. 

i. Even if the principle is true, Descartes uses it as part of the context of medieval tradition 
that he has not doubted and denied. 
ii. His reasoning in support of this principle depends on an appeal to “the light of nature”
 iii.  The principle may need to presuppose the existence of God to handle the alleged 
counterexample of evolution (where the less perfect, seemingly without relying on the 
handiwork of any divine Designer, gives rise to the more perfect).

3.  The apparent force of Descartes’ argument relies on the fact that the “idea” of God that he is 
contemplating is not merely an intellectual idea on which any thinker, religious or not, can agree to 
stipulate for the purposes of discussion.  His “idea” of God is laden with the powerfully luminous 
qualities of value and conviction which have grown in Descartes’ mind because he has been a sincere 
religionist for many years.  
4.  Perhaps the only proof possible for the existence of God is the conviction of personal 
experience, not an intellectual line of reasoning—which either assumes too much or proves too 
little (just as, if we try to prove the validity of our perceptual awareness of our material 
surroundings or the validity of our ethical intuition and reason, we assume too much and prove 
too little). 
  
Descartes' philosophy of science includes the following ideas. 

●     Science needs a firm and constant foundation, which it is the business of first philosophy to 
provide.  Once that philosophic foundation is in place, intuition and deduction are our first ways 
of knowing.  After intuiting and deducing as much as possible, it is necessary to experiment to 
discover more.

●     The Creator of nature placed innate ideas in the human mind enabling us to know nature.
●     Nature is known through the application of mathematics (arithmetic, algebra, and geometry).
●     The universe may be understood as the gradual and evolutionary unfolding of matter in accord 

with the laws of nature established by the Creator.
●     Nature--including animals, including the human body, and including the human mind in all 

activities except reason--may all be understood in terms of mechanical, physical laws.
●     Rational beings are superior to animals and to machines made by humankind in that humans can 

talk (unlike parrots, who can only make the sounds of words) and can cope with a very wide 
variety of situations (unlike robots).

●     The mind and body are (1) separate substances and (2) intermixed in this life.  The experiences of 
hunger and pain and movement indicate that the mind is embodied (more intimately connected 
with the body than a pilot in a ship).

●     The mind relates with the body particularly in an organ of the brain, the pineal gland, where 
physical and mental causes of motion vie with each other to see which will prevail.  Incoming 
"spirits" (physical factors transmitted from the senses) influence decision and outgoing 
"spirits" (transmitted to the muscles) initiate and govern action.

 
            The mind-body problem.  Once you start talking about the mind and the body, the question 
naturally arises how they relate or interact.  On the one hand, we have the sense of ourselves and others 
as individuals, as more or less unified beings, as persons.  We don’t experience ourselves in pieces, and 
we don’t want to live with a fragmented view of what it means to be a human being.  Nevertheless, we 
know something of what the mind is like (and it also includes its own experiences of bodily life) and 
something of what the body is like (in part as known from outside in observation and science). 
            The materialist solution.  Some people are materialists who view human beings as basically 
physical beings.  The events that we speak of in mental terms are really just (nothing but) brain events 
described without reference to neurophysiology.  They criticize thinkers such as Descartes as dualists 
who propose the incoherent notion that the mind and body are substances of radically different kinds, 
metaphysically speaking.  If mind and body are so different, how can they interact.  Since dualists 
cannot explain the interaction (satisfactorily), their theory is incoherent and must be abandoned.
            Descartes’ dualism briefly put and briefly criticized.  Descartes said that the interaction of the 
mind and body takes place in the brain, specifically in the pineal gland (see The Passions of the Soul, 
##30-35, pp 306-09).  Some people dismiss this account, since they regard the living neurons of the 
brain as simply material and say that Descartes does not solve the problem of mind-body interaction at 
all merely by specifying a part of the brain where the interaction takes place.  Another criticism is that 
dualism leads to an unhealthy contempt for the body.
            A defense of dualism.  In fact there may more to say on Descartes’ behalf than this.  If the life in 
living cells, enabling them to be sensitive, is more than merely matter, if brain cells have the capacity to 
respond to the most basic level of mind, then it is inadequate to hold a materialist account of the neurons 
of the central nervous system.  If the mind can span the spectrum from the level of spiritual receptivity 
to the level of the capacity to affect the network of neurons, then we see a phased, close metaphysical 
approach to making the interaction intelligible.  Mystery remains, but it is more important for an account 
to be faithful to the different dimensions of reality than to suppress one or more dimensions because the 
resulting account does not satisfy certain narrow standards of “coherence.” 
            As Descartes and Plato agreed, in this life the mind and body are intimately intertwined.  Both 
Descartes and Plato believed in the prospect of life after death, the survival of the soul after the body can 
no longer support life.  Part of their problem was to fail to differentiate the mind (which interfaces 
sensitively with the body) from the (potentially) immortal soul, which is of a different metaphysical 
order.
            It is indeed important to think the unity of the human person, and one need not abandon the mind-
body distinction to do so.  There are several factors that contribute to our unity as persons.  The 
personality (as conceived by Berdaiev) is absolutely unique, a constant throughout change.  The spirit 
nucleus (if there is one) is a unifier.  The mind is a unifier, synthesizing a continually updated 
understanding of things; and the mind is where we make those decisions of will that can unify the many 
dimensions of the entire personality system.
            What do you think about this problem?  What dimensions of reality are involved in the human 
being?  If there are more than one, how do they relate?  What variety of views do we take in from 
today’s diverse culture?  What sorts of affirmation are we prepared to make?
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A feminist critique of Descartes

Susan Bordo’s 1985 article, 

“Anorexia Nervosa: Psychopathology as Crystallization of Culture” (1985) 

  

            The body is never simply physical.  The body—both as we experience it, living as embodied 
subjects (what Merleau-Ponty called the “lived body,” le corps vécu), and also as we observe it 
outwardly and know it as an object—is permeated with cultural meanings (an insight point developed in 
the writings of contemporary French philosopher Michel Foucault).

            In addition to the physical causes of a pathological condition such as anorexia nervosa, there are 
at least three main cultural factors that converge in the disease.

1.  Dualism with contempt for the body, as expressed by Plato, Augustine, and Descartes: 

●     the body as alien
●     the body as confining
●     the body as the enemy.

2.  Obsession with control.

3.  The effects of power relations on gender.  (SB is not blaming men for consciously plotting this 
abusive system.)  Women protest against

•       confining role expectations

•       images of women who are threatening and insatiable in physical and sexual appetites . . . 
and idealistic images of the feminine

•       their own desires

 

Questions on the essay

1.  Do the unfortunate manifestations of dualism oblige us to deny the distinction of body and mind 
altogether?  Distinguish different senses of “dualism.”

2.  Just because a premise is necessary to an argument justifying a bad conclusion doesn’t mean we 
should reject the premise.  The problem may lie elsewhere.

3.  SB writes that “Greco Christian tradition provides particularly fertile soil for the development of 
anorexia” (95).  What about exaggerated regimes for controlling the body and women in other cultures?  
Does this image of Christianity represent the religion of Jesus?  Does true self-mastery result, rather, 
from spiritual transformation?  "By the old way you seek to suppress, obey, and conform to the rules of 
living; by the new way you are first transformed by the Spirit of Truth and thereby strengthened in your 
inner soul by the constant spiritual renewing of your mind, and so are you endowed with the power of 
the certain and joyous performance of the gracious, acceptable, and perfect will of God. 

4.  SB notes that people turn away from death and the dying—what some have called a “denial of 
death.”  But she writes, “What is unique to modernity is that the defeat of death has become a scientific 
fantasy rather than a philosophical or religious mythology.  We no longer dream of eternal union with 
the gods; instead, we build devices that can keep us alive indefinitely . . .” (87).  Might there be a denial 
of life here,  too?

5.  The editorial material added after the close of the essay proposes for our consideration the benefits 
we would enjoy if we just stop thinking of ourselves as significantly superior to the other “higher 
animals.”  What is the appeal of such a move?  What does distinguish humans?  What full concept of the 
human being will promote better living and relating?

6.  “Health, sanity, and happiness are integrations of truth, beauty, and goodness as they are blended in 
human living.”
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IMMANUEL KANT'S ETHICS 

"Two things fill me with unceasing wonder: 

the starry heavens above me and the moral law within me." 

BACKGROUND
The German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) labored to clarify what kinds of knowledge we 
can and cannot have. In the Critique of Pure Reason he argued that we bring the structures of our to 
shape our experience. Some of these structures are common to all human beings. For example, human 
beings interpret events in terms of cause and effect. If we aspire to higher quality of thinking, to the 
proper use of reason, we must respect the principles of each domain of thought.  For example, we can 
know material causes, and we can know that every event must have a cause; but we cannot properly use 
our category of cause outside the realm of sensory things. For example, we cannot gain philosophical 
knowledge of God (as a First Cause). (Nevertheless, we may have rational motives to make use of an 
Idea that we cannot prove.) Kant affirms that moral reason knows the supreme principle of morality. 
Kant's Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals is one of several books that he wrote on ethics, in 
addition to the Critique of Practical Reason, the Metaphysics of Morals and Religion Within the Limits 
of Reason Alone. The Grounding clarifies and defends only the key principle(s) of morality.  In this 
context the term metaphysics means the study of the central principles of a given area.
References to the Grounding and the Metaphysics of Morals will usually use the page numbers in the 
Hackett edition; sometimes these numbers are preceded by the numbers found in the margin, numbers 
that link to the scholars' standard, the Preussische Akadamie Ausgabe (Prussian Academy edition).  
Sometimes I will refer to pages from the MM simply by writing "II" and giving the page number--the 
Hackett edition begins page numbers all over again as it prints the last half of the MM after the GMM in 
its collection titled Ethical Philosophy.
 

THE GROUNDING OF THE METAPHYSICS OF MORALS:
AN INITIAL, QUICK OVERVIEW

 
1. Each rational being is to think for himself or herself and to exercise self-determination--not to let 
external authorities or emotions determine one's decisions and actions. The point is not that one is 
forbidden to get ideas (or projects for action) from outside one's reason, but that one must not accept 
such ideas (or projects) unthinkingly. Only those ideas which one's own reason has validated are 
consistent with our functioning as autonomous agents. Kant's essay, "What Is Enlightenment?" expands 
on this thought.
2. Each person is worthy of respect because of their capacity for rational, moral self-determination. The 
dignity of the person puts an absolute limit on what we may do.
3. The maxims on which we act must be capable of functioning as universal principles. What is a 
maxim? A maxim is an individual's principle for acting in a particular situation. Expressed fully, a 
maxim states three things: the action to be performed, the conditions under which it is appropriate to 
perform this action, and the motive.
4. There is an historical dimension to Kant's ethical thought that is implicit in Kant's talk about the 
kingdom of ends. Kant's essays, "Idea for a History with a Cosmopolitan Intent" and "Perpetual Peace," 
expand upon this dimension. The kingdom of ends is an advanced civilization in which everyone 
functions according to the moral law. Could our maxims function as principles in such a civilization?
5.  Kant articulates his philosophy of morality in contrast to several competing approaches in ethics:

•        religious ethics, which commands the individual to love God and the neighbor, or exhorts the 
agent to imitate a moral exemplar (e.g., Jesus of Nazareth) 
•        ethics whose goal is one's own happiness (understood in terms of physical-emotional feeling) 
•        ethics whose goal is happiness, understood in terms of (variable) moral feeling or intuition 
•        ethics based on a concept of perfection, as an undefined concept (presupposing morality) 
•        ethics based on a concept of perfection, conceived as the will of God (which must either 
conform to our own concepts of morality . . . or violate them). 

6.  To what extent is the development of Kant's moral philosophy compatible with religious ethics?  
Kant may be thought of as one who tried to put Christian ethics through a filter of reason.  Kant 
recognizes nothing higher than reason to which or to Whom one may appeal for guidance; any "higher 
inspiration" would have to justify its guidance to reason--otherwise how could we be sure that the 
guidance is indeed superior (or "of God")?  In the Grounding see pages 21.1 (page 21, first indented 
paragraph), 47.1, and 34.1 (Hackett edition).  Though we may hope for divine aid to strengthen our 
devotion to goodness and to restrain our radical evil (this idea comes from Religion Within the Limits of 
Reason Alone), it is the job of reason is to "make the will good."  Kant criticizes the golden rule (37 
note) and offers his own interpretation of the command to love (12.4).  Kant conceives of human nature 
as having just two main dimensions: (1) reason and (2) material aspects--the body and most feelings; 
there is no actual or potential spiritual level or "kingdom within."
 

STUDY QUESTIONS ON THE GROUNDING
Waking up the question.  The Preface.

1.  What is our ordinary concept of duty? 
2.  What does it feel like to perform one's duty? Are there different kinds of case in which you 

would give different answers? 
3.  What does it feel like to fail to perform one's duty? 
4.  What is the difference between duty as defined politically or by social authorities and duty 

in Kant's sense? 
5.  What is wrong, according to Kant, with an anthropological approach to morality? 
6.  What does Kant mean by an "apriori" component in ethics? 
7.  Why is "a power of judgment sharpened by experience" needed in addition to a knowledge 

of moral laws (p. 3)? 
8.  What is the primary purpose of the Grounding (p. 5)? 

First Section
1.  What, according to Kant, is the key to a good character (p. 7)? 
2.  What is Kant's point in insisting that consequences do not affect the moral worth of one's 

action (7-8)? Would Mill disagree? 
3.  What does Kant mean by "pathological" love (p. 12)? 
4.  What does Kant mean by "practical" love (p. 12)? 
5.  Does it make sense to command an emotional response? 
6.  Can love be commanded? 
7.  What is wrong, according to Kant, with thinking of morality as the pursuit of happiness? 

Second Section
1.  Explain the different kinds of imperatives--rules of skill, counsels of prudence, and 

commands of morality. 
2.  Memorize and explain the categorical imperative (in its universal-law formulation, p. 30). 
3.  Explain and illustrate Kant's four types of duties. 
4.  What does Kant affirm as the one end of absolute, intrinsic worth--an end-in-itself, not 

merely something to be used as a means? 
5.  How does Kant attempt to prove that we should regard others as being ends-in-

themselves? 
6.  How does Kant's affirmation of human dignity square with footnote 14 on p. 14 (AK 402) 

and with the bottom of p. 40 (AK 435)? 
7.  On what basis are persons worthy of respect? 
8.  Explain how Kant applies the respect-for-persons formulation of the categorical imperative 

to his four types of duties. 
9.  What does "autonomy" mean? 

10.  What does it mean to "legislate for a kingdom of ends"? 
11.  What problems with religious ethics does Kant raise (p. 47)? 

Third Section
1.  What is the sense of Kant's axiom, "'Ought' implies 'can'"? 
2.  Why, according to Kant, am I unable to p r o v e that I or anyone else ever acts morally? 
3.  Can you prove that you are free? 
4.  Why, according to Kant, am I unable to p r o v e that I am free? 
5.  If we cannot prove our freedom, what should we do? 
6.  What concept of human nature does Kant work with? What is to be said for and against his 

concept? 
7.  What are the two perspectives from which actions can be regarded according to Kant? 
8.  What evidence does Kant give of recognizing feelings that are not mere material emotions 

(recall also note 14, p. 14)? 
9.  How does Kant's conclusion show "how an apriori moral principle is possible"? 

 

THE GROUNDING OF THE METAPHYSICS OF MORALS:

An Introductory Summary

Preface 
Classical philosophy has a three-part structure:

●     logic--the doctrine of how to reason properly about any content whatsoever. 
●     physics, which has 

❍     a metaphysical part, including principles such as "Every event has a cause" 
❍     an empirical part, e.g., about what causes water to break down into hydrogen and 

oxygen 
●     ethics, which has 

❍     a metaphysical part, based only on principles that can be known by reason alone 
❍     an empirical part, including any scientific knowledge relevant to the the situations in 

which moral issues are discussed, e.g., history, psychology, sociology, 
anthropology, knowledge of relevant technologies, treatment options, court cases, 
expectations, expert opinions, the costs of alternatives 

 

A metaphysics of ethics is needed since acting morally means acting on principle.  The motive must not 
be confused.  Empirical considerations must be set aside.  Philosophy alone can exhibit moral principle 
in its purity as an "a priori" law (based on reason alone; not "a posteriori," based on experience).
 

First Section: From ordinary understanding to philosophy
Derivation of the first formulation of the categorical imperative

1.     Do your duty!  (This is a command that every person acknowledges, based on moral reason, 
which we all have) 
2.     Do your duty, not just what you feel like doing.  (False freedom [not Kant's term], the notion 
that freedom means doing whatever one feels like doing, is in fact a form of slavery to one's lower 
nature.  True freedom is self-governance in accord with the truest and highest within oneself: 
moral reason.) 
3.     Do what every rational being should do.  When we follow moral reason, we all follow the 
same guidance. 
4.     Do what the moral law requires.  
5.     Make your reason for acting--your maxim--one that any rational being can use. 
6.     Act only on that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should become a 
universal law. 

 
Kant in this section intended simply to unfold the implications of the moral reason that we all possess.  
He is not intending to create some striking new theory.  If he is successful, then if we understand him, 
we should agree that this is in fact a way to express clearly what we all already think.
 
More First Section ideas
The only unqualified good is a good will.
The purpose of reason is to make the will good.
The ordinary concept of duty implies that

1.     An action must be done from duty to have any moral worth. 

2.     An action done from duty has its moral worth in its maxim. 

3.     Duty is the necessity of an action done out of respect for the [moral] law. 

 
Beneficence, not feelings, can be commanded.  Only in this sense is it meaningful to command love of 
the neighbor.
 

Second Section
The Second Section, structurally speaking, does two main things.
I.  The Section establishes and explains three major formulations (there are more variations if you count 
carefully) of the categorical imperative (the supreme principle of morality):

1.     Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the same time will that it should 
become a universal law (pp. 19-35). 
2.     Act in such a way that you treat humanity, whether in your own person or in the person of 
another, always at the same time as an end and never simply as a means (pp. 35-37). 
3.     [Act as though your will were legislating autonomously for a kingdom including all rational 
beings (pp. 37-44). 

II.  The Section contrasts autonomy with heteronomy (44-48).
 
A more detailed look
The concept of duty is based on reason, not on experience (because [1] we are never certain that we 
observe an action purely motivated by duty and [2] duty binds all rational beings).  We are obligated to 
act from duty, not inclination; therefore human beings experience duty as constraint (since we have a 
double nature, a lower, material aspect of desires and fears, inclinations and aversions, as well as our 
higher nature of moral reason).
Of the different types of imperatives (rules of skill about how to accomplish certain tasks that one may 
have, counsels of prudence about what you have to do to be happy, and categorical imperatives--yes this 
term may meaningfully be used in the plural), only a categorical imperative can be a (moral) law.
Even though we cannot yet ('til the Third Section) address how we can be obligated by a categorical 
imperative, we can figure out what a categorical imperative must be: there are two elements: a 
categorical imperative includes 

1.     a law and 
2.     the necessity that the maxim should accord with the law. 

Thus there is only one categorical imperative: Act only according to that maxim whereby you can at the 
same time will that it should become a universal law (p. 30).
 

Types of duties (notes from the Metaphysics of Morals)
 

There are perfect (exceptionless, negative) duties to oneself:
I.  As an animal being

•        Do not commit suicide 
•        Do not misuse your sexual powers 
•        Do not stupify yourself through the immoderate use of food and drink . . . 

II.  As a moral being
•        Do not lie 
•        Do not excessively deprive yourself 
•        Do no be servile 
•        Judge according to conscience, as though all duties were divine commands 
•        Estimate the moral purity of your actions: know yourself, morally speaking 

 
There are imperfect duties to oneself
A rational being necessarily wills that all his faculties should be developed, inasmuch as they are given 
him for all sorts of possible purposes (GMM 31).  To neglect these capacities is inconsistent with the 
advancement of humanity as an end (GMM 37).  
"Man owes it to himself to be a useful member of the world" (MM 109).
"Cultivate your powers of mind and body [including math, logic, philosophy, memory, imagination, 
gynmastics, etc., MM 109) so as to be able to fulfill all ends which may arise for you, uncertain as you 
may be which ends might become your own" (MM, 51).There is latitude in these duties, for example, in 
the choice of an occupation, and because of human frailty (MM 110).
It is one's duty to raise oneself from an animal-level way of living to a truly human way of living (MM 
44-45).
"Be holy," i.e., purely motivated to do what is right (MM 110).  
"Be perfect," i.e., in constant progression toward perfection ( MM 110-111). 
 

Third Section
We must assume that we are free--free from the dominance of natural causation, even though our 
actions, like all other phenomena that we experience in the world, are part of the natural realm governed 
by causal laws.
We must assume what we cannot prove.  Reason does not function reliably when it tries to go beyond 
the realm of experience in space and time, to which the categories of our understanding properly apply.  
We cannot prove that the soul--as a metaphysical entity—is free.
Whenever we deliberate about what we ought to do, we cannot help assuming that we have a real choice 
to make, in other words, that we are free.
We can consider an action from two points of view:
 

1.     as causally determined and 
2.     as determined in accord with moral law 

 
Taking the latter standpoint places us on a higher level (57.2).

 

 

THE GROUNDING OF THE METAPHYSICS OF MORALS
A More Thorough Summary

Preface.  What is this book up to? Much knowledge we gain from experience--"empirically"--we 
explore the world to confirm or disconfirm knowledge claims. But there is some knowledge we gain 
purely from an investigation of basic concepts and associated principles (such investigation is not 
experiential, according to the limits Kant associates with the notion of experience), e.g., logic, the 
metaphysics of nature, and the metaphysics of morals. There is a pure foundation of morality and a 
supreme principle of morality which people commonly know implicitly by recognizing duty. There is a 
need for a specially focused treatment to clarify and establish that principle, and this is the purpose of 
Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals (Ellington trans., Hackett edition used here). Note the 
recognition on p. 3.1 that moral laws "require, furthermore, a power of judgment sharpened by 
experience, partly in order to distinguish in what cases they are applicable . . . ."
            Why does K insist that morality cannot be based on anthropology? There are several reasons. 
The main reason is that anthropology is an empirical science; its claims can be confirmed or 
disconfirmed by experience in the world. The principles of moral reason, however, are not so 
confirmable and disconfirmable. Worldly wisdom may be of some help for someone seeking happiness 
("honesty is the best policy"; "he profits most who serves best"), but experience can never convey the 
universal force of the imperative, "Be loyal to the truth."
Another reason why ethics is not based on anthropology is that there are (or may be) angels or other 
types of rational beings. They, too, are morally obliged to decide and act according to morality. Human 
beings are capable of experiencing the temptation of physical feelings leading to betray moral reason; 
for humans, morality is experienced therefore (potentially or actually) as a compulsion--duty.
 

First Section
A good will, the only thing of unconditional worth in this world or beyond it, and the essence of genuine 
character, is a will that acts in the light of this three-fold standard of morality, the categorical imperative.
The first three paragraphs of the First Section of the Grounding (GMM) emphasize that only a good will 
is good without qualification. Other excellent qualities, if linked to a will that is not good, may make the 
evil doer more dangerous. If a person has a good will, even though the person may not succeed in 
carrying out his or her noble projects due to (perhaps) unforseeable circumstances beyond control, that 
will still shines as supremely good. (Note: Despite Kant's clash with consequentialism, Mill could agree 
on this point, since the good will has qualities that tend to express themselves as happiness-maximizing 
actions; moreover, the fact that a particular action doesn't achieve its end (due to unforseeable and 
uncontrollable circumstances) can still be esteemed, since the action is of a sort that tends to maximize 
happiness.)
The following notes from the Metaphysics of Morals (MM) are not an added reading assignment. The 
pages are supplemental, to be read (at times) in class, and available as extra help.  The introductory 
material that we have from Kant's Metaphysics of Morals has references to virtue in part II, pp. 36, 41, 
53, 64ff, and 69. They may be summarized as follows. Virtue is strength in carrying out one's duty in the 
face of strong and conflicting emotions (MM 380, 394 [7, 53]). It is the only true glory of a human 
being, invulnerable to chance. "In its possession alone is man free, healthy, rich, a king, etc." (MM 405 
[65]). "Virtue in its whole perfection is . . . to be represented not as if man possessed virtue, but as if 
virtue possessed man" (MM 406 [65]). We speak of many virtues, but they are but expressions of the 
single principle of virtue in relation to various objects [situation types?] (MM 406 [65]). "Virtue is 
always in progress and yet always begins at the beginning. The first follows from the fact that, 
objectively considered, virtue is an ideal and unattainable; but yet constantly to approximate it is 
nevertheless a duty. The second is founded subjectively upon the nature of man, which is affected by 
inclinations. Under the influence of these inclinations virtue, with its maxims adopted once for all, can 
never settle into a state of rest and inactivity; if it is not rising, it inevitably declines" (MM 409 [69]). 
Virtue is not merely a habit acquired by long practice, but a habit resulting from "resolute and firm 
principles ever more and more purified"--and thus fortified against surprises (MM 41).
There is a nice discussion of imperfect duties on p. II. 48.  Ideas about feelings are found at II. 
21,33,57,67f.  Kant's definitions of key terms begins at II 22.  Can there be a conflict of duties? See II 24 
and compare the notion of prima facie duties.
To say that you ought to do something is not merely to say that I want you to do it; nor is it merely to 
say that if you do it, you will get some reward and that if you don't you'll be punished. The recognition 
of moral duty cannot be reduced to feelings of approval or to anticipation of rewards and punishments. 
To recognize moral duty is to recognize what everyone ought to approve, what ought to be rewarded by 
happiness (however differently the world is seen to run).
Ideas about feelings are found at II. 9 ,33,57,67f. Here is a summary. Desire or aversion always has 
pleasure or displeasure connected, the susceptibility to which is called feeling (MM 211[9]). "Feeling is 
always physical" (377 [33]). Every person has moral qualities: "moral feeling, conscience, love of one's 
neighbor, and respect for oneself (self-esteem). These feelings arise from consciousness of a moral law 
(MM 399 [57-58]). "Emotions belong to feeling, which, preceding reflection as it does, makes reflection 
more difficult or even impossible. . . . Passion is the sensible appetite grown into a lasting inclination (e.
g., hatred in contrast to anger). The calmness with which one indulges passion permits reflection and 
allows the mind to frame principle for it" (MM 407-08 [67-68]).
Can anything be said, in general, about what we ought to do? First, I always act (more or less 
consciously) on the basis of some (primary) motive or purpose. If I take the trouble to make this motive 
explicit, I can state it in the form of a principle ("maxim"), and I can ask whether it would satisfy moral 
reason for everyone (in the same type of situation) to act on that same principle. Some maxims violate 
reason because it would be flatly contradictory to imagine everyone acting on them; other maxims, if 
acted upon universally, would be rationally unsatisfactory (they would lead e.g., to a world in which 
people would neglect to develop their own talents or in which people would neglect beneficence).
Second, I must treat every person (including myself) with profound respect for that individual's capacity 
for free, rational, moral self-determination.
Third, I must choose my principles as though I were legislating for a "kingdom of ends." A kingdom of 
ends may be envisioned as a heavenly realm beyond this life (where we may hope that those worthy to 
be happy are actually happy). We may also envision the kingdom of ends as an advanced civilization, 
where international peace is enforced through international law and people treat one another morally. 
But we are here and now members of a kingdom of ends if we act in accord with universal, rational 
principles.
Turning to a more detailed exposition now, this section argues that a good will subordinates happiness to 
duty--as expressed in the form of a law or principle. This section articulates what Kant regards as 
implicit in the moral sense of the ordinary (not philosophically trained) person: (1) A good will alone is 
unconditionally good; there is, in other words, a doctrine of virtue here, with one single, central virtue 
elevated in isolation. We note that insofar as moral worth is concerned, we are prepared to honor the 
virtue of someone whose projects are frustrated (let us assume, through circumstances beyond the 
agent's control). (2) For what purpose do we have reason and will? It cannot be simply to pursue 
happiness--the satisfactions of human needs and desires. We are so lacking in the ability to secure our 
own happiness that we'd do better, if that were the goal, to operate with instinct, like an animal. The 
purpose of reason's capacity to govern the will must be to make the will good. (3) A person who has a 
good will excels at willing, and this is what it means to be moral. (4) A good will is one that resolves to 
perform its duty; and the concept of duty implies that there may be inclinations of human nature that run 
contrary to duty. The notion of duty implies that it is something that "you have to do, whether you feel 
like it or not." (Duty here is determined by practical reason, which may differ from social expectations. 
Duty can only be genuinely fulfilled if done from the motive of a good will. (5) The ordinary concept of 
duty implies (a) that the claims of duty inherently take precedence over the claims of inclination (what 
one "feels like doing") and (b) that you should "act only on maxims which you can consistently will to be 
universal law (acted upon by everyone in similar circumstances) (in the next section this maxim will be 
presented as the first formulation of the categorical imperative, a product of philosophy, not common 
sense). Finally, (6) philosophy is needed to safeguard and clarify this concept. This is because the strict 
application of reason in some cases seems to go against our tender sentiments, and ordinary thinking is 
in danger of compromising the purity of reason and ending up with an incoherent mix of notions instead 
of a genuine ethical philosophy. Therefore, it is necessary to develop a philosophic articulation of moral 
law.

Second Section
The Second Section opens with an exhortation to go beyond a philosophy based on examples. A rational 
being is defined (p. 23.3) as having a will, defined as "the power to act according to . . . principles . . . 
independently of inclination." To say that a being stands under an obligation is to say that being might 
possibly act following a contrary inclination; a holy or divine will, unlike the will of a human or 
(fallible) angel, does not experience the thing to be done as an obligation, as something which one ought 
to do (24).
An imperative is a principle that one is rationally required to follow in order to do something. There are 
different types of imperatives: rules of skill (about effective or efficient technique), counsels of prudence 
(about how to pursue happiness), and commands (laws) of morality; the first two types are hypothetical, 
i.e., if you have a certain goal, then you should do X. The third type (if there really is such a law) is an 
unconditional, "categorical" imperative.
 
The first formulation of the categorical imperative.  Kant repeatedly asks whether and how a 
categorical imperative is "possible" (27-29). This may be because, as the third section sets forth, the 
possibililty of moral law points to the crucial concept of freedom in a human being who also lives in the 
midst of nature. Maybe, Kant muses, the categorical imperative is covertly hypothetical, i.e., if you say, 
unconditionally or "categorically, "Do not commit murder," you really mean, in the last analysis, "If you 
want to avoid trouble with the Authorities, do not commit murder." Just entertaining the concept of a 
categorical imperative does not prove that there really is one, but an analysis of the idea of a categorical 
imperative can produce the "general formula" of a categorical imperative (a formula, which Kant 
acknowledges, lacks content, implies nothing concrete). The categorical imperative requires action in 
accord with law; this is the first formulation, mentioned in the previous section (29-30). (A maxim is a 
policy for acting; if I keep my promise to my friend, I might act on the maxim of being generous to 
people that are nice to me that day, or I might act on the maxim of keeping my promises. [Which maxim 
would qualify as a moral maxim under the test of the first formulation of the categorical imperative? 
Why?] Maxims can be very general or highly specific.)
Traditionally, duties were classified as (1) duties to others and duties to self and (2) duties which could 
never be violated ("perfect duties") and duties of benevolence or self-cultivation that are not binding in 
every opportunity (30-32). We can see that there is one thread running through all these duties—a 
single, categorical, principle of pure reason, for all rational beings (32-35). Such a principle is a formal 
principle, since it abstracts from all subjectively provided content; that is, the categorical imperative 
holds no matter what goals or ends the agent may envision.
The reasoning thus far may be summed up as follows.  1. Happiness (the satisfaction of needs and 
inclinations) is important and necessary, but must be subordinated to duty in case of a conflict.  2.  An 
action has moral worth only if it is done "from duty" (400-401).  3. Whenever we act, we do so 
according to some maxim.  If fully articulated, a maxim has the following elements in its structure:  In 
situations of type S, I will do actions of type A, from a motive of type M.  4. The same maxim could be 
acted on by the agent or by others on other occasions, whenever situations of type S occurs.  5.  In some 
cases, it would be rationally satisfactory if the maxim were made a universal law ("If everyone did 
that . . ."); in those cases the maxim is morally acceptable.  6. If every empirical element is set aside 
(which could motivate action based on the desire for happiness), there is only one way left that allows us 
to say, in general, what the moral law requires: that one's maxim must be able to be a (rationally 
satisfactory) universal law.  "I SHOULD NEVER ACT EXCEPT IN SUCH A WAY THAT I CAN 
ALSO WILL THAT MY MAXIM SHOULD BECOME A UNIVERSAL LAW." (402)  "ACT ONLY 
ACCORDING TO THAT MAXIM WHEREBY YOU CAN AT THE SAME TIME WILL THAT IT 
SHOULD BECOME A UNIVERSAL LAW." (421)  
Transition: Every action is directed toward some sort of object or end.  In the case of actions directed 
toward happiness, this is the end to be reached by the means to be chosen by prudence.  In the case of 
actions governed by duty, there must be some objectively valid end, equally valid for all rational beings.  
What could such an end be? (427)
 
The second formulation of the categorical imperative.  Is there another path along which we could 
find an unconditional moral law? "But let us suppose that there were something whose existence has in 
itself an absolute worth . . . . Now I say that man, and in general every rational being, exists as an end in 
himself and not merely as a means to be arbitrarily used by this or that will" (35). This affirmation 
provides a second ground for a categorical imperative: "Act in such a way that you treat humanity, 
whether in your own person or in the person of another, always at the same time as an end and never 
simply as a means"--the second formulation of the categorical imperative (36). The examples of the four 
types of duties are reviewed from the new perspective (36-37).
For Kant, persons--rational beings who can freely determine their actions in accord with universal laws--
have a dignity that is beyond all price (40-41). What we fittingly respect in people is, above all, their 
humanity. This is respect that is appropriate to accord to everyone alike. We have a duty to treat each 
person as an end in herself or himself, never merely as a means. Strictly speaking, we do not have a duty 
to feel respect (II, 113). Respect is a feeling which is our "subjective" response to the recognition of the 
moral law (14n).
By their actions, some people deserve little respect (II, 112). There are "varieties of respect" to be 
manifested toward others according to differences such as age, sex, birth, strength, or status; these are 
not involved in "the pure rational principles of respect" (II, 133). Sometimes we do feel respect toward 
someone who is superior to us in some way (II, 113), but such variables of respect are secondary to the 
basic maxim of treating persons as beings of human dignity II, 113).
 
The third formulation of the categorical imperative.  Act as though your will were legislating 
universal law for a kingdom of ends.  
What is a kingdom of ends?  A social structure in which people treat themselves and others with regard 
for the dignity of rational beings in a postulated world to come (not proven, but postulated since the 
moral demands of justice are not fulfilled in this world).  
A realm in which all members treat one another as rational beings.  A possible, hoped-for, advanced 
civilization could only be an approximation to this Idea of perfection.  Kant is careful to set forth the 
idea of an advanced civilization as just that: an Idea (see the summary of Kant’s essay, “An Idea of 
History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View” toward the end of this document).
In the Grounding Kant seems to imply that we can will as though we were already living in an ideal 
realm.  Such idealism, however, runs into problems that he clearly sees in his 1795 essay, “Toward 
Perpetual Peace” (see notes toward the end of this document).  
What is the issue at stake?  Sometimes Kant seems to expect agents to choose maxims as if they were 
legislating for a kingdom of ends. At other times (in his essays on history and politics) he acknowledges 
that sometimes the proper policy is a strategic approach to that advanced civilization (for example, 
nations should gradually reduce armaments and armies as they progress toward enduring peace).
            Kant's third formulation is often said to be about autonomy—a very important concept in his 
ethics. "Autos" means "self," and "nomos" means "law." The idea is that you should be the author of 
your own rational maxims, not merely follow guidance or pressure from outside. That outside could be 
parents, teachers, religious leaders, scientific experts, political leaders--and even your own emotions. 
Kant is saying that you should not let your (material) emotions run your life. [Note: the Metaphysics of 
Morals is distinguished for its more developed treatment of moral feelings as compared with the 
Grounding.] Your true self is your best self, your reason. You fall into heteronomy if you don't make 
your own decisions based on your own best thinking. (This does not mean that you cannot learn from 
others. Nor does it mean that you should never trust another person's judgment.) Have the courage to 
exercise your own humanity, to think for yourself. Treat others so as to help them do the same. This is 
Kant's message. Put in other words, the notion of autonomy emphasizes that a moral agent is not merely 
following someone else, some external authority, for example. Even where outside advice may be taken, 
the individual nevertheless does so responsibly and with eyes open, ready to revise reliance on the guide 
if need be. The opposite of autonomy is heternomy--letting someone else do your deciding for you.
Consider the following quotations from Kant.
1. "Teleology considers nature as a kingdom of ends; morals regards a possible kingdom of ends as a 
kingdom of nature. In the former the kingdom of ends is a theoretical idea for explaining what exists. In 
the latter it is a practical idea for bringing about what does not exist but can be made actual by our 
conduct, i.e., what can be actualize in accordance with this very idea" (436; 42, n. 28).
2. "All maxims proceeding from his own legislation ought to harmonize with a possible kingdom of 
ends as a kingdom of nature" (436; 41-42).
In this expression, Kant does not require that the agent's universalized maxim be one that would be used 
in an advanced civilization; rather it must harmonize with it; in others words—as I interpret it—it may 
be the right maxim to progress toward such an advanced civilization from the position in which the 
agent finds him/herself.
3. "Always choose in such a way that in the same volition the maxims of the choice are at the same time 
present as universal law" (440; 44).
 
The moral law is a law of reason; reason legislates the law. When a person functions authentically as a 
moral subject, s/he does not rely on external sources for the law, but only on reason itself; in other 
words, the subject is autonomous (subject only to his or her own law) not heteronomous (depending on a 
law derived from what is other--even from one's own natural feelings) (38). Since reason produces 
universal laws, the (authentic) moral subject can be conceived as legislating for all rational beings, i.e., 
for a "kingdom of ends" (38-39). The third formulation of the categorical imperative might be 
constructed as follows: "Act on maxims that you formulate as though you were, in these maxims, 
legislating for the kingdom of ends (all rational beings)" (38). Things have a price; rational beings, 
capable of autonomy, have dignity (39-41).
In review, the three formulations are presented as forming an appealing system (41), in terms of which 
the good will may now be explicated (42-44).
 

Third Section
We paradoxical beings are part of nature (in that an extensive causal account of our actions can be given 
in physical-emotional terms); but when we deliberate about what we ought to do, "we put ourselves into 
relation with determining grounds of a different kind" (457), and thus we also transcend nature. Our 
capacity to determine our actions by our best thinking, by the free operation of moral reason, sets us 
apart from mere things as beings of profound dignity. Kant wrote in the Critique of Practical Reason, 
"Two things fill me with ever-increasing awe: the starry heavens above me and the moral law within 
me."
The drama of our freedom is that we can either let our actions be determined by our desires and fears, or 
else we can rouse ourselves to act in accord with duty. What we ought to do must always be accorded 
preference in any conflict with what we feel like doing.
This section has the task of explaining why a free will is necessarily subject to moral law. The will is 
understood as (1) a cause of actions which are somehow independent of natural causes; (2) able to 
determine itself; (3) (self-)governed by the categorical imperative.
            Human experience can never absolutely prove that any action we do is determined by our reason 
rather than by physical causes operating in the material-emotional realm. But in acting and in thinking 
about what to do, we must presuppose that we are free. In practice we do operate with this assumption 
and we are permitted to operate with this assumption in moral philosophy as well.
We can look at action from two standpoints (1) as caused by antecedent material factors, and (2) as 
deriving from rational will. Each standpoint is indispensable; and the two are compatible. (Kant regards 
nature--including human actions, taken as observable phenomena--as a realm characterized by the 
principle of causation.) We cannot experience our freedom: whatever we experience falls within the 
realm of materially determined phenomena. But whenever we think or act under the idea of duty--
whenever we deliberate about what we ought to do--we cannot help presupposing that we are free. This 
is not a strict, theoretical proof that we are free; but is so compelling to our reason that we may indeed 
say that we have shown how a categorical imperative is possible. The categorical imperative is only 
possible--meaningful if we are free. If we are not free, if we are merely the playthings of natural and 
social influences and of inclination, then it makes no sense to say that we OUGHT to do something. We 
might as well address moral imperatives to the wind. Kant affirms both that we are part of nature and 
that we transcend nature.
 

THE METAPHYSICS OF MORALS: Selected Themes
 

Kant on Duties to Oneself
1. What's wrong with suicide (and, by extension, euthanasia)? (MM 421-24 [82-85])  According to Kant, 
every individual has a natural drive to self-preservation, a drive contrary to suicide. (This is a standard 
"natural law" argument, popular in the Roman Catholic tradition.) What is the main argument against 
suicide? Who are we? What does it mean to be a human being? Are we persons whose basic goal in life 
is to enjoy our life, such that when we no longer enjoy it (or expect to enjoy it) are morally permitted to 
exit the scene? We are, above all moral beings. It would pervert our true humanity to destroy humanity 
in our own person because of physical or emotional unhappiness. If we are going to take the ethical 
question seriously, we must recall that we all have duties of various sorts. To destroy one's life is to 
exempt oneself from our duties.
Note two additional points. First, Kant acknowledges that the very notion of duties to oneself is 
problematic and that duties to oneself may be derived from duties to others.
Second, he gives a series of questions about applying this principle to hard cases, implying that some 
acts that might seem to be classified as unjustifiable suicide are in fact not properly so classified. An 
example is provided by Alan Donagan: "The suicide of Captain Oates, in Scott's antarctic expedition, in 
order not to retard his companions as they struggled back to their depot, is rightly considered an act of 
charity as well as of courage."
 
2. What about sex?

●     Nature (the Creator?) has provided sexual powers for the perpetuation of the species. 
●     Sexual love gives the greatest sensuous pleasure, since it is pleasure from the enjoyment of 

another person. 
●     Our sexual activity must not degrade our self-respect. 
●     We degrade the humanity in our own person if we surrender ourselves to the total pursuit 

of animal pleasure. 
●     We must not merely use another person for our gratification. 
●     Sexual passion is radically different from moral love, but it is possible for both to flourish 

in one relationship. 
●     We must not be needlessly extreme ("Puritanical") in our ethical restrictions. 
●     Sexual relations should be restricted to those who are married. 

Note: If you disagree with some of Kant's particular judgments, you may still agree with 
some of Kant's broader ideas and be sympathetic with his desire not to be extreme, harsh, 
and needlessly rigorous. Be careful to differentiate these levels as you respond to Kant.
 

3. What's wrong with getting drunk, using drugs, and gross overeating? (MM 427-28 [88-90])  Everyone 
(quite properly) wants to be happy. To be healthy is an important part of happiness, and thus it is a 
matter of prudence for a person to use good judgment about eating and drinking. It's foolish to act 
contrary to prudence. Kant offers some information about drugs. "Stupefying agents such as opium and 
other products of the plant kingdom . . . are misleading in that they produce for a while a dreamy 
euphoria and freedom from care, and even an imagined strength. But they are harmful in that afterwards 
depression and weakness follow and, worst of all, there results a need to take these stupefying agents 
again and even to increase the amount. . . . [They] make one taciturn, withdrawn, and uncommunicative."
Beyond this counsel of prudence, however, are moral considerations. We have a duty not to make 
ourselves "temporarily incapacitated for activities that require adroitness and deliberation in the use of 
our powers."
 
4. Truthfulness, Self-Deception, and Lying (MM 429-31 [90-93])
Kant is famous for his position that it is never justified to tell a lie. What if a prospective murderer asks 
you the whereabouts of an intended victim? See the brief essay at the end of our text for his answer. (Is 
there a way of saying that telling a lie in this case is actually fidelity to truth in a higher sense?) If we 
disagree with Kant, however, we should nevertheless learn all we can from him about the significance of 
truthfulness ("veracity") and lying (including self-deception).
See what broad terms Kant uses to indicate his appreciation of the virtues of truthfulness: "Veracity in 
one's statements is called honesty, and when these statements are at the same time promises, sincerity. 
But veracity in general is called uprightness."
Kant describes subtle forms of religious hypocrisy as instances of self-deception.
 
5. "Avarice" (MM 432-34 [93-96])
Enjoy life! Don't deprive yourself so much (e.g., in order to save money) that you make yourself 
miserable.  Note Kant's critique of the Aristotelian idea that virtue is a mean between extremes!  
Compare this section with the exhortation toward the end of the book to be cheerful (MM #53, 484-85 
[154-55]).
 
6. Servility (acting so as to betray self-respect) (MM 434-37; 96-100)
Human beings have no special significance as part of nature, one species on this planet alongside other 
species. However, because of the moral humanity within each person, each human being has an infinite 
dignity. Self-esteem is a duty. No one must stoop to the false humility of denying that s/he has any moral 
worth or of pretending to be inferior as a human being (no matter how one might be superior or inferior 
in other respects). Don't bow and scrape or let anyone trample upon your rights. Don't put yourself in a 
position to become unduly indebted to another person. Don't whimper and complain. Don't try to get 
others to pity you. Don't kneel down—even before God!
 
7. Conscience (MM 437-440 [100-103])
When we realize that we may have done wrong, we ought to submit our act to an examination by 
conscience. Conscience works like a court or tribunal in which we face an ideal (imagined) judge, a 
"searcher of hearts"—God as an Idea (not proven to be real beyond this inner forum). The voice of 
conscience is inescapable.
 
8. Moral self-examination is a duty (MM 441-42 [103-04])
Examine the purity of your motives. Do not fall into self-contempt (or contempt for humanity) if your 
self-examination uncovers much that is unworthy. Remember that your very capacity to notice it 
critically is a badge of great distinction for humanity!
"Prayer is only an internal wish declared before a searcher of hearts."
 
9. Our duties regarding (not to) other kinds of beings (MM 442-44 [105-07])
Strictly speaking, we have duties only to human beings. But we ought to take care for natural beauty and 
to avoid cruelty to animals. It demeans us to do otherwise. Regarding God, we cannot prove the 
existence of God, though we can regard God as an ideal projected by moral reason. Religion bids us 
regard all duties as divine commands; but specific religious duties fall outside the realm of philosophical 
ethics.
 

Moral Feelings in Kant's Introduction to the Metaphysics of Morals
"Don't let your emotions run your life. Make sure that your best thinking (reason) is in the driver's seat." 
This motto captures in a simplified way Kant's attitude toward emotions.
The subordination of emotion to reason has drawn much criticism from feminists and others today, 
partly because women are thought, for biological or cultural reasons, to be somewhat more emotional 
and less logical then men. Sometimes criticism has taken the form of accepting the generalization about 
gender (of course realizing that the generalization expresses a statistical tendency) while inverting the 
implied valuations. In other words, some feminists celebrate women's emotional nature and criticize 
abstract, male reason.
Kant's view is actually more complex than the simplified picture, since he makes room for moral 
feelings, feelings that originate in the mind's response to moral reason. Kant mentions "moral feeling, 
conscience, love of one's neighbor, and respect for oneself (self-esteem)" (MM 399 [57]).
It would not make sense to tell someone who utterly lacked these feelings that he had a duty to have 
them. Every normal-minded human being, however, does have them (MM 400 [59]). What, then, is our 
duty regarding them? "The obligation here can only extend to cultivating [the moral feeling] and even 
strengthening it through wonder at its inscrutable origin. This cultivation comes about through seeing 
how just by the mere representation of reason this feeling is excited most strongly, in its purity and apart 
from every pathological stimulus" (MM 400 [58]). Consider what Kant says about the feeling of 
conscience: "The duty here is . . . to cultivate our conscience, to sharpen our attention to the voice of this 
internal judge, and to use every means to get it a hearing . . ." (MM 401 [60]).
Despite Kant's emerging doctrine of moral feeling (presented only in the germ in the Grounding), his 
talk about love of humankind in the Introduction to the Metaphysics of Morals) continues the same line 
of analysis that he had presented earlier. In GMM, Kant refers to "passages of Scripture which command 
us to love our neighbor and even our enemy:

For love as an inclination cannot be commanded; but beneficence [doing good] from 
duty, when no inclination impels us and even when a natural and unconquerable 
aversion opposes such beneficence, is practical [pertaining to action], and not 
pathological [pertaining to emotion] love. Such love resides in the will and not in the 
propensities of feeling, in principles of action and not in tender sympathy; and only 
this practical love can be commanded. (GMM 399 [12])
 

Kant's account in the Introduction to MM (XII,c, 401-402 [60-61]) continues the same line. Kant 
recognizes that love and duty are qualitatively different motivations: "All duty is a necessitation, a 
constraint, even though it might be self-constraint according to a law. And what one does from 
constraint does not come about from love." When we experience duty as a burden, something we have to 
do (even though we would prefer to do something else), we are experiencing morality as composite 
human beings, beings with material emotions as well as reason. There is always the possibility of a 
conflict between what we feel like doing and what we ought to do. The motto, "Obligation takes 
precedence over opportunity," expresses the correct priority.
            Can we have a duty to love? Kant puts it bluntly: "Love is a matter of sensation, not of willing; 
and I cannot love because I would, still less because I should (being obligated to love). Hence a duty to 
love is nonexistent. . . . When therefore it is said, "Thou shalt love thy neighbor as thyself," this does not 
mean you should directly (at first) love and through this love (subsequently) benefit him; but rather, "Do 
good to your neighbor," and this beneficence will produce in you the love of mankind (as a readiness of 
inclination toward beneficence in general). Benevolence--wishing good for humankind--falls in 
between; it can be commanded, since it is not merely a feeling, but it is not the same as love.
            On the topic of love and duty, if we affirm material emotions and the duty of beneficence, is it 
possible to add anything? Perhaps it is true that we can each find something wonderful deep within the 
mind, a source of purpose, energy, creativity, meaning, and love. Religious teachers of diverse traditions 
identify this source within as the indwelling spirit gift of a loving God. Spiritual love would then be a 
soul feeling, not a biological affection. The duty to love, then, does not mean than one has to push some 
a non-existent emotion button. Love cannot be manufactured; nor do we need to try to manufacture it, 
since it is already there within. Paradoxically, the duty to love can only be fulfilled by transcending the 
standpoint of duty-consciousness. Sometimes we are loving spontaneously. When love is blocked, 
however, what we need to do is turn to the divine source of love within, open ourselves to it, and express 
it. "Love is the outworking of the divine and inner urge of life. It is based on understanding, nurtured by 
unselfish service, and perfected in wisdom."
 

Kant on Imperfect Duties to Oneself 

You have a duty to cultivate your highest intellectual capacities, your broader faculties of mind, and 
your physical abilities, since you have many goals, including some goals that we will have in the future 
that we do not now forsee, that will call on these powers. Thinking rationally about the mode of life you 
select, you are free to choose what proportion of attention you will give to the cultivation of these 
various potentials. Nevertheless, you owe it to yourself to be a useful member of the world. Your self-
respect requires you to develop a genuine competence. (MM 444-46 [108-110])
The ultimate moral command is "Be perfect." We frail human beings, however, cannot attain perfection 
in this life. Moreover, even if we did achieve wholeheartedness in our devotion to seeking and finding 
and choosing and doing the right thing (the core virtue), there are so many virtues [regarding different 
types of situation] that we cannot complete [=perfect] our growth on this earth. Therefore the command 
to be perfect must be interpreted to mean, "Strive for (moral) perfection." Every year should show 
progress toward the goal. (MM 446-47 [110-111].
 
Ethical Duties to Others
Sometimes we love someone who deserves little respect; sometimes we respect someone hardly worthy 
of love. But love and respect, in some measure, need to accompany each other. Since it can reduce one's 
self-esteem to receive a handout, we need to be careful about the manner of beneficence (#23). Love 
draws people closer; respect preserves distance (#24). In this context, "love" (as a duty) does not refer to 
an emotion (e.g., feeling attracted to someone) but to benevolence (which leads to beneficence): Love is 
the desire to do good to others. Respect for others is not merely the attitude toward someone superior, 
but a regard for another's human dignity. We have a strict duty not to exalt ourselves over others (to 
respect others), not to treat someone else as a mere means to our own ends. We have a broad duty to 
love others, to identify with and promote what they want (#25). We can have various general attitudes 
toward human beings (#26). According to something like the golden rule I am obliged to be benevolent 
toward all other humans (#27). At the same time, my obligations to those who are close to me are much 
greater than my obligations to remote others (#28).
We ought to be happy, to look out for our own flourishing, and also to be good to others (#29). We all 
have needs, and we are on this earth--united by nature--to help one another (#30). Beneficence should be 
done discreetly, so as not to make others feel like charity cases. I must not be paternalistic (imposing my 
own concept of happiness in what I do for others), but must do what makes the other person happy 
(except for minors and the mentally deranged). When bad government leads to gross inequalities in 
wealth, there is less merit in the generosity of the wealthy (#31).
We ought to be grateful to those who have benefited us. Gratitude helps motivate beneficence, and 
sometimes there is nothing we could do to adequately repay what has been done for us (#32). We should 
be aware of our great debt to previous generations without going to extremes. In attempting to 
reciprocate good done to us, we should try to do the same to our benefactor--or, if we cannot, to others. 
Our gratitude is determined by how much good we received and how pure the benefactor's motive was. 
We should accept good done to us as an occasion giving us reason to return or pass along good to others.
We have a duty to feel sympathy with others. As human beings, we naturally experience, to some 
degree, a contagion of feelings, rejoicing and sorrowing with others. Beyond this, we can will to share 
others feelings more extensively, and we have a duty to do so, to be sympathetic. Pity and useless 
commiseration, however, is not encouraged; it merely spreads pain around, and is no motive for 
beneficence, since it regards the other not as a being of dignity but merely as a poor, suffering creature 
(#34).
We can indirectly cultivate sympathetic feelings and should do so. They help motivate us to do our duty. 
We should not avoid exposing ourselves to scenes that will touch our sympathies.
For this world to be a beautiful moral whole, love of humankind, universal love for one's neighbor, must 
flourish. Beneficence, however, generates a certain asymmetry in a relationship, and some people are 
too proud to acknowledge their indebtedness to others (#35).
            Envy and jealousy, hatred, ingratitude, malice, and vengeance are vices (we must let the proper 
authorities deal with wrongdoers). Extremes of inhumanity are not properly called devilish, however, 
any more than extremes of beneficence are called angelic; those are just terms to indicate maximums 
(#36).
Proper respect for others prevents egoism, arrogance, and contempt (#37). We owe profound respect to 
every person (#38). We must respect the humanity of even a vicious person. "To think but little of some 
people as compared to others is indeed sometimes unavoidable," but we don't have to show contempt to 
that person. Respect for humanity forbids degrading punishments. We must never be abusive in response 
to another person's foolishness but rather relate to him in a way that sustains his respect for his own 
capacity to understand. We must never explode at wrongdoing in a way that injures the person's 
disposition to do good (#39). Self-respect is incompatible with acting in a dishonorable or indecent way. 
We must act in a respectable way, not, however, by becoming slaves to social custom, since it is 
sometimes virtuous to act contrary to custom (#40). It is more serious to violate the (negative) duties of 
respect for others than to fail to perform the (positive) duties of beneficence (#41).
Superb self-respect is worlds away from the pride that seeks to make others esteem themselves as little 
by comparison (#42). Gossip, even if based on fact, puts others down and tends to weaken the general 
love of humankind. Even seeking to find out the details of another person's moral life is inappropriate 
(#43). There are many shades of mockery, spitefully putting other people down. When you are seriously 
accused, it is best not to retaliate however or to give way to anger, but not to defend yourself at all or to 
do so with dignity (#44).
            Philosophic principles of morality cannot tell you exactly how to adjust your treatment of others 
in the light of significant variables: the moral purity or depravity of their conditions, in crude or refined 
circumstances, with educated or uneducated people, regarding differences of status, age, sex, state of 
health, affluence or poverty, and so on (#45).
Perfect friendship is an ideal that we can approach, if never attain. It is the union of two persons through 
equal mutual love and respect. Friendship gives "the sweetness of the sensation arising from that mutual 
possession which approximates a fusion into one person." Respect keeps a certain distance. We must 
never seek complete intimacy, to know "everything" about the other. True friendship cannot be based 
merely on each person's need for the other. Meeting the other's needs becomes an endless project; 
moreover, the true friend tries to make the friend unaware of what he does for him. Friendship is so 
tender that it needs something more than feelings to guide it: moral principles (#46).
            It is wonderful to be able to share your opinions freely with someone else, and to reveal yourself 
without fearing rejection. "Moral friendship (as distinguished from emotional friendship) is the complete 
confidence of two persons in the mutual openness of their private judgments and sensations, as far as 
such openness is consistent with mutual respect."
            A friend of humankind rejoices in others' happiness and will never disturb it without regret.
A lover of humankind also has human equality in mind--"the idea of all men as brothers under one 
common father, who wants happiness for everyone" (#47).
There is a duty to cultivate social virtues: the practice of accessibility, affability, courtesy, hospitality, 
mildness. These qualities make an appearance of virtue and create an atmosphere that indirectly 
promotes virtue. One must not, however, associate with the wicked (#48).
 

KANT’S ESSAYS ON HISTORY AND POLITICS
 

EVOLUTION AND ETHICS:
CIVILIZATION'S UPS AND DOWNS AND OUR MORAL DUTIES

 
English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) lived through a period of anarchy precipitated by civil 
war. Such a period is called an "interregnum" since it falls between (inter) the reign (regnum) of order. 
Hobbes described two basic kinds of human situation:

❍     A "state of nature," in which no effective government exists to establish order, a 
condition in which life is "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." 

❍     Civil society, in which the "social contract" is generally obeyed, and government 
power is adequate to maintain order in society. 

Our duties depend on whether or not we find ourselves in a civil society. According to Hobbes, in a state 
of nature, we have a right to defend ourselves by any means necessary, whereas in civil society, 
government has a monopoly on the use of force; private revenge yields to a law-governed system of 
police and courts. In a state of nature our only duty is to try to get out of such a miserable condition, to 
try to gain agreement on a social contract that will establish civil society. In civil society, we may 
reasonably enter into all sorts of contracts and undertake all sorts of duties, since it is reasonable to 
assume that others will cooperate; in case they do not, one may go to court to have things set right.
German (more accurately: Prussian) philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) saw among nations the 
same problem that Hobbes observed among individuals in a state of nature. (See Kant's essays, "An Idea 
of History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View" and "On Perpetual Peace.") Just as Hobbes saw that the 
misery of the state of nature was solved by establishing a national government, so, according to Kant, 
the misery of unstable peace--with enormous military expenditures, and the horror of war breaking out 
here and there, from time to time--requires the establishment of a world government that can effectively 
outlaw war. Although Kant was not the only thinker to propose this solution, his ideas were an important 
part of the history behind two twentieth century attempts to solve the problem of war. After the horrors 
of WW I, the nations formed the League of Nations, an organization that remained vulnerable to the 
very forces of nationalism that it was trying to overcome. After the even greater horrors of WW II, the 
nations formed the United Nations, an organization that has had some limited success and that is 
struggles to evolve today.
Here are the theses Kant advanced in his sketch of the meaning of world history, “Idea for a Universal 
History with a Cosmopolitan Intent” (1784).  The introduction sets it forth that even though human 
beings may not consciously pursue any goal as the end of history, it may be possible to discern one by 
surveying history on a large scale. 
 

First Thesis.  All of a creature’s natural capacities are destined to develop completely and in conformity 
with their end.

 

Second Thesis.  In man (as the sole rational creature on earth) those natural capacities directed toward 
the use of his reason are to be completely developed only in the species, not in the individual.

 

Third Thesis.  Nature has willed that man, entirely by himself, produce everything that goes beyond the 
mechanical organization of his animal existence and partake in no other happiness or perfection than 
what he himself, independently of instinct, can secure through his own reason.

 

Fourth Thesis.  The means that nature uses to bring about the development of all of man’s capacities is 
the antagonism among them in society, as far as in the end this antagonism is the cause of law-governed 
order in society.

 

Fifth Thesis.  The greatest problem for the human species, whose solution nature compels it to seek, is to 
achieve a universal civil society administered in accord with the right.

 

Sixth Thesis.  This problem is both the hardest and the last to be solved by the human species.

 

Seventh Thesis.  The problem of establishing a perfect civil constitution depends on the problem of law-
governed external relations among nations and cannot be solved unless the latter is.



 

Eighth Thesis.  One can regard the history of the human species, in the large, as the realization of a 
hidden plan of nature to bring about an internally, and for this purpose, also an externally perfect 
national constitution, as the sole state in which all of humanity’s natural capacities can be developed.

 

Ninth Thesis.  A philosophical attempt to work out a universal history of the world in accord with a plan 
of nature that aims at a perfect civic union of the human species must be regarded as possible and even 
as helpful to this objective of nature’s.

  

Kant held that progress to world peace would necessarily be a gradual, evolutionary process, since the 
lessons of reason become acceptable to the world powers only after they endure great suffering. In his 
essay, "Perpetual Peace," he therefore distinguished two types of principles for promoting planetary 
political evolution:

●     Principles that strictly prohibit certain actions, principles that have no exceptions and that 
are to be applied rigorously starting now. For example, no nation should take over another 
nation. 

●     Principles that advise progressive actions that cannot proceed too rapidly without blocking 
progress to the very goals they have in mind. For example, disarmament is a goal, but 
sudden, unilateral disarmament would destabilize world peace, not help the cause. 

 

Here is his list.

1.  No treaty of peace that tacitly reserves issues for a future war shall be held valid.  [a strict 
requirement.  In other words, sometimes negotiators would secretly make peace while just 
waiting for the opportunity or an excuse to declare war again.]

2.  No independent nation, be it large or small, may be acquired by another nation by 
inheritance, exchange, purchase, or gift.  [gradual requirement]

3.  Standing armies shall be gradually abolished.

For they constantly threaten other nations with war by giving the appearance that they are prepared 
for it, which goads nations into competing with one another in the number of men under arms, and 
this practice knows no bounds.  And since the costs related to maintaining peace will in this way 
finally become greater than those of a short war, standing armies are the cause of wars of aggression 
that are intended to end burdensome expenditures.  Moreover, paying men to kill or be killed appears 
to use them as mere machines and tools in the hands of another (the nation), which is inconsistent 
with the rights of humanity.  The voluntary, periodic military training of citizens so that they can 
secure their homeland against external aggression is an entirely different matter.  The same could be 
said about the hoarding of treasure (for of the three sorts of power, the power of an army, the power 
of alliance, and the power of money, the third is the most reliable instrument of war).  Thus, except 
for the difficulty in discovering the amount of wealth another nation possesses, the hoarding of 
treasure could be regarded as preparation for war that necessitates aggression.

4.  No national debt shall be contracted in connection with the foreign affairs of the nation. 
[gradual requirement.  In the mid-18th century, Great Britain had invented national debt, 
borrowing on the credit of the government, enabling it to win its war against France.]

5.  No nation shall forcibly interfere with the constitution and government of another. 
 [strictly required]

. . . .  It would be different if, as a result of internal discord, a nation were divided in two and each 
part, regarding itself as a separate nation, lay claim to the whole; for (since they are in a condition of 
anarchy) the aid of a foreign nation to one of the parties could not be regarded as interference by the 
other in its constitution.  So long, however, as this internal conflict remains undecided, a foreign 
power’s interference would violate the rights of an independent people struggling with its internal 
ills.  Doing this would be an obvious offense and would render the autonomy of every nation 
insecure.

6.  No nation at war with another shall permit such acts of war as shall make mutual trust 
impossible during some future time of peace: Such acts include the use of assassins, 
poisoners, breach of surrender, instigation of treason in the opposing nation, etc.

These are dishonorable stratagems.  Some level of trust in the enemy’s way of thinking must be 
preserved even in the midst of war, for otherwise no peace can ever be concluded and the hostilities 
would become a war of extermination.  Yet war is but a sad necessity in the state of nature (where no 
tribunal empowered to make judgments supported by the power of law exists), one that maintains the 
rights of a nation by mere might, where neither party can be declared an unjust enemy (since this 
already presupposes a judgment of right) and the outcome of the conflict (as if it were a so-called 
“judgment of God”) determines the side on which justice lies.  A war of punishment between nations 
is inconceivable (for there is no relation of superior and inferior between them).  From this it follows 
that a war of extermination—where the destruction of both parties along with all rights is the result—
would permit perpetual peace to occur only in the vast graveyard of humanity as a whole.  Thus, such 
a war, including all means used to wage it, must be absolutely prohibited.  But that the means named 
above inexorably lead to such war becomes clear from the following: Once they come into use, these 
intrinsically despicable, infernal acts cannot long be confined to war alone.  This applies to the use of 
spies, where only the dishonorableness of others (which can never be entirely eliminated) is 
exploited; but such activities will also carry over to peacetime and will thus undermine it.

 [Some principles] do permit, depending on circumstances, some subjective leeway in their 
implementation as long as one does not lose sight of their end. . . .  Delay is permitted only to prevent 
such premature implementation as might injure the intention of the article.  

“To Perpetual Peace,” trans. Ted Humphrey (Hackett Press, 1983), pp. 107-08.

 
Kant distinguished three types of politicians: (1) some make a show of ethics but were actually 
motivated by the pursuit of personal or national self-interest; (2) some have high principles but are moral 
fanatics who would use power to demand that changes happen now that can realistically can only be 
achieved over time; (3) some combine high principles with evolutionary wisdom.
Kant is notorious for insisting in his moral philosophy that a variety of duties, including the prohibitions 
on lying, theft, suicide, are perfect duties of justice that have no exceptions under any conceivable 
circumstance. Why does he take such a hard line in his philosophy of morality in contrast to the 
flexibility we find in his philosophy of history and politics?
It is possible that Kant interpreted morality partly under the influence of a particular interpretation of the 
New Testament Sermon on the Mount (Matthew, chapters 5-7; see the discussion in The Golden Rule, 
pp. 60-63). That collection of the teachings of Jesus includes many elements setting forth a very high 
standard of morality. There are two ways to interpret the high standards of the Sermon.
1. Some interpret those high standards as requirements for the twelve apostles and others who would go 
forth as representatives of the kingdom of God, the family of God. As ambassadors of the future, they 
are to live--at whatever personal cost--in accord with the highest universe standards of personal conduct, 
not defending themselves, loving their enemies, and general living a level of perfection beyond what is 
expected of the ordinary believer. In other words, not every follower of Jesus is expected to conform to 
the high, apostolic standards.
2. Some interpret the Sermon's high standards as requirements for every believer now, here on earth.
Taking the second interpretation leads toward Kant's inflexible moral rigorism. We see that tendency in 
Kant's discussion in the Grounding of the Metaphysics of Morals where he requires autonomous agents 
to choose principles that could serve as legislation in a "kingdom of ends"--an advanced civilization (or 
heavenly realm). It would arguably be wiser to require that our maxims be such as to promote progress, 
not to act as though we were already living in an advanced civilization.
As civilization advances, the more you can trust your neighbor and enjoy the benefits of cooperation. As 
civilization declines, the more you need to look out for yourself and the groups with which you identify. 
It is difficult to estimate the condition of civilization in the present, since depressing trends exist 
alongside the progressive efforts of many individuals and groups, and since the new media would go out 
of business if they serve up very much good news. Who will persist in progressive effort to make the 
world a better place? Those with a religious or philosophical faith in the destiny of humankind to 
triumph in an advanced civilization have a sustaining motivation to persevere even when civilization is 
declining. Note, however, the critique: humanists say that religionists who expect God to do the essential 
will have a motive to withdraw from progressive struggles; while those who genuine regard the outcome 
of the human experiment as uncertain will be more motivated to pitch in and work for a better day. 
Which motivation is more enduring and powerful? Goldwin Smith, anticipating a collapse of religion in 
western civilization, predicted in 1879 that the west would go through an interregnum, since religion is 
the soul of dynamic moral motivation (The Golden Rule, pp. 217-18).
 
How do Kant’s ideas relate to the following principles developed in that branch of ethics called just war 
theory?  Is war ever justified?  A war has been held to be just if . . . 

 

1.  It is legally declared by a public authority who is legitimately authorized to commit a people to war.

 

2.  It must be pursued for a morally just cause, such as self-defense.  A pre-emptive strike may be 
justifiable if there is “clear and present danger” (e.g., an imminent attack)—but what about going after 
Hitler in 1935?

 

3.  Those who fight must have a rightful intention—for a just end, not mere revenge.

 

4.  It is done only as a last resort.

 

5.  There must be a reasonable chance of achieving the goal.

 

6.  The war must be aimed at a goal that is proportional to the injuries the war will probably inflict; it 
must not produce more harm than good.

 

7.  The war must not be fought with immoral means, e.g., by inflicting more deaths than are truly 
necessary or by methods designed intentionally to kill innocent civilians.

 
 

Beyond extreme rigor in the conception of duty

Kant is notorious for insisting in his moral philosophy that a variety of duties, including the prohibitions 
on lying, theft, suicide, are perfect duties of justice that have no exceptions under any conceivable 
circumstance. Why does he take such a hard line in his philosophy of morality in contrast to the 
flexibility we find in his philosophy of history and politics?

It is possible that Kant interpreted morality partly under the influence of a particular interpretation of the 
New Testament Sermon on the Mount (Matthew, chapters 5-7; see the discussion in The Golden Rule, 
pp. 60-63). That collection of the teachings of Jesus includes many elements setting forth a very high 
standard of morality. There are two ways to interpret the high standards of the Sermon.

1. Some interpret those high standards as requirements for the twelve apostles and others who would go 
forth as representatives of the kingdom of God, the family of God. As ambassadors of the future, they 
are to live--at whatever personal cost--in accord with the highest universe standards of personal conduct, 
not defending themselves, loving their enemies, and general living a level of perfection beyond what is 
expected of the ordinary believer. In other words, not every follower of Jesus is expected to conform to 
the high, apostolic standards.

2. Some interpret the Sermon's high standards as requirements for every believer now, here on earth.

Taking the second interpretation leads toward Kant's inflexible moral rigorism. We see that tendency in 
Kant's discussion in the Grounding of the Metaphysics of Morals where he requires autonomous agents 
to choose principles that could serve as legislation in a "kingdom of ends"--an advanced civilization (or 
heavenly realm). It would arguably be wiser to require that our maxims be such as to promote progress, 
not to act as though we were already living in an advanced civilization.

As civilization advances, the more you can trust your neighbor and enjoy the benefits of cooperation. As 
civilization declines, the more you need to look out for yourself and the groups with which you identify. 
It is difficult to estimate the condition of civilization in the present, since depressing trends exist 
alongside the progressive efforts of many individuals and groups, and since the new media would go out 
of business if they serve up very much good news. Who will persist in progressive effort to make the 
world a better place? Those with a religious or philosophical faith in the destiny of humankind to 
triumph in an advanced civilization have a sustaining motivation to persevere even when civilization is 
declining. Note, however, the critique: humanists say that religionists who expect God to do the essential 
will have a motive to withdraw from progressive struggles; while those who genuine regard the outcome 
of the human experiment as uncertain will be more motivated to pitch in and work for a better day. 
Which motivation is more enduring and powerful? Goldwin Smith, anticipating a collapse of religion in 
western civilization, predicted in 1879 that the west would go through an interregnum, since religion is 
the soul of dynamic moral motivation (The Golden Rule, pp. 217-18).

 

            Can we find a satisfactory alternative to Kant's traditional classification of duties, an alternative 
that preserves rigorous thinking while avoiding extremes?  For every moral rule, one can imagine a 
situation in which many people would say that some other consideration overrides the rule.  For this 
reason Joseph Fletcher advocated “situation ethics” and taught that the only rule we can bring to a 
situation is the rule to love.  (Does this position go to the opposite extreme?)  W. D. Ross spoke of 
“prima facie” duties (duties at first sight—until you know what other rules may be relevant).  
Attempting to preserve the insight that some duties are less important than others, while organizing the 
space of duties in a more systematic way, Richard Purtill, in Thinking about Ethics  (Englewood Cliffs, 
New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, 1992), pp. 58-60, offers “one attempt at a list of moral rules.”

R1.  Do not harm persons, or perform actions which will probably harm persons, except

a.  When the action is for the long-term good of the person(s) being harmed and is done with their 
consent where feasible.

b.  When all other possible actions will cause greater harm to persons.

c.  When the person has by his own free choice deserved to be harmed and the person doing the 
harm is the appropriate person to inflict this harm.

d.  When an important obligation to make reparation to other persons or an extremely important 
commitment makes some harm or risk of harm to persons unavoidable.  Occasionally relatively 
minor harm to persons may be justified by extraordinarily important obligations to benefactors or 
the opportunity to give extraordinary help to deserving persons.

 

R 2.  If persons have been harmed, reparation must be made to them by the person responsible for 
harming them, except 

a.  When making reparation would involve greater harm to persons.

b.  When the injured person with full knowledge and responsibility absolutely refuses reparation.

c.  When the more important reparation, or an important commitment or an extremely important 
obligation to a benefactor is incompatible with making a less important reparation.  Occasionally 
an extraordinarily important obligation to benefactors or opportunity to give extraordinary help to 
deserving or even undeserving persons may justify omitting relatively minor reparations.

 

R 3.  Keep whatever commitments have been made except 

a.  When disproportionate harm would be done to persons by keeping the commitment or when an 
obligation to make reparation is incompatible with keeping the commitment.

b.  When the person to whom the commitment applies, with full knowledge and responsibility, 
releases the committed person from his commitment, or when the situation has changed to such an 
extent that the commitment has become pointless.

c.  When a more important commitment, or an important obligation to a benefactor, or a very 
important obligation to be fair is incompatible with a less important commitment.  Occasionally 
an extraordinary opportunity to help others, even if undeserving, or even to benefit oneself, will 
justify nonfulfillment of a relatively minor commitment.

 

R 4.  When a non-obligatory benefit is done to a person, that person must, if possible, return an 
otherwise non-obligatory benefit except 

a.  When this would cause harm to persons, conflict with an obligation to make reparation, or 
conflict with a more important commitment.

b.  When the benefactor with full knowledge and responsibility absolutely refuses repayment.

c.  When the benefactor with full knowledge and responsibility absolutely refuses repayment.

c.  When a more important obligation to repay benefits, or an important obligation to be fair, or a 
very important obligation to help others is incompatible with a less important obligation to repay 
benefits.  Occasionally an extraordinarily important opportunity for self-improvement will justify 
omitting a relatively minor obligation to repay benefits.

 

R 5.  Treat persons fairly, that is, purely on the basis of their merits except 

a.  When this would harm persons, conflict with an obligation to make reparation, conflict with a 
more important commitment, or conflict with a more important obligation to a benefactor.

b.  When the person or persons involved with full knowledge and responsibility waive their right 
to be treated on their merits.  

c.  When a more important obligation of fairness, or an important benefit to others, or a very 
important benefit to oneself is incompatible with a less important obligation to be fair.

 

R 6.  At some times, benefit persons who do not deserve these benefits under previous rules, except 

a.  When this would cause harm to persons, conflict with an obligation to make reparation, or with 
a commitment, or with an obligation to repay benefits, or with an obligation at fairness.

b.  When those who would be benefited with full knowledge and responsibility absolutely refuse 
the benefit.

c.  When in every case where it was possible to benefit persons there was a more important 
obligation to self-improvement.

 

R 7.  At some times perform actions which are likely to lead to moral or intellectual or self-improvement 
or greater happiness for oneself, except 

a.  When this would cause harm to others, or conflict with an obligation to make reparation, or 
with a commitment, or with an obligation to repay benefits, or with an obligation to fairness.

b.  When the self-improving action, either in itself or because of its membership in a series of 
actions, would preclude ever benefiting other persons.

c.  When the self-improving action would cause seriously greater harm to oneself.
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English philosopher Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679) lived through a period of anarchy precipitated by civil 
war.  Such a period is called an "interregnum" since it falls between (inter) the reign (regnum) of order.  
Hobbes described two basic kinds of human situation:  

•       A "state of nature," in which no effective government exists to establish order, a condition 
in which life is "solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short."

•       Civil society, in which the "social contract" is generally obeyed, and government power is 
adequate to maintain order in society. 

Our duties depend on whether or not we find ourselves in a civil society.  According to Hobbes, in a 
state of nature, we have a right to defend ourselves by any means necessary, whereas in civil society, 
government has a monopoly on the use of force; private revenge yields to a law-governed system of 
police and courts.  In a state of nature our only duty is to try to get out of such a miserable condition, to 
try to gain agreement on a social contract that will establish civil society.  In civil society, we may 
reasonably enter into all sorts of contracts and undertake all sorts of duties, since it is reasonable to 
assume that others will cooperate; in case they do not, one may go to court to have things set right.

            It is interesting to think of Hobbes’s rigid dichotomy as a continuum.  The more civilization 
advances, the more you can trust your neighbor and enjoy the benefits of cooperation.  As civilization 
declines, the more you need to look out for yourself and the groups with which you identify.  It is 
difficult to estimate the condition of civilization in the present, since depressing trends exist alongside 
the progressive efforts of many individuals and groups, and since the media would go out of business if 
they serve up very much good news.

            German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) saw among nations the same problem that 
Hobbes observed among individuals in a state of nature.  (See Kant's essays, "An Idea of History from a 
Cosmopolitan Point of View" and "On Perpetual Peace.")  Just as Hobbes saw that the misery of the 
state of nature was solved by establishing a national government, so, according to Kant, the misery of 
unstable peace—with enormous military expenditures, and the horror of war breaking out here and 
there, from time to time—requires the establishment of a world government that can effectively outlaw 
war.  The very title of the book, World Peace Through World Law (by the second and third editions a 
classic on the topic), expresses the idea.  Although Kant was not the only thinker to propose this 
solution, his ideas were an important part of the history behind two twentieth century attempts to solve 
the problem of war.  After the horrors of WW I, the nations formed the League of Nations, an 
organization that remained vulnerable to the very forces of nationalism that it was trying to overcome.  
After the even greater horrors of WW II, the nations formed the United Nations, an organization that has 
had some limited success and that struggles to evolve today.

Kant held that progress to world peace would necessarily be a gradual, evolutionary process, since the 
lessons of reason become acceptable to the world powers only after they endure great suffering.  He 
therefore distinguished two types of principles for promoting planetary political evolution: 

•       Principles that strictly prohibit certain actions, principles that have no exceptions and that 
are to be applied rigorously starting now.  For example, no nation should take over another 
nation.

•       Principles that advise progressive actions that cannot proceed too rapidly without blocking 
progress to the very goals they have in mind.  For example, disarmament is a goal, but sudden, 
unilateral disarmament would destabilize world peace, not help the cause. 

How can we achieve high goals in political practice?  Kant distinguished three types of politicians: (1) 
some make a show of ethics but were actually motivated by the pursuit of personal or national self-
interest; (2) some have high principles but are moral fanatics who would use power to demand that 
changes happen now that can realistically can only be achieved over time; (3) some combine high 
principles with evolutionary wisdom.

            Kant’s teachings about historical and political evolution offer a framework for applying the 
traditional principles of just war theory.  Can a war reasonably be justified as necessary to help the world 
progress toward that better civilization?  From a Kantian perspective, nationalism (defined as the pursuit 
of national self-interest regardless of the harm to the wider global community) is the chief barrier to 
world peace.

            If universal peace is to be established, what role will religion and spirituality play?  Can 
there be peace among nations without peace between religions?  Kant’s ideas about political 
peace have analogies for interreligious relations.  Although Kat was critical of religious 
experience and of philosophical theology, he did propose the idea of God as a Father of all 
human beings, and Kant’s teachings stimulated late nineteenth century theologians to discern 
anew the religion of Jesus—the fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man.  This concept of 
religion does not hinge on particular traditions, scriptures, institutions, rituals, or creeds, but on 
relationships in the universal family of God.  Here is an article discussing a Kantian approach to 
the religious component of world peace.  

 

            Here are the theses from Kant's 1784 article, 

“Idea for a Universal History with a Cosmopolitan Intent” 

[Introduction] Even though most human beings do not consciously pursue any purpose as the goal of 
history, it may be possible to discern such a goal by surveying history on a large scale.

            First Thesis.  All of a creature’s natural capacities are destined to develop completely and in 
conformity with their end.

            Second Thesis.  In man (as the sole rational creature on earth) those natural capacities directed 
toward the use of his reason are to be completely developed only in the species, not in the individual.

            Third Thesis.  Nature has willed that man, entirely by himself, produce everything that goes 
beyond the mechanical organization of his animal existence and partake in no other happiness or 
perfection than what he himself, independently of instinct, can secure through his own reason.

Fourth Thesis.  The means that nature uses to bring about the development of all of man’s capacities is 
the antagonism among them in society, as far as in the end this antagonism is the cause of law-governed 
order in society.

Fifth Thesis.  The greatest problem for the human species, whose solution nature compels it to seek, is to 
achieve a universal civil society administered in accord with the right.

Sixth Thesis.  This problem is both the hardest and the last to be solved by the human species.

Seventh Thesis.  The problem of establishing a perfect civil constitution depends on the problem of law-
governed external relations among nations and cannot be solved unless the latter is.

Eighth Thesis.  One can regard the history of the human species, in the large, as the realization of a 
hidden plan of nature to bring about an internally, and for this purpose, also an externally perfect 
national constitution, as the sole state in which all of humanity’s natural capacities can be developed.

Ninth Thesis.  A philosophical attempt to work out a universal history of the world in accord with 
a plan of nature that aims at a perfect civic union of the human species must be regarded as 
possible and even as helpful to this objective of nature’s. 
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UTILITARIANISM

 

            What, in general, is utilitarianism?  Utilitarianism is an ethical theory (with classical 
antecedents) developed in the modern period by Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill 
(1806-73) to promote fairness in British legislation during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries when 
the interests of the upper classes tended to prevail and the sufferings of the lower classes were 
neglected.  Bentham and Mill extended consideration to all persons--indeed, to all sentient beings--
potentially affected by a given action.  "Each to count for one and none for more than one."

            Utilitarianism is an ethical theory that calls for putting benevolence into action.  Utilitarianism is 
in a position to criticize harmful practices that have been regarded as "moral," rigid legalism of every 
sort, and theories that make morality depend upon religion.  It directs us to be concerned for the good of 
the whole, and to identify our own welfare with the good of the whole.  Utilitarianism encourages us to 
explore the full range of consequences of our actions and encourages us that the hard trade-offs between 
different kinds of value can be humanely achieved. 

            The hope of utilitarianism has been to provide a scientific method of decision making.  One first 
calculates the expected consequences of alternative courses of action and choose the one with the 
highest net utility.  (Remember that calculation about what will maximize satisfaction for an individual 
or a company or nation is not utilitarian.)

            Distinguished contemporary utilitarians include R. M. Hare, Peter Singer, and James Rachels.  
The present discussion focuses on Mill.

            In Utilitarianism (1863) Mill argues that there needs to be a single, supreme principle of morality 
(chapter 1, pp 272ff in the Penguin edition; cf A System of Logic by Mill, pp. 129-130 to clarify this 
point).  (Mill criticizes theories which abandon principle and rely on moral intuition [273.2; 141-42]).

            What is Mill’s primary statement of his theory?  He defines his supreme principle thus: "The 
creed which accepts as the foundation of morals, Utility, or the Greatest Happiness Principle, holds that 
actions are right in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the 
reverse of happiness.  By happiness is intended pleasure, and the absence of pain; by unhappiness, pain, 
and the privation of pleasure" (Utilitarianism, chapter 2, par 2).  

            What are some added features of the theory?

            "As between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly 
impartial as a disinterested and benevolent spectator.  In the golden rule of Jesus of Nazareth we read the 
complete spirit of the ethics of utility.  To do as one would be done by, and to love one's neighbour as 
oneself, constitute the ideal perfection of utilitarian morality.  As the means of making the nearest 
approach to this ideal, utility would enjoin, first, that laws and social arrangements should place the 
happiness, or  (as speaking practically it may be called) the interest, of every individual, as nearly as 
possible in harmony with the interest of the whole; and secondly, that education and opinion, which 
have so vast a power over human character, should so use that power as to establish in the mind of every 
individual an indissoluble association between his own happiness and the good of the whole; especially 
between his own happiness and the practice of such modes of conduct, negative and positive, as regard 
for the universal happiness prescribes: so that not only he may be unable to conceive the possibility of 
happiness to himself, consistently with conduct opposed to the general good, but also that a direct 
impulse to promote the general good may be in every individual one of the habitual motives of action, 
and the sentiments connected therewith may fill a large and prominent place in every human being's 
sentient existence." (Ch 2, par 18)

            In what ways may utilitarianism be classified?

            1.  Utilitarianism is a consequentialist theory of morality.  "The morality of actions depends on 
the consequences which they tend to produce" (from Mill's essay "Bentham," p. 171).  A general 
formula encompassing utilitarianism may be expressed in the form of a theory that proposes a criterion, 
a necessary and sufficient condition, for the morality of an action: An action is morally right if and only 
if it leads to the greatest good of the greatest number over the greatest length of time. (Note that actions 
have not only a moral aspect, but also an aesthetic and sympathetic aspect [p. 172].  Read 123-128 to 
grasp how empirically oriented is Mill's theory as opposed to that of Kant [criticized on 275].)

            2.  Utilitarianism (with Bentham and Mill) is a eudaimonistic theory of morality: the good is 
defined in terms of happiness.

            3.  Utilitarianism (with Bentham and Mill) is a hedonistic theory of morality: happiness is 
defined in terms of pleasure.  Bentham proposed a quantitative hedonic calculus, estimating pleasures in 
terms of their intensity, duration, certainty, propinquity (how long you have to wait for it), fecundity 
(how many other pleasures follow upon this one), and purity (the degree to which this pleasure is 
unmixed with pain) (Bentham, An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation, p. 65-66, 
and chapter 4, pp. 86-87).

            Mill, desiring to avoid a vulgar hedonism added one more criterion: the quality of the pleasure 
(pleasures of the mind are preferred to physical pleasures by those acquainted with both kinds).  "It is 
better to be a human being dissatisfied than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool 
satisfied" (Utilitarianism, chapter 2, par 6).  

            What is the difference between act utilitarianism and rule utilitarianism?  Twentieth century 
ethicists have distinguished two versions of this theory.  "Act utilitarianism" directs the deliberating 
agent to calculate the consequences simply of the individual act in question.  "Rule utilitarianism" 
directs the agent to act according to rules such that, if everyone acted on them, happiness would be 
maximized.  Mill, acknowledges that there is not time, prior to every action, "for calculating and 
weighing the effects of any line of conduct on the general happiness" (ch 2, par 24).  Therefore, there is 
a need to rely on secondary principles.  In practice, secondary principles are relied upon, since they 
usually express the winnowed experience of human history regarding what sorts of conduct are 
conducive to the general happiness.  Rule utilitarians sometimes claim that commonly recognized 
principles of morality in fact express the evolved wisdom about which sorts of actions in fact tend to 
bring weal and woe.  Therefore, utilitarianism is not such a revolutionary proposal at it may have 
seemed.  Nevertheless, these common secondary principles (do not kill, steal, commit adultery, tell a lie) 
cannot be taken as absolutes.  Not every popular principle will necessarily pass the test of the utilitarian 
criterion.

            How are we to make exceptions to secondary rules?  In particular cases, the utilitarian 
criterion will show the need to make an exception to a secondary rule.  Mill explains how with the 
example of the secondary rule about lying.  He first sets forth why the rule is so worthy of respect; next 
he cites a case which calls for an exception; and finally he shows how to minimize the bad consequences 
of breaking the law (by carefully--in Kant's terms--formulating the maxim).  

            "It would often be expedient, for the purpose of getting over some momentary embarrassment, or 
attaining some object immediately useful to ourselves or others, to tell a lite.  But inasmuch as the 
cultivation in ourselves of a sensitive feeling on the subject of veracity is one of the most useful, and the 
enfeeblement of that feeling one of the most hurtful, things to which our conduct can be instrumental; 
and inasmuch as any, even unintentional, deviation from truth does that much towards weakening the 
trustworthiness of human assertion, which is not only the principal support of all present social well-
being, but the insufficiency of which does more than any one thing that can be named to keep back 
civilization, virtue, everything on which human happiness on the largest scale depends; we feel that the 
violation, for a present advantage, of a rule of such transcendent expediency, is not expedient, and that 
he who, for the sake of a convenience to himself or to some other individual, does what depends on him 
to deprive mankind of the good, and inflict upon them the evil, involved in the greater or less reliance 
which they can place in each other's word, acts the part of one of their worst enemies.  Yet that even this 
rule, sacred as it is, admits of possible exceptions, is acknowledged by all moralists; the chief of which is 
when the withholding of some fact (as of information from a malefactor, or of bad news from  person 
dangerously ill) would preserve some one (especially a person other than oneself) from great and 
unmerited evil, and when the withholding can only be effected by denial.  But in order that the exception 
may not extend itself beyond the need, and may have the least possible effect in weakening reliance on 
veracity, it ought to be recognized, and, if possible, its limits defined; and if the principle of utility is 
good for anything, it must be good for weighing these conflicting utilities against one another, and 
marking out the region within which one or the other preponderates. (Ch 2, par 23)

 

Utilitarianism: Objections and Replies

It is often easier to criticize than to provide a good response to objections and to assess how important 
they are.  This discussion will present objections and then give a utilitarian response.  It is left to the 
reader to judge whether the responses suffice.

1.  What if enslaving a small minority were to give lots pleasure to a large majority?  Can utilitarianism 
provide any ground for rights?

            Mill devotes his concluding chapter to this question.  His defense of rights is strong, yet he still 
allows for exceptions, following the greatest happiness principle.

 

2. When we face a trade-off between economic and ecological concerns, or between safety and money, 
how can we make a calculation expressing different kinds of value in terms of a common measure?

            In fact we make such trade-offs every day and cannot help doing so.

 

3.  It's hard to calculate the consequences of an action, so a theory that requires us to do doesn't give us 
much help.

            The fact that it's hard to estimate consequences does not relieve us of our responsibility to do so 
as well as we reasonably can.  Moreover, utilitarianism makes use of secondary rules as representing the 
evolutionary harvest of the experience of humankind about what actions tend to maximize happiness.

 

4.  To many people it is clear that we are morally permitted to do many things--such as taking a 
vacation, choosing a career, or devoting our energies to a few relationships--that may not be obviously 
justifiable on utilitarian grounds.

            A rule permitting such choices (within a reasonable range, excluding grossly expensive and 
narrowly self-interested options) will maximize happiness for everyone.

 

5.  Utilitarianism is vague.  To act with regard for all sentient beings doesn't tell me how to weigh the 
life of many sparrows against the life of a human being.  It doesn't tell me how to weigh the serious 
consequences for one person against the minor consequences for several others.  

            There is no rule for such decisions, and a general moral principle should not be expected to 
provide such detailed guidance, since its function is to orient moral striving.

 

6.  Rule utilitarianism collapses back into act utilitarianism, if the rule utilitarian must accept the 
following rule: Exceptions to generally acceptable moral rules are to be made when those exceptions 
conduce to the greatest good of the greatest number.

            Since there is often no reason to make exceptions, secondary rules continue to be helpful, which 
is as much support as any ethical theory should give to secondary rules.

 

7.  Kenneth Arrow has shown that, on one formal model of the utilitarian calculus, there is, roughly 
speaking, no guaranteed method of making a welfare decision.

            Utilitarianism never promised you an algorithm to mechanically calculate how to maximize 
happiness.

 

 8.  Who will make the calculation for whom?  We have a tendency to overestimate our own interests 
and to underestimate the interests of competitors or remote others.  Mill appeals to what an impartial 
spectator or an "ideal observer" would judge?  But how can we approximate such an all-embracing 
perspective?

            Decisions that impact many people can and should often be made not just by imagining 
consequences but by letting those affected play a democratic role in a fair and law-governed decision 
process.  Utilitarianism begins as a philosophy for personal decision-making, but it functions for 
institutional decision-making as well.  Each participant, however, is to estimate the consequences, not 
only for himself or herself, but for all.

 

9.  Utilitarianism is unrealistically demanding.  It is wrong to require the individual to sacrifice his or her 
interests to the majority.  It is wiser to require just a slight preference on the altruistic urge.

            Planetary civilization today shows urgent need for major changes.  Certain economic adjustments 
and social changes are imperative if cultural disaster is to be avoided.  Modern man is confronted with 
the task of making more readjustments of human values in one generation than have been made in two 
thousand years.

 

10.  Utilitarianism is a white, male, Eurocentric philosophy that does not do enough to respond to the 
diversity of human needs.  Talk of universal obligations may be merely an ideological cover, masking 
the Eurocentric pursuit of power over non-white peoples.

            By drawing attention to the equal importance of the suffering and happiness of each individual, 
utilitarianism shows the way past the problems mentioned.  It is indeed wrong to pursue power over 
other peoples, and in criticizing European colonialism, the critic appeals to a universal principle, a 
universal obligation.  

 

11.  Concepts of universal or planetary values and obligations are inhumanely insensitive to our primary 
relationships as family members, friends, neighbors, co-workers, Americans, etc.  Utilitarianism elevates 
male abstractions over the concrete relationships of caring that make up a truly moral and ethical human 
life.

 

12.  Utilitarianism defines the good in terms of happiness, and happiness in terms of pleasure, but this is 
reductionistic.  Goodness is correlated with truth and beauty on physical, intellectual, and spiritual levels.

            A broad enough conception of happiness and pleasure can accommodate those values.

 

13.  Utilitarianism neglects the role of prayer and spiritual guidance in moral living.

            The individual is welcome to use any method he or she finds helpful in illuminating the path of 
right action.  The individual remains responsible, however, after opening up to higher wisdom in prayer, 
to make sure that the result can reasonably be expected to conduce to the general welfare and not simply 
to assume that whatever input enters the mind after such an opening gets accepted as necessarily coming 
from a higher source.

 

14.  What additional criticisms of the theory do you have?  How do you think a utilitarian could respond?

 

 
 

SUMMARY OF UTILITARIANISM (1861), by John Stuart Mill (1806-1873)

 

Why do we need an ethical theory?  Chapter I.  There is a need for a criterion of right and wrong, a 
first principle, to resolve conflicts in ethics.  [Clue:] "All action is for the sake of some end . . . 

 

What is the basic theory of utilitarianism?  Chapter II.  What is utilitarianism?  ". . . actions are right 
in proportion as they tend to promote happiness, wrong as they tend to produce the reverse of 
happiness" (2).

            Happiness is a matter of pleasure and pain (2), including the higher pleasures of the mind as well 
as the lower pleasures of the body (3-8); it is "not a life of rapture, but moments of such, in an existence 
made up of few and transitory pains, many and various pleasures, with a decided predominance of the 
active over the passive," not expecting too much from life (12).  It involves some combination of 
tranquillity and excitement (13).

            Reforms can and eventually will bring about nearly universal happiness (14).

            As between his own happiness and that of others, utilitarianism requires him to be as strictly 
impartial as a disinterested and benevolent spectator (18).  

            The golden rule--to do as one would be done by--expresses the spirit of the ethics of utility (18).  

            Laws and social arrangements should place the happiness of every individual in harmony with 
the interest of the whole, and education and opinion should establish in the mind of every individual an 
indissoluble association between his own happiness and the good of the whole (18).

            Secondary rules (e.g., prohibiting violence, deception, etc.) though they admit of exceptions 
(which must be carefully limited), are needed in order to implement the greatest happiness principle (23-
25).  

 

            What is the psychological basis for the practice of the theory?  Chapter III.  Why should 
anyone be motivated to act in accord with the principle of utility?  In addition to external sanctions 
(rewards and punishments from society, conscience, or, in the opinion of believers, God), there is a firm 
foundation, "a natural basis of sentiment for utilitarian morality": "the social feelings of mankind, the 
desire to be in unity with our fellow creatures" (10).  With the progress of civilization these feelings tend 
to become stronger (10-11).

 

Given that we cannot, strictly speaking, prove a basic principle, what considerations can we offer 
to incline the mind of a reflective and open person toward utilitarianism?  How close can we come 
to a proof of the theory?  

Chapter IV.  How close can we come to proving our ultimate principle?  

The evidence of "practiced self-consciousness and self-observation, assisted by observation of others" 
indicate that "desiring a thing and finding it pleasant, aversion to it and thinking of it as painful," are two 
names for the same psychological phenomenon (10).  Happiness is the only thing desirable as an end 
(2).  Each person desires his own happiness.  "Each person's happiness is a good to that person, and the 
general happiness, therefore, a good to the aggregate of all persons."

. . . INTERPRETING ALLEGED COUNTEREXAMPLES AS COMPLEX APPLICATIONS

            Virtues, which at times seem independent of considerations of happiness, are properly 
understood as characteristics which tend to promote the greatest happiness of the greatest number.

 

Can utilitarianism provide sturdy principles of rights and justice?  Chapter V.  Justice, whose 
requirements operate in apparent indifference to happiness, is ultimately best understood in utilitarian 
terms.

            Here is an outline of Mill, Utilitarianism, chapter V, "On the Connection Between Justice and 
Utility."  (References are to the paragraphs numbered sequentially and to the pages in the Penguin 
edition.  Please remember that there are many helpful outlines and approaches.)

[I.  The idea of justice]

            Justice seems to be an inherently absolute concern, unrelated to expediency, utility, or the 
greatest happiness principle (1).  We need to inquire regarding this natural and strong feeling (2).  

            Is there any one characteristic common to all modes of injustice? (3)  Consider the types (4): it is 
unjust to . . . (i) deprive someone of his legal rights to liberty and property (unless he has forfeited them) 
(5); (ii) deprive someone of that to which he has a moral right (6); (iii) to deprive someone of that which 
he deserves (e.g., by failing to return a favor); (iv) to break faith with someone, for example by breaking 
a promise (8); to be [unjustifiably] partial (9).  

            The concept of impartiality is associated with equality (except when inequalities are deemed 
expedient (10).  It is not easy to see what the preceding "applications" of justice have in common (11).  
Etymologies indicate that the core notion of justice is conformity to law (12; 320).  Even in society 
regarding matters when we would not propose legislation, the notion of [quasi-legal] enforcement is in 
the background (13).  To call something wrong (as opposed to merely disapproving of it) implies that it 
should be punished by law, opinion, or conscience (14; 321).  "Perfect" duties (unlike imperfect duties, e.
g., of beneficence) give rise to correlative rights.  An assignable person is wronged (15; 322).  

            

[II. The Feeling of Justice]

            Now we are ready to inquire into the feeling of justice (16).  The sentiment (as distinct from what 
is moral in it) does not arise from an idea of expediency.  It has two essential ingredients: the desire to 
punish the wrongdoer (based on natural or instinctive responses of self-defense and sympathy) plus the 
belief that someone has been harmed (18-19).  Humans (unlike animals) are capable of extended 
sympathy and of understanding of how his own interests and those of the community are linked (20).  
Moral resentment is attuned to the general good (Kant, e.g., is to be interpreted in this way)(22).  In sum, 
the idea of justice presupposes (i) a rule (for the general good) and (ii) a sentiment in favor of 
punishment (23; 326).

 

[III.] 

[A. The importance of rights]

            A right implies a valid claim on society to protect [someone or some group] or to provide some 
good by law or education of opinion (24.  Rights have utilitarian validation; the intensity of feeling is 
due to the importance of the security at stake (25;327).  

[B. Alternative theories]

            One Alternative theory is that justice is independent of utility and discerned by simple 
introspection--which, however, is notoriously ambiguous and variable (26; 328) and is just as much in 
dispute as utility is (27).  Various conflicting theories of punishment have a certain plausibility 
considered in isolation (and perhaps for certain types of case).  Some theories of justice place emphasis 
on the freedom of the will of the agent held responsible; others emphasize the social contract (broken by 
unjust conduct); others regard punishment as a means to deter unlawful conduct (28).  Views differ on 
how to determine the extent of punishment--an eye for an eye?  Should the gravity of the offense 
determine it? (29)  Should remuneration be distributed on the basis of effort or contribution?  Utility 
along can decide (30).  Questions of taxation may also be treated from various standpoints--and 
utilitarianism alone can resolve the disputes (31).  

[C. Conclusion]

            Justice is of supreme importance, since it pertains to the most absolute of obligations (32): the 
rules against hurting and interfering with the liberty of others.  To abandon such rules is to regress to the 
[misery of the anarchy of the] state of nature (33; 333).  Thus [perfect] duties are much more crucial 
than [imperfect] duties.  The intensity of the sentiment of justice is explained by the intensities of feeling 
understandably associated with the components (34).  Most (specific) maxims of justice are instrumental 
to the previously noted principles (35).  Equality--except where it is inexpedient--each person's having 
an equal claim to happiness--is the heart of utilitarianism.  And social progress has unmasked the 
disutility of inequalities and will continue to do so regarding the false "aristocracies of color, race, and 
sex" (36).  "Justice" covers the most useful social rules (which do admit of exceptions)(37).  Hence the 
proof in favor of utilitarianism is complete (38).

 

 

Mill’s Utilitarianism and Religion

 

            How do ethics and religion relate, according to Mill?

            Mill acknowledges (p. 222) the fact that, philosophy—with its commitment to unrestricted 
freedom of thought—and religion, are both here to stay (p. 222 in Alan Ryan’s Penguin collection of 
Bentham and Mill).  Furthermore, as a mid-nineteenth century British thinker, he predicts that no 
philosophy will be speedily received unless it is supportive of Christianity.

Mill does oppose a certain kind of religion that he regards as unenlightened: (a) bibliolatry (taking every 
verse of scripture as divinely revealed); (b) relying primarily on miracles (p. 204); (c) motivating 
religion primarily by promises of rewards and threats of punishments.

In Utilitarianism Mill says several things indicating an overlap between his ethical philosophy and 
Christianity.  Jesus’ golden rule, he says, expresses “the complete spirit of the ethics of utility” (288).  
Furthermore, to make a good estimate of the pleasure consequences of actions, “many Stoic as well as 
Christian elements require to be included.”  (279).  He further notes that “all selfish interests must be 
terminated by death” (285); note that this implies a cleansing of interest, not the annihilation of every 
interest; presumably interests in the good of the whole could survive this life.  

We are motivated to right action by a variety of motives, including external sanctions—rewards and 
punishments coming from outside ourselves.  For Mill, these include “the hope of favor and the fear of 
displeasure from our fellow creatures or from the Ruler o the Universe, along with whatever we may 
have of sympathy or affection for them, or of love and awe of Him, inclining us to do his will 
independently of selfish consequences” (299).

            Mill carefully rebuts the charge that utilitarianism is a godless philosophy.   If God if perfectly 
wise and good, if God desires the happiness of his creatures, and gives us only general indications, then 
we need ethics to interpret the will of God in more detail.

 

 

Study questions

 

Chapter I.  If basic principles cannot be demonstrated (since demonstration would rest on principles that 
must be more basic), what can be done to show that such basic principles are rational?

 

Chapter II

1.  What is the principle of utility?   What different statements of it does Mill give? 

2.  How does Bentham's concept of pleasure differ from Mill's?  For what reasons can we imagine that 
Bentham's theory was regarded as scandalous in its day?

3.  Can Mill introduce the evaluative criterion of the quality of a pleasure without abandoning the 
ambition of articulating a single, supreme principle of morality?

4.  Give an example of a specific moral rule and say why it differs from the principle of utility.

5.  How do you make exceptions to specific moral rules?  See the copy of the computer classroom 
exercise on the following page.

6.  Are there any absolutely unbreakable specific moral rules?

 

Chapter III

1.  What motivates you to act morally?

2.  What is a sanction?

3.  What external and internal sanctions does Mill discuss in Chapter 3? 

 

Chapter IV

4.  How successfully does Mill argue (in the opening pages of Chapter 4) that someone who values 
happiness must value "the general happiness"--the happiness of all?

5.  What is Mill trying to do in his discussion of virtue in Chapter 4?

 

Chapter V

1.  Why is justice a challenging topic for a utilitarian?

2.  Summarize Mill's argument in this chapter.

 

 
            Exercise: Working with Mill's Utilitarian Approach to Rules 

 

I.  Rules

            Mill writes, "Whatever we adopt as the fundamental principle of morality, we require 
subordinate principles to apply it by . . . ." (par 25, p. 297)

 

            Give an example of a specific rule that you have chosen, a rule that Mill would call a subordinate 
principle.  [BEGIN WRITING HERE]:  

 

            Complete the following sentence: The rule I have chosen is helpful to society because . . . 

 

II.  Exceptions to rules

            Mill writes, "Yet even this rule [against lying], sacred as it is, admits of possible 
exceptions . . . ." (par 23, 295)

 

            Complete the following sentence: A case in which an exception should be made to the rule I have 
chosen is . . .

 

III.  Defining the limits of the exception

            Mill writes, "But in order that the exception may not extend itself beyond the need, and may 
have the least possible effect in weakening reliance on veracity, it ought to be recognized, and, if 
possible, its limits defined."

 

            Define the limits of the exception to your rule.  Here are two methods to try.  

            1.  Imagine (and type out) variations of the case until the exception no longer applies:                 

            2.  Identify and list the morally relevant features of the case that justify the exception:

 

            What I observe from this exercise is . . .

 

 

IV.  If time remains, repeat the preceding exercise with a different rule or a different type of exception.  

  
MILL’S METHOD OF MAKING EXCEPTIONS TO RULES 

OR HOW RESPONSIBLY TO OVERRIDE A PRIMA FACIE DUTY

 

            Give an example of a specific rule.

 

            Complete the following sentence: The rule I have chosen is helpful to society because . . . 

 

 

 

            Complete the following sentence: A case in which an exception should be made to the rule I have 
chosen is . . .

 

 

 

            Define the limits of the exception to your rule.  Here are two methods to try.  

               

            1.  Identify and list the morally relevant features of the case that justify the exception:

 

 

            2.  Following the tradition of casuistry, imagine and write out variations of the case until the 
exception no longer applies.

 

            

            What do you observe from this exercise? 

 



[ Up ] 

Notes on G.W.F. Hegel, 

The Encyclopedia Logic 

(tr. Geraets, Suchting, and Harris) 

Jeffrey Wattles, 1992 

            In the sections on the three attitudes of thought to objectivity, Hegel sets forth a capsule history 

of philosophy in order to lead the reader up to the level from which to comprehend the logic--the 

sequence of key concepts for grasping truth in every domain of nature and finite spirit.  

            THE FIRST POSITION OF THOUGHT WITH RESPECT TO OBJECTIVITY [TRUTH]: 

METAPHYSICS 

            "All philosophy in its beginnings, all of the sciences, even the daily doing and dealing of 

consciousness, lives in" "the belief that truth is [re]cognized, and what the objects genuinely are is 

brought before consciousness, through thinking about them."  "In this belief, thinking goes straight to 

the objects" (#26).  Excellent, as well as very limited, thinking can go on in this way; the pre-Kantian 

metaphysics envisioned here (of Christian Wolff) is a product of that level of thinking Hegel calls the 

understanding (Verstand) as opposed to genuinely philosophic Reason (Vernunft) (#27).  Metaphysics 

tried to think the basic determinations of things, tried to think the Absolute via finite predicates, which 

were taken for granted in their intelligibility, coherence, independence, and relevance by the 

understanding (#28).  Finite predicates, however, are inadequate because they are (1) partial--none tells 

the whole story, nor is the whole story (of the Infinite!) to be got by conjoining them; (2) external--

thrown up by the mere finite human intellect, picked up from mundane affairs, not belonging genuinely 

to the Absolute itself; and (3) fitting awkwardly with one another--think of the struggles to "reconcile," e.

g., the mercy and justice of God (#29).  The objects of reason--soul, world, God--are treated as simply 

given and finished.  These themes are representations (images, suitable in picture-thinking or story 

telling, characteristic of religious discourse, not philosophy) which are sadly taken as the criterion which 

shall serve to judge the adequacy of thought (#30).  Representations seem at first to provide stability for 

thinking, but they may be interpreted in many different ways; indeed, they need to derive stability from 

thinking.  The irony of the [dogmatic] metaphysical sentence is that an indeterminate representation 

serves as the subject of the sentence and as the criterion of the [static] thought-determination which is 

[hopelessly] thrown up to qualify it (#31).  "This metaphysics became dogmatism because, given the 

nature of finite determinations, it had to assume that of two opposed assertions (of the kind that those 

propositions were) one must be true, and the other false" (#32).  Metaphysics, beginning with ontology, 

appealed to a mere list of basic categories . . . without regard for the question of their truth or necessity 

[their appropriateness] (#33).  In rational psychology, the inappropriate question was raised of the 

simplicity of the (materially-involved) soul (which is not the same as and intellectually subordinate to 

Hegel's spirit)--the supposed key to its prospect of immortality (#34).  Metaphysical cosmology traded 

in simplistic oppositions (#35).  [Be sure not to use this study aid as a substitute for the text.]  Natural 

theology, paradoxically, sought a ground for the existence of God.  The finite qualities attributed to God 

became meaningless when raised to an infinite degree (#36).  (Remark: Metaphysical thinking gives 

only three, inadequate options regarding the relation of the cosmos to God: (1) pantheistic identification, 

the reduction of God to cosmos; (2) dualism between God and cosmos, which reduces God to a sublime 

(and finite) beyond; and (3) affirming God as transcendence, denying the appropriateness of the 

categories of the understanding, such that God becomes finally meaningless.)  

            THE SECOND POSITION OF THOUGHT WITH RESPECT TO OBJECTIVITY [TRUTH] 

I.  EMPIRICISM 

            Empiricism brought in needed content from outer and inner experience, and it rejected 

metaphysical pretensions (#37).  Empiricism, with paradoxical humility, elevates the certainties of 

perception to universal notions (Vorstellung [in the singular]), principles, and laws (#38).  Remark: 

Empiricism, happily, demanded that truth should be conjoined to actuality and insight; unhappily, it did 

not reflect with the care of the metaphysicians upon the categories it used.  Addition: The method/

process of empiricism is (1) rejoice in perceptual access to infinite determinacy . . . which must be (2) 

analyzed, destroying the integrity of its objects, and (3) relocating the essential again in universal 

determinations of thought [what it decried in metaphysics], (4) living in subjection to its objects as each 

a given, an absolute other external to itself.    Empiricism, basing itself on perception, dissolves 

universality and necessity . . . also in law, ethics, and religion (#39). 

  

II.  CRITICAL PHILOSOPHY (the philosophy of Immanuel Kant) 

            First, regarding theoretical reason, the quest for truth in science and metaphysics: 

#40.  Like empiricism, critical philosophy denies that universality and necessity may be located in the 

realm of the objects of understanding: it is the understanding itself that contributes these features. 

#41.  Even though critical philosophy affirms that it is possible for human knowledge to achieve a 

certain kind of objectivity, that objectivity still remains, in a wider sense, subjective by contrast with the 

thing-in-itself (the ideal of objectivity which is declared to be unattainable).  [The in-itself is reality 

considered apart from the limiting conditions of human understanding.]  Addition: the ambition of 

critical philosophy is to evaluate the human powers of cognition before any actual cognition is underway 

(cf. the Remark to #10, p. 34). 

#42.  The mind achieves coherent experience by applying its categories to unify diverse inputs 

("synthesize manifolds").  The unifying function, the "I" (or ego or transcendental unity of 

apperception), is utterly indeterminate; it has no intrinsic relation to the casually derived set of 

categories ascribed to it.  Indeed it is not the mere subjective ego but the Absolute that thus operates to 

"introduce" universality and necessity--and why should we deny these features to the objects 

themselves?  Do not be so concerned about the seeming loss of the being of objects in a philosophy that 

portrays their unity as a function of mind; be more concerned about the adequacy of the determinate 

concepts of things. 

#43.  Objectivity is said to derive from the categories, which are said, somewhat misleadingly, to be 

empty (since the categories have some content just because they are determinate)--whose content is 

subjective [namely the data of inner and outer perception]. 

#44.  Since the categories have their meaningful application only to the manifold given in spatio-

temporal perception, they cannot serve to know that which is not thus presented: the in-itself, the 

Absolute.  Remark: the in-itself is posited by thought, which projects its own self-identical emptiness as 

the "in-itself," which is, indeed, the easiest, not the hardest, to know.  [Hegel uses some equivalences of 

his own here, going beyond Kant whose philosophy is ostensibly being narrated: the Absolute (=God) = 

the in-itself = the system of soul, world, and God.]  

#45.  From what perspective is the pronouncement being made of the limited character of the finite, 

conditioned process of empirical understanding?  From the perspective of Reason, whose true object, if 

it could only attain it, would be the Absolute.  The in-itself is Reason's projection of its own abstract 

identity.  Given such an indefinite in-itself as the standard of Truth, of course what is given in 

experience must be regarded as mere appearance.  Addition.  The genuine infinite is not merely 

something beyond, but sublates the finite.  [To sublate, the conventional translation ("recycle" would be 

better) of Aufheben, means to negate/cancel and to preserve in a higher synthesis.]  For ordinary 

consciousness (sense-perception plus understanding) the dependence of things on what is outside them is 

external to what we take things to be: obviously independent . . . .  Their ground is the universal divine 

Idea. 

#46.  Reason becomes (interestingly and importantly) unhinged when it tries to think the in-itself. 

#47.  Errors arise: paralogisms ("the fallacy of four terms" in a syllogism [ambiguously using a key term 

in an argument which has one meaning in a premise and another meaning in the misleadingly derived 

conclusion]).  Teachings regarding the soul move from a phenomenological description of experience to 

a metaphysical doctrine of a simple substance which is non-spatial yet paradoxically related to space.  

Remark: At least Kant weeded out some inappropriate thought-determinations from philosophical 

psychology, but they were not inappropriate qua thought-determinations.  Addition: Soul is both simple 

and self-differentiating. 

#48.  The greatness of Kant's discernment of antinomies (contradictory propositions) regarding the 

world (whether limited in space-time, whether matter is quantized or continuous, whether cosmic 

necessity excludes the possibility of freedom, whether the cosmos as a whole has a cause) is to show that 

"everything actual contains opposed determinations in it."  But rather than accepting and unifying these 

oppositions, Kant rejected the cosmological enterprise. 

#49.  God, for Kantian reason, is the Ideal union of identity [one] and being: the supremely real 

Essence . . . without determinations (which would introduce a certain finitude). 

#50.  Kant miscriticises the proofs for God based on contingency and teleology.  The so-called proofs 

are really various journeys of the Geist raising itself (which is an entirely normal movement) to God.  

Remark: The starting point of the proofs, the conception of the world as an aggregation of contingent 

facts or of linked purposeful relations [note the (ecological) mutual adaptation of the system to permit 

the various parts to be] is recycled by philosophy.  I.e., after the thoughtful rising to the Ground of such 

a scattered world, the world can no longer be conceived as being so scattered.  Second Remark: The 

attributes of Deity (substance, cause, purposive [even trivially so], living) that may be inferred on the 

basis of the predicates used in these proofs are important but not as crucial as Geist: God must be 

conceived as substance and subject. 

#51.  Kant relied on an obvious and correct distinction--"Noting can be more obvious than that what I 

think or represent to myself is not yet actual because of that"--in his critique of the ontological proof of 

the existence of God [that One than whom none greater can be conceived must exist].  Kant missed the 

insight that the Concept has immediate relation to self (=being).  Faith preserves the insight of the 

inseparability of the certainty of God upon thinking the thought of God.  [In other words, the very 

experience of genuinely entertaining the thought of brings with it the realization of the reality of God: 

there is no external comparing or verifying that is meaningfully demanded if this "thinking" is 

appropriately realized.] 

#52.  For Kant, Reason remains without determination; Kant asserts the emptiness of the understanding 

regarding the unconditioned, the infinite. 

  

            Second, regarding practical reason, the thinking about what one ought to do: 

#53.  Acting in accord with practical reason is self-determination (not being swayed to do something by 

inclination--some desire or fear) according to universal laws--laws that clear and thorough thinking 

would recognize to be binding on anyone in [essentially] the same situation, principles that involve 

respect for every person.  Genuine reason (as opposed to the mere notions of the abstract understanding, 

whose relation to "reality" remains always a matter of hypothesis that can never be confirmed) is here 

functioning in its authentic function of determining what is.  Why should we believe that reason has 

such power in rational freedom?  Because we experience ourselves as obligated beings, and the notion of 

duty presupposes not only that we are part of nature, acquiring thereby a certain inertia of resistance to 

what is rationally to be one, but also that we are free, that we really have a choice about what to do--

whether to act on mere inclination or to act on principle.  There are, of course, objections to this 

affirmation, based on the facts of the influence of natural causal factors on our behavior and on the heap 

of maxims which allegedly guide our conduct but which cannot be deduced from the supreme rational 

principle of morality. 

#54.  An ethic based on "the mere principle that willing should be self-consistent, and the demand that 

people should do their duty for the sake of duty" (though it insightfully enfranchised free, self-

determining reason and was an advance over the prevalent theory of the pursuit of happiness) remains 

unable to illuminate the specific realms of duty in our ethical life [family life, the economic sphere, 

political participation, in which human freedom is realized and duty is concrete].  [This is Hegel's 

familiar and controversial interpretation that Kant's ethic is abstract and empty, without concrete 

implications for definite moral decisions, resonates with his critique of the abstract "I" of Kant's 

theoretical reason, allegedly projected as the indeterminate in-itself.] 

  

            Third, reason in its capacity of judgment (regarding beauty and purposiveness): 

#55.  Is there a faculty of the human mind that can unify the necessity of theoretical reason with the 

freedom of practical reason?  Is there any experience in which we can find universality in an undefinable 

yet certain bond with experienced individuals?  There is an intuitive capacity of judgment regarding art 

and the purposiveness of organic nature.  

#56.  This great idea of Kant's was not affirmed as the truth, but only as, on the one hand, the 

achievement of the work of genius (for which no formula can be provided) or of the recognition of 

aesthetic value (the beautiful or the sublime) which the mind recognizes in a universally valid judgment 

(for which no conceptual account can be given--beauty cannot be defined, unlike duty and the 

theoretical principles of the understanding).  (What we find beautiful, for Kant, is that which, presented 

to the senses, seems to suit our sense of order; what we find sublime we see as transcending our powers 

(e.g., as physically overwhelming) but nonetheless as inspiring, rousing our (moral) sense of dignity 

(superiority over the merely natural).  

#57.  The purposiveness that Kant recognizes in the organism was not the external purposiveness of the 

happy and superficial "natural theologians" who based arguments on the evidence that things work 

together in wondrous ways.  Hegel satirized such observations with examples: the cork trees have their 

purpose in providing stoppers for our wine bottles, the nose was providentially designed to support the 

eyeglasses, etc.  Rather the internal purposiveness of "organs" in mutual relation within the organism: 

this is the image of the true Concept. 

#58.  Just at the point of reaching the most adequate concept, Kant reverted--characteristic of the second 

attitude of thought toward truth (objectivity)--to the idea that such judgments of purposiveness are 

merely subjective: they are hypotheses.  Thus Kant retains his agnostic posture regarding the things in 

themselves. 

#59.  A purpose that posits and realizes itself is the adequate concept of God. 

#60.  Kant posits the supreme unification of the good and the actual merely as a goal to be approached 

by infinite progression rather than as a self-differentiating, self-orchestrating, self-fulfilling process.  

Again and again he wavers between insight and timid failure to maintain insight.  He accepts science as 

given, without any thoughtful transformation, and installs the principle of inward freedom from all 

outward authority in the dangerous position of being unable to determine the specific principles with 

which its freedom is actualized. 

  

THE THIRD POSITION OF THOUGHT WITH RESPECT TO OBJECTIVITY: IMMEDIATE 

KNOWING 

            One of Hegel's post-Kantian competitors was Jacobi, who taught an exalted immediate 

knowledge of God, the intuition of faith, as transcending the limited range of the Kantian categories of 

the understanding.  Hegel rejects the antithesis between such immediate knowledge of God and 

philosophically handled categorial mediation; he affirms the validity of Jacobi's immediate knowing, 

indeed, as the intuitive evidence for every step of the philosophic path.  

            Hegel's first two paragraphs comment on and extend the preceding position.  The thinking of a 

merely particular person is regarded as alienated from truth (#61).  The categories come to be regarded 

as untruth (#62).  But immediate knowledge of truth is asserted and regarded as equivalent to faith in 

God; but such knowledge is too indeterminate to be definitely associated with the richly articulated 

teachings of Christian doctrine [Hegel laments the modern tendency to relax propositional, doctrinal 

theology] (#63).  Immediate knowing affirms that God (treated as representation) is immediately 

combined with the certainty of God's being (#64). 

            Immediate knowing of the first importance for philosophy is not limited to God.  There is also an 

affirmation of the self-evident connection between thought and being (in Descartes' intuition).  

Unfortunately, when the affirmation is made regarding an immediate intuition, there is often a tendency 

to take a slap at the mediating labor of philosophy.  Unfortunately, the same kind of intuitive certainty is 

proclaimed for the reality of the body and the external world [which are not thought in their truth] 

(#64).  When the standpoint of immediate knowing polemicizes against mediation, it falls back into 

finitude, and the level of assertion of a fact of consciousness (#65). 

            But as a matter of fact, we know that immediate recognition is generally the product of much 

mediation (especially, of thinking) (#66).  All philosophers' doctrines of the primal [perhaps, immediate] 

knowledge of human beings include the recognition of the need for education [i.e., learning, mediation] 

(#67).  The experiential claim to immediate knowledge affirms something (ironically) essential and 

necessary, on account of the observed constant connection to what is bound up with immediate 

knowing.  The very rising to the level of God-consciousness is a presupposed mediation (68).  The 

original connection that is affirmed in immediate knowing (#64) is a paradigm of mediation though not 

with something external, but as its own process toward a conclusion (#69).  What is immediate is the 

connection of two [elements], the Idea and Being, each validated/mediated by the other. 

            Immediacy and mediation should not, as in block-thinking, be regarded as mutually exclusive 

(#70).  Basing an assertion on consciousness implies that the conscious individual who is making the 

assertion becomes the criterion of what all people believe, insofar as they are in touch with the common 

humanity.  Based on what is [evident] in consciousness (and it takes careful phenomenological work to 

discern that), there must be some content involved with the notion of God; on that basis, belief in God is 

denied to pagans (71). 

            Immediate conviction can baptize superstition, idolatry, and evil (#72).  One move to defend 

immediate knowledge of God is to say that immediate knowledge is knowledge that God is, not 

knowledge of what God is; but such a generalized God has minimal content (#73).  Immediate knowing 

reverts to a metaphysics of abstract identity and forfeits the claim to know spirit--i.e., not an abstract, 

indefinite, blur, but a self-articulating/distinguishing/recovering Infinite (#74).  As an isolated, one-sided 

claim, immediate knowing ha been shown, via internal critique, to be false.  But as a phase of 

philosophy, it is involved in every step of the Logic (#75). 

            Immediate knowing is continuous with naive metaphysics regarding the inseparability of 

thinking and being.  God's essence implies God's existence, whereas immediately known sensible things 

are perishing semblance (#76).  From the cogito (the intuitive and philosophically elucidated [Cartesian] 

I think, science was developed.  The (unfortunate) modern view is that finite mediations are inadequate 

to reach God, hence faith is necessary; this view rejects philosophic method and descends to "the 

untamed arbitrariness of imaginations and assurances, to moral conceit and haughtiness of 

feeling" (#77).  The assumed antithesis between faith and philosophy must be put aside--like all 

presuppositions and arbitrary assurances (on this point, philosophy goes along with ancient skepticism), 

in order to begin thinking purely (#78). 

  

            More Precise Conception and Division of the Logic. 

            In the Logic three aspects of thinking are always present (#79): the labor of the understanding 

with its clearly identified categories, the negative labor of dialectic, showing the inadequacy, the 

perishing, of each of these categories (#81), and the philosophic integration, which sustains their unity in 

the midst of their opposition/perishing (#82).  The standards of clarity and rigor of the understanding are 

necessary at all levels of thought (#80). 

  

            The Doctrine of Being is the First Subdivision of the Logic. 

            What is going on in the sequence of determinations [categories] here?  At first, they seem to have 

a certain independence, they seem each to be something on their own; but the unfolding of their 

implications is such that they pass over into other categories.  But in all this process the Concept itself is 

unfolding.  [The Concept means Begriff, grasping, synthesizing, precisely the work of Kant's ego, the 

transcendental unity of apperception, the unifying function that is presupposed in every unity we 

experience.  But Hegel's Begriff is the same function--to present it in historical terms--transferred to God 

as cosmic Mind.]  One more description is given of the process in this first part of the Logic: Being is 

deepening itself (#84). 

            The older theology treated the predicates of God, the "names of God"; we have here the 

metaphysical determinations of the Absolute--except the second term of a classic triad, the negative 

moment, which emphasize difference and hence finitude (#85). 

A. QUALITY 

  A. Being 

            Pure, abstract being simply is (#86); but at the same time, empty of predicates, it is no-thing 

(#87).  Nothing, however, is--just the same as being (#88).  [The reference to Buddhism in the Remark 

to #87, taken together with the discussion of immediate knowing, ##63ff, indicates that there is 

experiential import to what is being told here.]  The convertibility of being and nothing is the concept of 

transition itself, of beginning, or of becoming (#88). 

  B. Being There 

            In the following transition, does Hegel illicitly trade on the ambiguity of "becoming," which he 

has defined in terms of transition on a purely abstract level, but also carries connotations involving 

determinate, existing things--the new theme?  Or does he avoid paralogism, the fallacy of four terms, or, 

more generally, the illicit ambiguity--and he does seem to be aware of the danger--only by obfuscation, 

by spinning his inwardly confident stream of words in such a way that the result for an intelligent and 

honest reader is simply mystery or worse?  The [quality] of being/nothing is such that we should say that 

this vibrant "unity" exists, "is there" (#89).  The Remark and Addition try to aid this transition by 

translating its main point into an apparently different one: that the negation of prior moments of this 

dialectic sequence acquires determinateness (and hence being-there, existence) just by being specific 

negation, a negation that acquires content by having negated such and such a set of categories.  (Such 

being-there is only in thought, it would seem, and the point of the transition is lost.  Or?  If Hegel only 

wants to trace the determinations that are implied in any truthful encounter with nature or finite spirit, 

then this criticism would miss his project.) 

            As determinate, being-there has quality, and hence is something (#90).  (1) Pure being is (2) 

limited in order to achieve determinate existence; hence two different moments may be distinguished at 

the interior of being-there; these moments may be regarded as mutually other (#91).  [Just now, when 

you are ready to throw this down in disgust, recall the ease with which we accord greatness to Einstein, 

who tenaciously challenged ordinary notions, such as simultaneity, in order to find a difficult-to-

understand structure within them.  There are, by the way, those who regard this type of thinking as what 

the new physics precisely involves.  The point is not that this text is definitive, whatever that might 

mean; the point is to sustain the adventure with these conceptual linkings.]  Limited, determinate things 

can also undergo change--become other (#92).  Indeed, change can go on ad infinitum (#93)--but such 

an infinity is not glorious but tedious (the "bad infinite").  A REAL INFINITE has no simplistic, block-

thinking, opposition to the finite.  [READ the next to last paragraph in the Addition to #94 and the 

Remark to the following paragraph.  This is one of the major points of the Hegelian philosophy.]  But 

something which, in changing, arrives only at itself, is genuinely infinite [i.e., it preserves itself through 

change, negation]: being-for-itself. 

  C. Being-for-itself 

            Being-for-itself, initially, is immediacy, the One that excludes the Other from itself.  [Does this 

process of categories illuminate interpersonal relationships and personal growth?]  The One is what it is 

by not being, or by being distinguished from, or by [here comes the rhetoric of the movement of the 

Concept, the divine mind], by distinguishing itself from ("repelling") the many which are outside it.  The 

many, in turn, prolong the mode of immediacy by each being a one excluding its fellow ones (#97).  But 

excluding is relating and relating involves attraction.  Atoms [c.f. Whitehead's actual entities] are such 

ones.  Qualitative difference thus forms the foundation for numerical distinctitude, quantity (#98).  

Hegel's sequence from quality to quantity involves the thought that we can't start counting things until 

we have identified them (qualitatively) as somethings. 

B. QUANTITY 

  A. Pure quantity 

            Quantitative difference is, initially, merely quantitative difference: that which doesn't really 

matter (#99; note the attack on positivism in the Addition, paragraphs 4-5).  The abstractive 

understanding, choosing its mode of analysis, may regard quantity--which is a whole--either as 

continuous or as discontinuous (#100). 

  B. Quantum 

            Quantity is limited (#101); it has the numerical aspects ("moments") of discreteness, 

"annumeration," and of continuity, "unit" (#102). 

  C.  Degree 

            Intensive (qualitative) and extensive (quantitative) magnitudes are not mutually exclusive; 

neither does quality reduce to quantity.  Quantitative change has qualitative implications (#103).  Hence, 

changing the degree of something is on the one hand trivial ("indifferent"), on the other hand, is a 

transition into the opposite (#104).  Quantity is an external affair--units external to each other; the very 

notion of quantitative relation is born: ratio.  And ratio, associated with determinacy (remember? #90) is 

measure (#106). 

C. MEASURE 

            Measure is a quantitative sort of limit that governs a quality (e.g., "Don't go too far or you'll fall," 

morally or literally) (#107).  At first, it seems that measure can only effectively govern something 

limited.  In some situations a measure incorporates some flexibility (in this case, Hegel wants to call the 

measure a rule), but sometimes any change, any deviation from measure, induces a qualitative change 

(#108).  What if quantitative increase passes beyond all limits?  Measure in the initial sense is 

destroyed.  However a new quality emerges, a new kind of measure.  The notion of qualitative change in 

a quantitatively endless sequence is, for example, infinite progress; thus the governance of measure is 

restored as a more sophisticated kind of measure is conceived (#109).  Now that the relation between 

quantity and quality has come to light, especially, now, (to pick up threads from before, #94) a feature of 

a self-relating Infinite, we have entered the domain of Essence.  The key difference between the sphere 

of being and that of essence is that in the former relationship is merely implicit; in the latter, explicit: 

Essence relates to its other without losing itself in the process (#111). 

  

THE DOCTRINE OF ESSENCE 

            When we ask what something really is, we are asking about its essence.  We mean, for example, 

what it really is--as opposed to what it seems to be.  The essence of a thing is thus "opposed" to its 

outward appearance.  The two concepts of essence and appearance are each given in relation to each 

other.  Each one implies the other.  They are different, and yet what each of them is, and is bound up 

with the other.  This kind of logic is the logic of relation.  There are several such pairs of correlated 

concepts whose interrelation is narrated in this section of the Logic.  

            Essence is the Concept (the self-articulating and unifying function of mind) as posited (#112).  

Think of the example of the Kantian thing in itself (whose place in the conceptual scheme comes later: 

#124, Remark); in the discussion of the second attitude of thinking to truth, Hegel emphasized that the in 

itself was something posited: mind posits the in itself as such.  Or think of the Platonic form, manifested 

in its examples, the material shadows of eternal patterns (or think of [universal] meanings which are 

exemplified in particular things or facts).  The essence or universal "shines" in, or is present in the 

example, the sensory individual.  At first glance, the essence is the essential, and the mere being which 

exemplifies it is mere appearance.  The Addition to this paragraph sets forth the logic of infinity: God is 

the supreme example of infinity.  The tendency of essentialist thinking is to set up God as Lord, as the 

supreme Beyond, and hence as finite, albeit the greatest.  Essence is, first, and foremost, God.    Essence 

also has its aspect of being simply identical with itself; it is what it is (#113). 

            The first movement is to come to recognize (A) ESSENCE AS GROUND OF EXISTENCE, 

and the first step is to consider the interrelation between categories which the reflective understanding 

usually tries to keep "clearly" separate.    Identity and Difference ("distinction"): Essence is reflected 

into itself.  In other words, its identity is not the simplest immediacy of being; but it is what it is in virtue 

of its not being its other (#115); hence it contains difference within itself (#116).  Once we can speak of 

the essence of X, we can regard X as similar to ["equal" is the mathematical concept, which is used in 

the translation; the Platonic concept of Gleich, however, is the relation of similarity obtaining between 

the essence and the example, and this concept is more relevant to this discussion.]  The similarity 

relation between the essence and X must be established by some third something, which can relate or 

compare the two.  [Here we are on the verge of Plato's famous third man argument from the Parmenides, 

which deduces a regress: once it is acknowledged that the similarity or equality between two items is 

established only by a third, then the relation of similarity or equality or bond between the third and the 

first two requires once again to be established, say by a fourth, and so on.] (#117)  We only pronounce 

those things the same (equal) which are not the same (in some respects different, or unequal, or 

dissimilar).  Thus sameness and difference involve each other.  Now Hegel moves to a level on which 

characteristics of the relations between categories become the protagonists in his narrative (#118).  

Difference involves not-being-the other, not just any other, but its other (#119).  Next Hegel affirms the 

thoroughgoing mutuality of essence and what it is the essence of.  (And by this move Hegel validates his 

mission of doing theology and cosmology simultaneously.)  Their mutual involvement (#120) is 

called . . . "ground."  "Ground" is a strange name, at first glance.  What Hegel initially means by ground 

is the whole (#121): universal totality.  The term ground only finds its justification in terms of its 

relation to the next category, existence (#122).  Existence is the set of interrelated, mutually conditioning 

things [think in ecological terms or of the Buddhist notion of dependent coexistence], which may be 

considered as detached from the ground (#123) as things which nevertheless have a certain substantiality 

to them inasmuch as they preserve some relation to the ground (#124).  In the thing, the many properties 

(which are determinate in virtue of their contrast with other properties) are possessed: the thing has 

properties (#125).  The material dimensions involved in the properties of the thing coalesce in what, 

from the perspective of the Aristotelian understanding of the thing as form-and-matter, is called the 

matter of the thing, which is only intelligible in terms of the unity of form (##126-29).  The thing shines 

forth in its properties: the thing is what appears.  To be even more adequate to conceptual process, we 

may say that the thing is the shining forth, or appearance. 

            B. APPEARANCE (not mere appearance, as though opposed to truth/reality, but manifestation 

of the cosmic Essence).    Essence (in its logical complexity that transcends being) must appear, and it 

must be precisely essence which appears; i.e., essence is not something which remains behind or beyond 

appearance [so there is no room for a transcendent Creator] (#131).  Rehearsing and deepening #123, 

(the totality of) that which appears exists in virtue of form, which gives determinate integration to the 

materials that go to make it up; but that form involves (1) the very ground itself--(the divine or Cosmic) 

Essence and (2) finite relationships with other finite things--influencing, causing, conditioning, 

determining, depending on, opposing, on and on, without limit.  Since the cosmic Essence is not some 

reality held back behind things, what it appears as is just the very system of mutually conditioning/

determining appearances itself: "the world of appearances" (#132).  The world of mutually determining 

manifestations is so related to itself that it has its form in itself (not transcendent to itself) and its form is 

identical with its content.  In other words, the form of this world is precisely its mutually conditioned 

character (its "reflection into itself"); and its content is just this system of mutually conditioning/

referring manifestations.  When form is not so related to content, it is outer form, changeable and 

dependent on contingent factors (say, whether the manufacturer achieves his purpose with the wood, 

whether the masses obey the law) (#133).  [Again, in order to get the full story told, it is necessary to 

recall the perspective of less philosophically developed stages, and to insert the resulting train of 

realization as a subplot, as follows.]  At the most immediate or naively obvious level, determination is 

external, determination inherently involves relationship (i.e., to something different, exterior, other).  In 

other words, material characteristics are determined by causal relations with other "matters," and form 

might or might not obtain; or the animal, say, to illustrate with ancient Greek notions, could die, losing 

the form (the soul, life) that had informed it, made it a living being (#134).  

            Hegel takes the relation of whole and part as the prime example of simplistic relation, since the 

two sides of the relation exclude each other: the vision of the whole eclipses the view of the parts; the 

review of the parts annihilates the vision of the whole (#135).  [The transition of the next paragraph is 

made in terms of the formal properties of the previously discussed category pair.  The dialectical 

development of these properties leads to a set of properties that are manifested in a new category pair.  

However, because of the continuing theme of the interrelatedness of elements involved (appearances/

parts/forces), the transition to the new category pair cannot be considered a mere formalism.  It remains 

true that Hegel's way of sequencing these topics so as efficiently to encompass every region of what can 

be thought, and so as to show the interrelation of physics, theology, and philosophy strains 

intelligibility.  It is also tempting to regard the Logic as "merely" a weaving of categories; this would 

represent the second attitude of thought toward truth, and would obscure the fact--I want to say--that it is 

cosmic reality itself whose moments are being dissected before our eyes.]  In the previous category pair, 

each was the negative of the other, indifferent to the turn to the other (but that very negative indifference 

is already relation to the other).  Force and the expression of force ("utterance") manifest such a 

contingent bond; on the one hand, force cannot be force unless it is activated; on the other hand, it 

doesn't activate itself by itself.  Something must provoke it to function.  Without ignition, the rocket fuel 

will not explode.  Hence, force makes a poor God concept (Addition).  The world whole is itself a field 

of the interplay of forces engaging one another (#136).  Force cannot be force without utterance; hence 

its two sides are distinguished merely as inner and outer (#137). 

            The movement of force, in its expression, unifies the inner (ground) and the outer, to make up 

the totality, the fulfilled content (#138).  Inner and outer have the same content; there is nothing 

unmanifest in the essence (#139).  At the same time, they are opposed abstractions, and each can be 

regarded ("immediately") as having a monopoly on content (#140).  (The Addition applies this category 

pair to the discussion of ethical character.)  Look now what a conceptually rich result we have: We have 

two dimensions in opposition; the inner comes into (outer) existence through the expression of force; 

and the content of these two opposed abstractions is their very identity.  This richness of the ground 

expressed in existence Hegel is ready to call actuality (#141).             C. ACTUALITY (Wirklichkeit 

connotes also reality and also the fulfillment of dynamic (Aristotelian) potentiality.)    The inner essence, 

become one with the outer existence, is actuality.  Addition!  The actual is the rational; it does not 

include every random contingency, taken (miscomprehended) outside its (necessary) connection to the 

whole, the process of self-realizing reality here narrated (self-realizing, because unlike a given force 

which requires external provocation in order to fire, we are speaking of reality as a whole system here) 

(#142).  Actuality (reality) can be simply regarded as a blunt affirmative: what it really is--i.e., as 

(abstract) identity, lacking the concrete determinations of fully developed actuality, namely, as 

possibility.  [If someone says "Coke is the real thing," they are merely affirming the actuality of Coke, 

not telling us anything about Coke.  Coke, thus affirmed, is merely the potentiality of the concretely 

understood beverage.] (For a discussion of the poverty of mere potential, see the Addition.) (#143)  But 

something so empty is precisely inessential, accidental (#144).  Mere possibility and contingency are the 

merely outward aspects of actuality, and their alienation from actuality is due to their seeming to have 

only a contingent relation to (rational) content.  The Addition remarks 

on the immaturity of the will that arbitrarily chooses X and could just as well (possibly) choose not-X; 

but the point of philosophic science is not to exclude the "contingent" from consideration, but to unfold 

its latent rational content (#145).  Possibility, (immediately) merely presupposed as being-there, is the 

condition for something else (for its own transcendence ("sublation," in which it is negated and 

preserved on a higher level), for a fulfilled actualization) (#146).  When all the factors that condition the 

possibility of a thing [the Sache, "matter," "thing in question," such as the burning of a piece of coal] are 

present, the thing becomes necessary.  What are these factors?  (1) the thing itself must really be 

possible [the piece of coal is flammable]; (2) cosmic process of the outward expression of the inner 

nature of the cosmos must be such that fire can arise; and (3) the specific conditions themselves must 

obtain [oxygen and heat must be present, etc.].  Addition: purposiveness is not evident in necessity; to 

portray God's deeds as (merely) humanly inevitable implicitly makes God arbitrary.  The discovery of 

Christianity is the infinite value of subjectivity--in the human individual and in God.  We are not to be 

overwhelmed by Necessity.  Indeed, our freedom is to recognize what happens to us as never unjust, but 

always as a phase of the unfolding of ourselves (#147).  The event (Sache) itself (let us now insist on 

taking some human action as an example), the surrounding conditions that are required for it, and the 

activity of the agent are sufficiently separate that the necessity in question seems external--a relation 

between external factors (#148).  Necessity, then, is contingent; and since that which is contingent 

happens to be actual, its conditions are seen to have been fulfilled: it has thus become necessary.  

Necessity gathers together both the immediacy of what is and mediation, i.e., the fact that the action 

(event, Sache) in question depends upon certain conditions (#149). 

            When we consider these sides of necessity as congealed, we see the thing as substantial (#150). 

 Substance is power manifesting itself in its accidents.  The Addition defends Spinoza, for whom God is 

(correctly but onesidedly) understood as substance, from the charge of pantheism: instead, Hegel 

charges Spinoza with failing to recognize that the cosmos of transient worldly things (whose perishing 

inspires the vision of overwhelming Substance in oriental thought) has its own actuality; for Spinoza, 

everything finite, such as a person, is nothing but a mode of the one Substance, which may be regarded 

from one point of view as nature and from another point of view as God (there are infinitely many points 

of view/attributes of God; humans know only two) (#151).  Substance as power ("might") causes things 

and hence is relation.  (The relation of causality at this point, however, is not the secondary causality of 

the billiard table but the primary causality of the First Cause; but since the essence is nothing but what is 

available in existence, the logic of primary causation and the logic of secondary causation are one.) 

(#152) 

            Substance causes by functioning as the origin (original Sache--the word "cause" is Ursache, 

primal/original thing) which posits an effect (Wirkung).  There is no reason as yet to regard this causing 

as anything other than contingent, "accidental" (in religious terms, creation was an act that God did not 

have to do, chosen of God's own free will).  The Remark, taking rain and wet streets to illustrate 

causation, notes the identity of cause and effect, that they have the same content (wetness), and that the 

cause is only cause because of the effect; in other words, it is, qua cause, the effect of its effect!  

Moreover, in the cause/effect chain, each cause is preceded by another, and so on without limit, and each 

effect has further effects, and so on without limit (#153).  The cause (taken as a thing) can only work its 

effect if the other thing on which it works already exists.  Initially, this second thing is passive; but it 

reacts, and has a reciprocal effect on the thing which first acted on it (#154). 

            The active and reactive moments of the causal process are sides of one causal system ( #155).  Its 

process of moments that overcome their own one-sidedness is that system's (cause's) own doing: the 

Cause is "for itself."  The Remark observes that reciprocal influence is the only way to describe 

historical process and the organism, since a linear causal explanation is a simplistic falsification (#156).  

The causally interinvolved actualities both are independent of each other and have an identical content 

(as causal influences); this level of necessity is not replete (#157).  The truth implicit in necessity is 

found the Concept which includes the moments which it distinguishes ("repels" from itself).  (Both 

"concept" and Begriff connote grasping, holding.)  Addition: Crude necessity seems hard; but genuine 

free action embraces precisely what it necessary, what must be done (#158).  The Concept is the truth of 

being and essence; it comprehends both within itself; it is the process of their identity.  [Cf. Parmenides' 

identification of thinking (the concept) and being (which, when rationally understood, is essence).  We 

have come far enough to see that what Hegel is affirming is no "subjective idealism."  Since the God of 

theism was presupposed as the first candidate for Essence, Hegel cannot be accused of pulling mind out 

of a system of natural causes by giving a rigged description of the latter (ala artificial intelligence.]  The 

Remark explains that thinking of necessity dissolves its apparent hardness; a liberation emerges, not as a 

flight from the real, but as a realization on various levels that one has to do with realities that are not 

external to oneself; rather, one is part of a process that includes self and "other": the mature character 

(the developed "I") identifies with universal reality; the same realization is implicit in the feeling of love 

and in the enjoyment of blessedness.  The Addition explains that it was impossible to begin with the 

Concept (defined as the unity of being and essence), which is the source of the abstract moments that we 

have worked with thus far, since the question would arise about the meaning of "being" and "essence" 

and how the two should be understood to be one (#159). 

  

            THIRD SUBDIVISION OF THE LOGIC: THE DOCTRINE OF THE CONCEPT 

            The Concept is the totality (#160) which unfolds itself (#161) in three phases (#162). 

A.  The Subjective Concept 

  A. The Concept as Such 

            The concept contains three moments: universality, particularity (I prefer "specificity"), and 

singularity (individuality) (#163); these aspects are in every case bound up with each other in what is 

concrete (#164), though they are first distinguished in the primal division (the etymological meaning, in 

German of Urteil, translated as "judgment"; note that Teil, part, can also refer to one of the (basic) 

elements in such a division/connection).  

  B.  The Judgment 

            In this section we consider universality, specificity ("particularity"), and singularity (or 

individuality) taken in combinations of two.  The various types of divisions/relationships between such 

combinations are presented as types of judgment (sentence), which--and this is the main interest--are 

associated with various ways of thinking.  

            Every judgment has following form: the subject is the predicate.  Subject and predicate are 

distinguished . . . and identified.  In the abstract form of judging, however, it seems that the "ascription" 

of the predicate to the subject is contingent, not an (internally necessary) affair of the process of the 

concept.  When the subject term is singular and the predicate term is the universal, we have, for 

example, "This (rose) is red" or "God is absolute Spirit" (#166 Remark and Addition; read the Addition 

to #172: "we habitually ascribe only a very inadequate power of judgment to someone who habitually 

frames only such judgments as 'this wall is green,' 'This oven is hot', and so on."  In formal terms, a 

judgment of truth, beauty, or goodness, also applies a "universal" to a singular; but the character of the 

universal in such cases is so inwardly rich as to merit the term "concept.")  Everything is a union of 

singular and universal [fact and meaning].  Note that many uses of language are not judgments in this 

sense (#167).  From the finite standpoint of judgment, the singular and the universal are "diverse as well 

as separable in principle" [the color could be otherwise, the animal could die] (#168). 

            To recognize the universal in the singular and the singular in the universal is to go beyond the 

stage at which each is an isolated independent block; it is to recognize that both singular and universal 

have determinateness, specificity (particularity) (#169).  The subject has many determinacies, not only 

the one mentioned in the predicate, and the predicate has many examples, not only the subject; only in 

terms of their determinate content are they identical (#170).  When the dynamic of the judgment is thus 

understood as involving three phases--singularity, universality, and specificity--then the structure 

connecting three moments comes into view, which is mirrored in the syllogism of traditional logic.  The 

singular may be associated with being, universal with essence; and the concept is the unity of the two 

(#171).  

            One rudimentary type of judgment pertains to immediate and (hence) sensible qualities: e.g., 

"The rose is red."  Such a judgment is called "qualitative."  The main point about this type of judgment 

is that its correctness is merely an external affair, not a matter of the subject corresponding truly (in the 

favorable case) to the authentic concept of what it really is/is supposed to be (#172). 

            Another type of judgment asserts that X is not Y--where X and Y have nothing to do with one 

another, are "infinitely" remote from each other, e.g., "A lion is not a table," (which is as vacuously true 

as "A lion is a lion"); subject and predicate, e.g., body and soul, fall apart partly (e.g., sickness) or 

completely (e.g., in death) (#173).  

            Understanding, in its activity of reflection--associating things which are related, e.g., as 

opposites--forms the next type of judgment, in which the predicate expresses an oppositional/relational 

predicate (such as acid or base, positive or negative (electrically), male or female, etc.)  Sometimes we 

speak today of "two place predicates": "X is useful," properly symbolized, should be put, "X is useful for 

Y."  "Useful" is not a predicate that stands on its own.  The activity of understanding in expressing such 

connections generates judgments "of reflection" (#174). 

            What is universality from the perspective of the understanding?  Universality is the product of 

the subjective activity of collecting singular instances and determines them as "all."  When we affirm 

"All men are mortal" we imply that there is something determinate about the individuals collected in the 

subject term that validates the predicate.  (On the level of such empirical generalization, however, there 

is no [essential] necessity to what is being affirmed [though, grasped more adequately, there is necessity 

to judgments such as "All men are mortal," "Metals conduct electricity"].)   (#175). 

            Judgments about all Xs are more mature when it is recognized that predication is being made, not 

simply about a collection, but about a kind or type: the plant, man, etc. (#176). 

            There are three types of judgment that are considered under the heading "the judgment of 

necessity."  (The concept of necessity is one of the most important in Hegel's thought.)  (1) "Gold is a 

metal" has a "concrete" universal as its subject; and its predicate is a determinacy that excludes other 

predicates.  But the same predicate applies to many things.  It is more scientific to express a judgment of 

causation in hypothetical form: if X is gold, then X is a metal.  Now science, considering a particular 

class of objects, wants to know what in what specific categories an example of that class might fall (see 

the Addition to #230, p. 298).  If we have a set of such categories that are complete and mutually 

exclusive, then we can form (as a judgment of necessity) a disjunctive judgment: S is either A or B or C 

(e.g., "A poem is either epic or lyric or dramatic") (#177).  

            Judgments of truth, beauty, or goodness are classified as judgments of the concept, thanks to the 

conceptual richness required for such discrimination (#178).  Such a judgment is first simply 

(subjectively) asserted, hence vulnerable to being opposed by a contradicting assertion; but the genuine 

judgment of the concept is an unfolding of the object itself, showing its conformity to its "determination 

and purpose" (which, for finite things, may or may not be the case) (#179).  The duality of predication 

(subject and predicate) shows itself, in its mature forms, to involve a more complex structure: the 

copula, "is," has become itself a third, active theme in the following [extended] sense.  The terms of the 

judgment are no longer satisfactorily merely asserted by the subjective judger.  Rather the object itself is 

to be shown to have, in its own articulation, the predicate in question.  The level of complexity of the 

process of judging now involves not only singularity and universality but also specificity, and as a three-

termed process, it may be called a "syllogism."  

  C.  The Syllogism 

            When we think of the syllogism, the first example that comes to mind is Aristotle's: "All men are 

mortal; Socrates is a man; therefore Socrates is mortal."  There are forms of syllogisms that spiral 

around, reproducing the forms of judgment once again.  And again, it is not the outer properties of the 

sentences that are crucial, but rather the way in which singularity, universality, and specificity 

(particularity) are understood to be associated/separated/connected.  Everything that is has three phases: 

singularity, particularity, and universality.  In this sense, everything is a concept, i.e., the grasping-

together of these aspects of what it is.  Their mutual relations may be diversely seen and associated with 

different modes of thought.  When something is understood in terms of these three phases, it is rationally 

grasped.  The point of dialectical argument is to show that it is not merely the philosopher's arranging of 

paragraphs but the inherent dynamism implicit in the theme itself that is active.  Hence the movement 

from subjectivity to objectivity, the deduction of the reality/objectivity of the Idea, the proof of the 

reality of God, is achieved (#181). 

            Where singularity and universality figure in (syllogistic) thought abstractly (in block thinking), 

the understanding is operating in a merely subjective manner, choosing thus to associate terms (#182).  

The simplest type of syllogism, the "qualitative syllogism," is used to assert what is merely there: e.g., 

"This rose is red, red is a color, therefore this rose is something colored."  Though such reasoning is 

hardly of value in philosophy, we do use it implicitly in daily life: e.g., "when someone hears the 

creaking of a cart in the street as he wakes on a winter's morning and is led by that to the conclusion that 

it must have frozen quite hard" (#183).  Using contingent determinations, anything can be argued, or 

"proven"; the lawyers can argue forever.  (Philosophy which contents itself with giving "good reasons" 

is on this level.] (#184)  One can ask for (syllogistic) proofs to demonstrate the premises of a given 

syllogism; and this demand can be repeated infinitely (#185).  The complex relations between the three 

terms (the singular, the universal, and the particular) are such that each can serve as extreme and as 

middle term (in terms of which the other two are unified) (##186-87).  Sometimes the thinking 

expressed in syllogistic thought is mathematical; but the axioms of mathematics are logical propositions 

whose proof comes "from universal and self-determining thinking" (#188).  

            When the understanding engages in rational thought, it produces "the syllogism of reflection" in 

which the major premise--"all men are mortal," "all metals are conductors of electricity"--is based on 

(empirical) induction, and, in fact, presupposes the conclusion--"therefore Caius is mortal," "therefore 

copper does the same."  This type of scientific thinking "presupposes that observation and experience are 

complete in a certain domain; but since finite experience is never so exhaustive, the understanding 

moves forward to a new type of "syllogism," asserting that whatever is of the same type will probably 

have the characteristic thus observed in the sample.  (There is an analogy between the subject term of the 



conclusion and the subject set in the premises.)  The instinct of reason, however, "surmises that this or 

that empirically discovered determination is grounded in an object's inner nature or kind."  [This is 

Hegel's--and Husserl's--answer to the problem of how induction can be justified (can I KNOW that coal 

will burn tomorrow?)  Whitehead took this issue seriously too.] (#190) 

  

            In the forest of complexities here, in which the types of syllogism are distinguished by which 

phase (singular, universal, particular) is the "middle term" [in terms of which the identity of the other 

two are established] the translators find it necessary to save Hegel's logic by changing his text: replacing 

"or" at one place by "and" (#192 Addition, p. 268).  The upshot of this development (##191-93) is that 

once we recognize the mutual mediation of all three phases, we have reached the level of the concept--

self-articulating, positing its own phases, first, as independent moments, then in opposition to one 

another, and, last, as identical-in-difference.  This achievement, however, confronts us initially as a 

(relatively immediate) object. 

  

B.  THE OBJECT 

            Every new level of conceptual development can be looked at, initially, as a kind of summary or 

block or comparatively immediate . . . object.  The concept itself has developed to just such a level here.  

The Absolute may be regarded simply as an object, Confronting subjectivity, rousing fear, rather than 

the later of the truth that the Absolute is also subjectivity, that universal subjectivity includes finite 

spirit, whose true self is God, the Concept (#194).  The second Addition to #194 nicely summarizes the 

development of this section. 

  A. Mechanism 

            In mechanism, the object, a block of sorts, finds itself in (mechanical) relation to other . . . 

blocks--and there are external, "mechanical" relationships, activities, etc., not only in nature, but also in 

human life; human nature can even be conceived as a set of interacting substances (#195).  In a 

mechanical system, though each object is, in a way, independent, each is passive/dependent/acted upon 

by the other objects, and so has its center outside itself (gravitational attraction, desire) (#196).  In the 

(attractional) relating of a mechanical system, there is not only the center of each object (taken by itself) 

but also a center which represents the balancing point between the attracting objects; the system center 

[the "relative center"] is not the same point as the center of the central object [its "absolute center'] 

(#197).  The center of the earth is not the center of the earth-moon system.  [Similarly in theology, 

evolving Deity, not eternal Deity, is the relative center of the God-man relationship.]  In mature, 

complex systems, each of the three terms functions to mediate the others.  For example, consider the 

three part system of individual, civil society (the set of social and economic institutions that provide for 

human needs), and the state (the level of right, justice, government, law, and coherence on the stage of 

world history).  Physical and cultural needs mediate the relationship of the individual and the state (what 

motivation would someone without needs have to participate in collective organization?); at the same 

time the individual's activity is the fulcrum [middle term] for the satisfaction of needs and the 

actualization of the right (at the level of the state); one can also say that it is only within the ordering 

matrix [middle term] of the state that individuals can function satisfactorily in civil society (#198).  Such 

initially independent system-members must now be understood has relating to their inwardly determined 

others.  [This transition is analogous to that between (1) the transitions in the category pertaining to 

being--that simply is--where there was no intrinsic relation to a specific other and (2) the polar 

relationships characteristic of the categories pertaining to essence--what deeply is.]  Once we realize 

  B. Chemism [A term from a special science is used as a symbol for a type of relation between 

conceptual moments since chemistry has much to do with oppositions, such as acid and base, positive 

and negative electricity, etc. that exemplify what is being articulated here.] 

            The categories here exemplify opposition, but these categories have such conceptual richness 

that these opposites strive to transcend their own opposition (#200) by oscillating (#202) between the 

condition of opposition and a neutral product (#201).  [Acid and base = salt + water; each condition 

tends to shift into the other; post-coital repose stills desire momentarily.]  The convertibility of the 

differentiated and undifferentiated states overcomes the apparent externality or immediacy of each of 

them; the concept becomes thus for itself.  The initial definition of purpose is just this self-overcoming 

of externality, immediacy (#203). 

  C. Teleology [from the Greek word telos, goal, end, purpose] 

            Purpose is initially defined in terms of a sequence of moments: (1) it is the inner self-removal 

from merely outer determinacy [I have my own purpose, I am not a plaything of outer, material 

contingencies.] (2) the purposive subject takes the negation of determinacy so far as to regard that its 

purpose is not at all realized in reality; its purpose is merely its own pure project, without validation in 

the structure of reality. (3) purposive activity brings about the real-ization of the purpose.  But (4) in this 

process, purpose is not losing itself, converting into its opposite, but precisely upholding itself (#204).  

The Remark to this paragraph emphasizes (1) that purpose is effective without (like a mere cause) 

having an external relationship to its effect; (2) that purposiveness is exemplified not only in an agent's 

use of means toward an end, but also in the inner purposiveness, e.g., of the organism; (3) the process of 

desiring shows a remarkable significance: on the one hand, a subject desires what is outside.  The 

desiring subject has certainty about him/herself qua desiring subject and about the object qua desired.  

The separation of the object and the subject is precisely what is overcome in the process of the 

accomplishing of the desire.  The thing desired has, thus, no substantial, enduring independence over 

against the subject; and the subject's removal from the object is only temporary.  [This movement is 

observed in the beginning chapter of the Phenomenology of Mind, and Hegel remarks that philosophical 

theories about independent, enduring substantial Things and Subjects locked within their own 

subjectivity fail to recognize such an elementary practical refutation of their own block thinking.]  (4) 

The negation of immediate externality (characteristic of purpose) is shown in the "proofs for the 

existence of God," which are, properly understood, ways of leading the mind from its immediate, 

external level of seeing things. 

            On the most elementary level, finite purpose is related to something presupposed as outside it, 

which may or may not be successfully achieved, and for which one must forage around for suitable 

means with which to bring about the intended result.  [Immature willing is an arbitrary opting for, or 

striving toward, an indefinite multiplicity of outer goods, which are simply taken as immediate needs or 

wants.]  It is possible to make observations about how intricately the universe was designed so as to 

make human life possible, but there is a deeper concept of purpose which is more adequate (#205). 

            Activity unites subjective purpose with objectivity.  The quality of purpose differs according to 

the quality of the relationship between the broadest level of purpose that we have and the specific, 

restricted purpose that provides focus for the decision.  When there is a harmonious flow between our 

overarching purpose (in life?) and the specific purpose enacted here and now, when the universal may be 

said to specify itself, then the process of the Concept may be said to be most fulfilled.  Decision both 

opens our activity and closes us off from the inwardness of deliberation (#206).  

            The following process of achieving decision is considered merely subjective and defective: the 

individual does the specifying [i.e., it is not (universal) love but the headstrong, individualistic, perhaps 

contrary-minded person who determines to do X (which may have aspects of nobility)]; the goal is 

regarded as remote, and one turns outward toward it in a kind of self-forgetfulness that amounts to 

losing one's true self (#207). 

            The agent thus subjectively determined goes forth and wholly identifies with (gets totally 

involved with, even becomes) the specific activity of pursuing that object; and the agent and establishes 

power over the object in the process, determining the external objectivity exclusively in terms of the 

value it aims to actualize (in its "ideality").  For example, a person strives for self-mastery over bodily 

inclinations, makes the body his instrument (#208). 

            "Mechanical" and "chemical" aspects of process are subordinate aspects in the prosecution of 

purpose.  Rational purpose works its way throughout the blind mechanism, etc. of daily external, 

perhaps even apparently chaotic events.  "The cunning of reason" is to achieve its global goals through 

such mundane methods (#209).  As purpose realizes itself in the conquest of the objective realm, the 

concept is comparatively fulfilled (#210).   That realized purpose, however, becomes (merely) a stepping 

stone for further goals, and so on.  The goal of all this conceptual evolution is to overcome the barriers/

one-sidedness/exclusive independence/dualism between the object and the subject.  But the 

independence of the object is overcome now, not only in virtue of mechanical and chemical process, but 

also because the object is pervaded by achieved purpose and finally because the object is merely a 

moment in an ongoing purposive movement.  This transcendence of the opposition of subject and object 

is "the Idea" [the concept together with its realization].  Addition: When purpose is projected finitely, its 

goal seems to be outside of itself; infinite purposiveness undertakes activity as the unfolding of what is 

already true.  Purposive activity cannot arise without the illusion of the remoteness of its goal; neither 

can it be fulfilled until that illusion has been worked through (#211).  

  

C.  THE IDEA 

            The Idea is reality as what satisfies the concept.  ["Idea" had been a technical term in Kant's 

philosophy: a correlate of reason, such as God, the universe, or the soul, the very level of reality that 

would satisfy reason if we could achieve cognition of things as they truly are, beyond the oppositions 

engendered by finite constraints.]  From the standpoint of the Idea thus achieved we are supposed to 

grasp the unity of the concept and objectivity.  Let us not go back to affirming existing things as Reality, 

forgetting their co-involvement in universality and specificity, etc.  What the things of objectivity really 

have been shown to be is the concept (#213).  The Idea is the unity of subject and object, the ideal and 

the real, identity and difference, the infinite and the finite, the soul and the body, essence and being.  

Remark: For the understanding (narrow-minded philosophizing), this involves elementary blunders, 

contradictions.  But the very movement between regarding these things as unified and regarding them as 

opposed/separate/etc. is itself the movement of the concept.  "Only in this way is the Idea eternal 

creation, eternal vitality, and eternal Spirit."  This oscillation does not have an origin in time (the 

understanding would like to tell a story about a creation once upon a time.)  The point is to see that these 

perspectives are movements of the concept, generated by the concept, thus exemplifying its inner 

purposiveness.  [Hegel is working toward his conclusion: replacing the notion of the Creator with the 

Concept: he is trying to think "creation" as the free and necessary self-externalization of the concept.] 

(#214)  The image connoted by talking of the Idea as "the unity" of the infinite and the finite, etc., is 

misleading, since "unity" connotes "an abstract, quietly persisting identity," whereas the Idea is process.  

The notion of "unity" is also misleading, since one member of each pair prevails: the infinite over the 

finite, and subjectivity over objectivity, etc. (#215). 

  A. Life 

            Life is the Idea on the level of immediacy.  the singular, living being is an animated [ensouled] 

body.  [The term soul does not have the Platonic-Christian meaning of potentially immortal character, 

but rather the Aristotelian-Greek meaning of the principle of life as such: the presence of psyche is what 

differentiates the living from the non-living.]  On the one hand, the soul is diffused throughout the body; 

thanks to the soul, the members--organs--of the body are in vital, purposive, interrelation with each 

other.  At the same time, the living being is mortal; the soul and body can separate.  Moreover, on this 

level of immediacy, mere life can attain the level of sentience (perception) but not the duality and the 

overcoming of duality involved in cognition (#216).  The vital process involves three three-fold stages 

(#217).  In the first, the organism is regarded as a unit with the properties of sensibility, irritability (the 

reactive, intuitive-immediate responsive capacity of even the simplest organisms), and reproduction 

(self-maintenance) [by definition a purposive capacity for Hegel, including self-repair or self-healing] 

(#218).  In the second stage, the living organism is considered in its (triumphant) relation to its inorganic 

environment, which it assimilates into itself (although in the end, the inorganic processes, "the 

elementary powers of objectivity," are "continually ready to pounce, to begin their process in the organic 

body, and life is a constant struggle against them" (#219).  The vital process involves sexual 

differentiation (#220); the individual organism now has the aspect of something which is generated by 

the genus (the concrete universal); but since the individual organism is not the enduring universal, it 

perishes (#221).  As life frees itself from its immediate existence in the (dying) individual organism, the 

universal comes into its own as free spirit.  [This seems to make sense only if the assumed background is 

the Christian story of Easter and especially of the bestowal of the Spirit upon the believing community 

on Pentecost--not, for Hegel, "upon all flesh."  Hegel, however, seems to expect that the "logic" of this 

will be compelling even when he is making his formal remarks regarding the significance of the death of 

any organism whatsoever.] (#222) 

  B. Cognition [here taken to involve cognition of the true and willing of the good] 

            At the level of cognition, the Idea is highly articulately realized, but there remains a duality 

between cognition and the (presupposed) external universe (#223).  The reflection of finite 

understanding comes on the scene (to tackle the cognition of the external universe) full in the confidence 

of reason that cognition can be achieved, that the alienation between subject and object can be overcome 

[cf. Whitehead's talk of faith in cosmic Order] (#224).  The overcoming of the duality between 

subjectivity and objectivity involves (1) the process of knowing, in which the subjectivity fills itself with 

the truth of what is (for it) genuine reality: objectivity and (2) the process of willing, in which 

subjectivity brings forth its noble purposes (the good) upon the contingencies of the external world 

which are just waiting to be reshaped (#225).  

            In the cognitive striving of the understanding [the second position of thought] the external is 

regarded as material determined by applying the diverse categories of the mind; but the categories 

remain external to the objectivity; the in-itself cannot be known.  Understanding does not recognize the 

activity of the concept in its (to itself) apparently passive functions of "recognizing" what is (#226).  The 

understanding proceeds by analysis, bringing forth and highlighting some abstract universal predicate 

(and hence doing the reverse of its announced intention--to take the concrete just as it is) (#227).  

Having generated the abstract universals, the understanding then moves to the activity of synthesis, in 

which these universal predicates are organized into classifications, definitions, and theorems (#228).  

But this procedure is also deficient by the ideal standards of knowledge held up by philosophy: first, a 

complex object is capable of being given many definitions--why therefore should the particular 

definition proposed be used?  Second, this method presupposes objects without showing their necessity: 

but only philosophy can show that the organism is a legitimate and necessary category for science (over 

against the reductionistic tendencies of biochemical science) or that the state with its structure of legal 

necessity is a legitimate theme for science (as opposed to the reductionistic, skeptical or critical 

tendencies of theorists who want to see only raw power relations "behind" political structure) (#229).  

The method of classification aims for divisions that will be complete (include every member of the set to 

be classified) and mutually exclusive (such that no member will belong to more than one classification 

at a given level).  Moreover, classification is well done when it is based on what really marks the region 

in question; "For example, the division of mammals in zoology is mainly based upon the teeth and the 

claws, and this makes sense, because the mammals distinguish themselves from one another through 

these parts of their bodies . . . ."  Following the structure of the concept, tri-partite articulations are 

normal.  The Remark to this section contains one of Hegel's major comments in philosophy of science.  

In geometry the synthetic method is more perfectly adequate than in any other science; that is the 

method of elaborating the relations of necessity that obtain among abstract universals; the theme of 

geometry is space in abstraction from all conceptual development--a sensory intuition, as Kant called it.  

In other sciences, the starting points are presupposed as given, obvious, taken from elsewhere [for 

example in economics the initial notion of scarcity involves a presupposition taken from psychology].  

Moreover, the sciences begin along a certain path and then run into the limits of that path (this happens 

also in geometry).  At these limits, many-sided Reality challenges the linear conceptions of the 

understanding; such a point of invasion is identified as a contradiction by the understanding; but it is just 

the moment where reason, the logic of the whole, is beginning to be effective (#231). 

            Here comes a major transition: when mind pursues formal necessity (pertaining to the 

understanding, e.g., in formal logic as studied today) and becomes engaged in the higher necessities of 

the concept, the requirements are now only internal requirements, the requirements of mind/thought 

itself, not the requirements to be adequate to (correspondent with) something given from outside.  Now 

thought-determinations are an affair of self-determination . . . and self-determination is the name of 

willing.  There is a bit of fuzziness in the transition, acknowledged by Hegel in two ways: first, in the 

phrase "passes over"--just the term used in the doctrine of being to describe the brute, non-self-

comprehending conceptual moves there; and, second, in the Addition which says, "This passage 

consists, more precisely, in the fact that the universal in its truth must be interpreted as subjectivity, as 

the Concept that is self-moving and active, and that posits determinations" (#232). 

            In willing, the Idea of the good is, initially, regarded as a merely subjective one (the second 

attitude of thinking) which is to be carried out, made valid, imposed upon a recalcitrant world that is on 

the one hand null and void because it is merely a field for transformation by the activity of well-

intentioned purpose and on the other hand an external realm that has its independence from the subject 

(#233).  Thus, on the one hand, subjective purpose is something merely accidental to the world which is 

to be modified by it; on the other hand, the Idea of the good is what is essential [this is the 

"contradiction"--which is vicious when the agent vacillates uncomprehendingly between despair over 

the prospects of success or embarrassment about "imposing" something on another and presumption or 

imperialism].  The Addition: "Whereas the task of intelligence is simply to take the world as it is, the 

will, in contrast, is concerned to make the world finally into what it ought to be."   The effort to think 

through the implications of morality also runs into the "contradictions" of a many-sided reason-reality 

[regarding the oscillating attitude of moral self-determination to the inclinations of the animal-origin 

nature (with which either domination or unification may be sought), regarding oscillating attitudes about 

the contradiction between the (unknowable?) ideal of duty and duty as I am able imperfectly to grasp it 

here and now, regarding oscillating attitudes about the need to posit God as the guarantor of a final 

rational harmony that makes morality not absurd--versus the need to determine duty and carry it out on 

my own].  The completion of the project of willing--the actualization of the good--would destroy willing 

and duty: there would be nothing more to do.  Therefore finite willing requires that the final goal remain 

(though ever approached) infinitely remote.  Hegel wants to culminate in a place where finite cognition 

and finite willing have pursued their process sufficiently to transcend their own initial notions of 

limitation and to find their unity.  How well does he convince us of this result?  "The will knows the 

purpose as what is its own, and intelligence interprets the world as the Concept in its actuality."  Once 

the process of purposive activity is realized as the activation of what is already essentially actual, then 

the unhappiness of finite striving is transformed (#234).  The truth of the good is that activity actualizes 

what the Concept already is, and that it is the Concept primarily at work, eternally positing itself as 

purpose and carrying forth the relevant activity.  [To say that it is, first and foremost, the concept at 

work is to appeal again to the cunning of reason; it is not designed to make obsolete talk according to 

which human individuals are said to engage in activities.  Hegel wants to validate two levels of 

discourse about agency, and give a leading emphasis to the level of the agency of the concept while 

(thereby especially validating and) preserving the level of singular agency.] (#235) 

  C. The Absolute Idea 

            All truth is included in the Absolute Idea (God as the self-generating process of thought 

determinations, including in the realms of subjectivity and objectivity).  The unity of theory and practice 

(in terms of the unity of "the theoretical and the practical Idea") and the unity of life and realization 

("cognition"--which cannot be limited to theoretical/scientific/philosophic achievement apart from value-

directed action).  At this level, we are expected to be able to experience thinking not just as "my own" 

thinking, but thinking as Thinking (which occurs in me)--the "mind of God" which, as Aristotle first 

said, is thinking of thinking.  [Philosophic reflection is thus given the status of God.] [If we want to 

think of the Absolute Idea as a set of thought-determinations, we need to add that each thought-

determination contains all the previous ones and that the last one generates the series.] (#236)  Nothing, 

logically speaking, is external to this inclusive process of thought-determinations.  Initially, one rejoices 

at reaching such a culmination.  One next realizes that, defined thus briefly, it's quite abstract.  Finally, 

one realizes that the genuine interest and reality in the Absolute Idea is the very concrete path which the 

Logic has traversed (#237).  Our method has been to begin with the most abstract, immediate thought-

determination, and then to proceed analytically (merely unfolding the implications of one thought 

determination in order to generate the next one) and synthetically (bringing in new content, affirmed as 

identical with the content of the previous thought-determination) at the same time (#238-39).  "Within 

Being the abstract form of the progression is an other and passing-over into an other; within Essence [it 

is] shining within what is opposed; in the Concept" the movement achieves the realization of the identity 

between the singular and the universal [e.g., individual person and humanity, individual thinker and 

(universal, "divine") Thinking, immediate natural thing/fact and essential scientific law/meaning/thought-

determination] (#240).  The spheres (the sets of thought-determinations) of Being and of Essence each 

develop into each other, and so their conceptual unity never becomes static (#241).  Only at the end is it 

obvious that the Absolute Idea, the true beginning, was present, implicit, in the immediate beginning, 

mere being (#242).  Dialectical method and conceptual content are one in the Absolute Idea.  Hegel's 

Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences in Outline is a three part work, of which we have surveyed 

the first part.  The next part is the philosophy of nature, the demonstration of nature as a process 

identical to that which has been described as the abstractly conceptual process of the network of 

meanings.  His conclusion is a transition to the philosophy of nature.  But it also expresses the highest 

ambition of Hegel's philosophy: to supplant the concept of a Creator with the concept of Mind, come to 

self-consciousness in philosophy.  Hegel calls nature the self-externalization of the concept.  His claim is 

not merely that logical relations between meanings are just as compelling when we are considering 

examples from the realm of nature as when we are considering such relations in logical abstraction from 

nature and finite spirit.  His claim is that the concept both necessarily and freely (since purpose is for-

itself, subjectivity).  What kind of transition is here?  Is the transition from the Absolute Idea to nature 

an abrupt transition, such as may be symbolized by the notion of creation?  No.  The relation is more 

intelligible than that.  Is it a transition in which finite understanding can discern an essence (think of the 

Platonic affirmation about the way in which perceptual and lived affairs reflect eternal ideas, "Time is 

the moving shadow of eternity")?  No.  The connection is even more intimate than that.  The Absolute 

Idea releases nature out of itself, and determines itself to do so.  From this perspective, the need for 

religious representation has been transcended; the Creator has been relocated as Mind, the Mind that 

encompasses its own actualization. 
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1.  PURPOSE OF THIS COMMENTARY 

            This manual is designed to render a neglected classic in ethics accessible for classroom 
use.  The Philosophy of Right is the text Hegel created for his course at the University of Berlin 
in 1821.  In German it has a double title: Natural Law and Political Science in Outline and 
Elements of the Philosophy of Right.  The text, in the translation of T. M. Knox (Oxford 
University Press, 1952), has much to offer students today.  It is unused in most courses in ethics, 
however, because the student finds that, despite its flights of intelligibility and rhetorical 
momentum, it remains embedded in turgid conceptual vocabulary developed in Hegel's other 
systematic works.  Even the explanatory notes provided within the text and those added later 
("Additions") based upon notes taken in Hegel's lectures often fail to alleviate the beginner's 
burden. 

            Faced with a great but partly unintelligible text, many flatly refuse to embark upon the 
work.  Others skim for the nuggets of readily accessible insight.  A few undertake in full detail 
Hegel's haunting project--to unfold the logic according to which the nuggets are not merely 
happy noticings but, most of all, moments in an ordered system.  We should mention the ideal of 
a commentary, not aimed at here, implicit in a remark of H. S. Harris, who once characterized a 
book on Hegel as having culled the obvious things and having clarified none of the difficult 
things in the text. 

            There has been a pervasive ambivalence toward Hegel.  His writing has been so 
impressive that many a philosopher has been both perennially frustrated by Hegel's philosophic 
inadequacies and perennially intrigued with the prospect of valuable new discoveries that await 
one's continued attention to Hegel.  How many philosophers have labored through the stage of 
regarding him as master or as enemy (or both: master because he is enemy, enemy because he is 
master)!  To lay this ghost aright will be to begin to understand and evolve beyond social systems 
as they are actualized in our modern, secular age.  Hegel even in some respects points beyond 
ethical institutions as they have evolved today.  We have begun to realize that the revolutionary 
conjunction of idealism and violence is not the pattern of progress.  To evolve a better way 
includes rethinking--and to rethink Hegel is to rethink the tangled system of historical tradition 
which is largely still our own. 

  

2.  THE CONTEXT IN THE ENCYCLOPEDIA 

            The philosophy of right finds its place in the broad circle of Hegel's articulation of the 
system of reality, presented in his Encyclopedia (The Encyclopedia of the Philosophical Sciences, 
whose final version was done in 1830).  In order to get part of the context for the philosophy of 
right, it is helpful to review the sections from the Encyclopedia, specifically from the third part, 
the Philosophy of Mind.  This part is presented in three sections--"subjective mind" dealing with 
psychology, including feelings and drives and inclinations; "objective mind" dealing with the 
matter unfolded in the Philosophy of Right; and "absolute mind," dealing with art, religion, and 
philosophy as ultimate realizations of all-encompassing mind. 

            It will be useful to pick up the narrative of the Encyclopedia at the point where will is first 
introduced (#468).  There are many kinds of mental activity; one standard distinction is between 
theoretical and practical intelligence.  We break into the narrative right at the transition between 
these two functions.  Mind is functioning as intelligence--using categories (or general terms) to 
explain what it is thinking about--its contents.  Thus mind is subjectively determining its contents 
for itself.  The point is not that any old category will do equally well--that is not the notion of 
"subjectivity" Hegel has in mind.  The point is that mind makes these determinations for itself.  In 
this sense it is free; i.e., its determining activity is not something done as a service to any 
principle outside itself.  When mind realizes that it is doing this, that its contents are its own 
property which it possesses by its application of categories, it realizes itself as will.  Hegel is not 
inviting cynicism along the lines that personal interests always do (or should lucidly be allowed 
to) dominate our way of construing our experience (thus there would be no truth of any situation 
in the light of which we could criticize particular interpretations); the possibility of interest 
determining what is to count as knowledge, however, is clear from this paragraph.  Hegel is 
saying that there is an intrinsic freedom, indeed, a will in play as soon as the mind begins to 
regard its own domain--the contents of thought--as a realm in which it exercises determination 
(and hence, we may add, the potential for responsible creativity). 

            The realm of practical mind is the realm in which mind determines itself and achieves its 
own fulfillment in reality. 

            The leading thought of Hegel's philosophy is that neither the natural nor the social realm 
is an uncoordinated heap of particular, material facts, without any interconnections or 
intelligibility.  Rather, as understanding progresses, the "logic" in each of these realms is 
gradually disclosed; insights are gained.  Sometimes we can put these insights into the language 
of mathematical formulas; sometimes we need other ways of language.  To find intelligibility is 
to find the meaning in the facts, the concept inherent in the phenomena.  To find the concept 
inherent in the phenomena is to become aware of mind implicit in the phenomena.  This does not 
mean that each phenomenon is conscious (or implicitly conscious).  It does mean that 
intelligibility is the kin of mind itself--and mind embraces both of these kin.  Mind goes forth to 
understand, to find the concept in the phenomena, to find itself in the phenomena.  In the social 
sphere, mind's effort to find itself is especially rewarded, in that the objects of study are persons 
(minded individuals) and their social structures (the product of mind operating more or less 
consciously). 

  

3.  THE TABLE OF CONTENTS

            One good place to begin The Philosophy of Right is with the table of contents.  Look first 
at the Third Part: family, (civil) society, and the state.  If we keep in mind Hegel's thought that in 
these modern institutions rational free will finds its fulfillment, then we will have a better grasp 
of the long development that is designed to explain the conceptual development of this result. 

            The first two parts are subordinate aspects or moments of the social and political totality.  
What is the first part, Abstract Right, doing?  The discussion of abstract right occupies the logical 
place assigned to it in Kant's doctrine of right.  Striving for internal moral rectitude presupposes 
an external order in which basic rights, such as the security of the person, are guaranteed.  In 
Hegel, Abstract Right is the skeletal system of legal ideas, generated by the concept of will 
functioning "immediately," i.e., regarding external things.  "Abstract" is from the Latin which 
means to draw away from; here it means "taken out of context."  The ethical context is the set of 
nested institutions that comprise the mature state.  In this sense of "abstract," morality, too, is 
abstract. 

            Part Two, Morality, considers concepts about what ought to be.  Moral thinking, for 
example, with the categorical imperative, conceives of persons without any necessary regard for 
their institutional context, e.g., spouse, employee, citizen. 

            Part Three, Ethical Life, presents the logic of the family, society, the state, and world 
history.  Duty becomes concrete, and the individual becomes fulfilled in his freedom by 
participating in these institutions. 

            A note on language: I will use the terms "man" and "he," etc. following Hegel's usage 
because the gender implications of these terms fits the Hegelian understanding of the sexes and 
their role in the family, economy, and state. 

  

4.  THE PREFACE 

            The Preface trumpets Hegel's most ambitious claims for philosophy.  The Philosophy of 
Right is to be is a textbook which covers in a rigorous ("scientific") way a closed circle of 
thoughts which have been familiar and accepted for a long time.  What distinguishes this book is 
that it shows the inner connection of these thoughts, following a philosophic method, which does 
not ape the rigor of quasi-mathematical deduction, but rather illustrates the method set out in the 
Science of Logic.  The rigorous form of this exposition is rooted in the content itself; it is not 
enough energetically to proclaim the edifying truths of religion and the heart.  Truth may be 
realized in a certain way in social life both in practice and in intuition--but it still needs to be 
comprehended in thought.  It will not do to begin with what one assumes (without demonstration) 
to be universally accepted and to make deductions from that.  The freedom of thought is betrayed 
if it merely offers opinions or, in the name of creativity, diverges from what is universally 
recognized and valid.  Such false freedom in "thinking" has brought philosophy a terrible 
reputation for being capricious and easy, and it betrays the truth that we find our satisfaction in 
the state.  A romantic, religious, "intuitive," emotional, and anti-intellectual approach to political 
understanding ought to mature to the recognition of the objective principles of law and right.  
Some err in clinging to private feeling and "vitality" and scorning duty and law, the rational form 
of right.  Philosophy is better exercised as public responsibility than as private art.  To present the 
foundations of politics as so many subjective aims and opinions invites the ruin of the inner 
ethical life, of love and relations between persons outside the public sphere, and of law and the 
state as well.  Even though governments are beginning to accord more importance to the work of 
philosophers [1821!], philosophy is attacked from many sides, especially from those who regard 
the knowledge of truth as "a wild goose-chase," reducing all thoughts--those of criminals or 
judges--to the same level.  It is good and actually inevitable that superficial philosophy, 
developed in seclusion, has now come into open clash with public realities.  Philosophy is 
essentially political, as we can see from the case of Plato, whose Republic was an account of 
Greek ethical life in rational terms (whence the apparent utopia); and he put his finger on the 
crucial issue of his time, even though he suppressed the revolutionary truth that was beginning to 
break through: "free infinite personality."  "What is rational is actual and what is actual is 
rational."  What is really rational and what is really actual are the same.  Philosophy's exploration 
is to uncover this conceptual reality in its diverse appearances; philosophy is unsuited to giving 
detailed recommendations about practical matters, though it does not disdain them.  
"Philosophy . . . is its own time apprehended in thoughts."  It is an account of the reality of what 
has come to be; it cannot remove itself from its own time; it should not construct a (necessarily 
empty) ideal of what ought to be.  So the philosophical form of the exposition in this text follows 
the rationality of the content, ethical structures themselves--hence we have a reconciliation 
between knowledge and the world.  Philosophy as a reflection on experience can always only 
follow, not anticipate, the essential developments of actuality.  (Recall that the owl of Minerva 
was the symbol of wisdom:) "The owl of Minerva spreads its wings only with the falling of the 
dusk."  This preface, not being itself developed in a rigorous way, is no substitute for a truly 
philosophic account; and any criticisms which are not so developed are to be discounted. 

  

5. THE INTRODUCTION (##1-33) 

            The Introduction characterizes will, describes some forms of immature willing that might 
be termed "false freedom," and anticipates the fulfillment of freedom in the social and political 
institutions of the modern state. 

            The first four paragraphs characterize the enterprise of this book in the broadest terms: a 
philosophical treatment (#2) of that part of the life of the mind, the will (#4), whose concept of 
right is actualized (#1) in the legal systems of particular nation states (#3). 

            Let us look at these opening paragraphs more closely.  We will not merely study a 
concept or theory of the right, but "the concept together with its actualization"; the two together 
form the "Idea" of Right (Hegel's technical term).(#1)[1] 

            A concept here, a concept there, unconnected--can a mature philosophy can be content 
with an apparently arbitrary gathering?  Rather, there is a connection between concepts.  The 
connection can be traced.  A conceptual narrative can be told.  It is possible to move from simpler 
to more advanced and complete concepts.(#2) 

            A couple of extended comments are relevant here.  Hegel's method is always to begin 
with the most elementary "thin" concepts, devoid of rich, mature significance and to draw out the 
implications of these one-sided concepts to show how they lead to the downfall of their own 
initially apparent self-sufficiency and stability.  At the close of each conceptual suicide, it is 
possible to exit the rubble by advancing to a higher conceptual level.  Moreover, each concept is 
part of the whole; it is not to be discarded into some cosmic garbage can, but rather reinserted in 
its rightful place in the eventually understood totality.  Concepts form a coherent system, which 
cannot be exhibited all at once; therefore, the conceptual narrative is needed.  Such a narrative is 
all the more appropriate since so much of modern "thought" is attached to the illusions that the 
dialectical process of Hegel's critical unfolding lays to rest. 

            We may think of Hegel's text as a story of a path through conceptual terrain.   Sometimes 
the path is steep and difficult.  Sometimes Hegel moves off the main path momentarily and 
returns to it.  Sometimes he doubles back and rehearses part of the path again.  Sometimes the 
switchbacks are such that one can realize that the present stretch of the path is analogous to a 
stretch traversed earlier on a lower level.  There are repeated views of the Alpine meadow of 
fulfillment: the mature state, its role in world history, and its component institutions.  There are 
also repeated lookout posts where we review segments of our journey thus far.  Sometimes, after 
ascending a certain distance, we descend to take up further adventure along a lower level.  
Philosophic adequacy, not "height," is the criterion governing our sequence of topics.  Keep in 
mind that although it is much easier to understand the earlier steps of the conceptual journey in 
terms of their goal in mature institutions, Hegel insists that philosophy does not operate by 
presupposing these institutions as goals to be appreciated and accounted for; rather he proposes to 
show strictly that the concept of the will develops, with logical necessity, into these forms of 
fulfillment. 

            Now to resume the summary.  Positive law is that law which is enacted by a particular 
governing body, as opposed to law in the sense of general principles which are supposed to 
underlie positive law.  The general principles of law have their own rationality; positive law has 
is the result, not only of considerations of principle, but also of diverse historical forces operating 
at the time.  It is important to keep the study of the logic of law free from the e.g., considerations 
of struggle for economic and political power, etc. that may play a role in positive law.  It is also 
important to realize that philosophy cannot be expected to provide deductions that adapt 
principles to particular situations (#3).  The general preparation for the detailed discussion of will 
culminates with the thought that Right is an affair of mind, specifically of the will (See Enc 
468ff).  Will becomes conscious as mind recognizes its freedom (in determining its own contents 
by its own concepts, or, put less subjectivistically, in finding its own concepts inherent in what it 
thinks about) (#4). 

             Next we have three paragraphs that set forth a pattern of complementary onesidedness 
and fulfillment in willing. 

            Paragraph #5 presents the side that, on the one hand, the will is indeterminate--without 
inherent determinations, predicates, characteristics.  To speak of the will which "returns to itself" 
presupposes a previous engagement of will in some impulse or purpose.  Example: You are 
feeling awful about yourself because of a professor's humiliating criticism; your friend reminds 
you that you are not just that failure or that injustice.  Or you have workaholic tendencies, and 
your friend reminds you that your basic identity is not riding on your performance in this course.  
You see the point.  You realize, "I'm me, not this course."  Or consider Gandhi, going on a fast, 
perhaps unto death, to protest oppressive policies.  He showed that the will can say no to 
anything, any external pressure, any internal motivation.  If you can't say no, you don't have a 
choice.  If you don't have a choice, you're not free.  This capacity for negation can be put into 
practice in extreme and destructive ways.  Hegel speaks about "infinite" negativity and 
"universality" of the will because it can negate anything and everything.[2]  

            Paragraph #6 presents the complementary side that the will also has the capacity to choose 
a particular, determinate action ("determinate" means "having specific characteristics").  You 
drive to Cleveland; you buy a hamburger.  If you can't achieve decision-action, you're not free 
either. 

            Paragraph #7 calls for the union of these two sides.  Often these two sides of the will fall 
apart; they are not integrated in a single action.  (I'm especially conscious of interpreting here, of 
saying more than Hegel says in order to get at what I take to be his thought.)  For example, often 
we just muddle through, we plump or this, we opt for that, we paddle through the habitual waters 
of our days, without a radical exercise of our freedom.  We do not gather ourselves, mobilize our 
resources as free agents, and invest our freedom in our decisions.  Lacking resoluteness, we 
obscure to ourselves the truth of our negative capacity of freedom as we sheepishly follow along 
the way of inclination.  But this paragraph points beyond onesided rebellion and thoughtless 
opting to an integrated function of will.  There is a sense of autonomy here, (which is not bound 
up, as for Kant, with moral rationality): there is self-determination--I invest my freedom in this.  
   Both these capacities, the inner negativity and the outer positivity, must be preserved and 
conjoined in order for freedom to be realized.  Dostoevski's Notes from Underground illustrates 
this problem and its solution.  The underground man lives in an abyss of negativity, so able to 
criticize the premisses for any conclusion or decision, that he is incapable of decision-action.  He 
rails against the naivete of the "direct man," who plunks down his sturdy deeds without any 
awareness of freedom whatsoever.  Liza, however, shows the way of resolution.  She is not naive, 
knowing evil; but she can act--to bring her love and to depart when she is abused.    

             There are different ways in which will may make a particular commitment (#8); one of 
these ways concerns external things; I realize my purpose by dealing with external things.  The 
will acquires content (determinations of itself, qualities) through its purposes, whether they are 
objectively realized or not (#9).  Example: acquiring a house (an external thing) I acquire 
"content"; I am not merely myself (the "I=I" of #6), I am a homeowner.  Development is 
occurring. 

             Paragraphs 10-18 describe false freedom, the immature will, choosing arbitrarily among 
its desires.  The will at this stage operates on the level of "immediacy"; immediacy is complacent 
satisfaction with intuitive grasp of things, meanings, or values. 

            The will in its immediacy relates to objects of consciousness without being aware of their 
institutional context (#10).  Example: I may go forth to satisfy a sexual interest in sex, or I may 
buy a hamburger, or I may drive to Cleveland.  But I do not appreciate my partner in the context 
of the institution of marriage; I do not think of the economic relations that are involved in my 
buying the hamburger; I do not experience driving as a citizen on the road with other free 
citizens, whose political will is reflected in the laws I obey, etc.  At the lower levels, the freedom 
of the will is not realized by the agent. 

            At a less philosophically mature stage, will gets its ends (goals, objectives) from 
immediate impulses, desires, inclinations.  It seems determined by these "givens," and its true 
character as freedom is hidden from itself.  There does not seem to be any underlying reason 
behind these diverse desires (#11).[3]  

            Think of the person who can't make up her mind.  Prior to decision, she has a multiplicity 
of desires, each of which is oriented to an indefinite number of objects (#12). 

            In decision, the will resolves the competition and establish itself as an individual.  Once 
an individual establishes himself or herself by a decision, the individual becomes separate from 
every other will; competition and conflict is possible, mutual respect is possible, cooperation is 
possible--but individuals are distinct and separate (#13).[4] 

            There is no integration at this level between will and what it resolves upon (#14).  It 
chooses . . . 

. . . arbitrarily; some people mistake this non-rational manifestation for true freedom; it could 
rather be called false freedom (#15). 

            Each choice, of course, is limited, and will can uproot any decision, reverse any 
commitment (#16). 

            The will subordinates and sacrifices some desires to others to resolve conflicts between 
impulses--in order to maximize happiness or according to some other (equally arbitrary) criterion 
(#17). 

            Human nature encompasses these drives, desires, and inclinations which provide content 
to the will.  They may be equally be regarded as inherent and thus good or as in opposition to the 
will and hence needing to be uprooted, as evil (#18).  Life at the level of false freedom spawns a 
certain kind of relativism," the view that philosophical commitments are "relative" to the 
individual in such a way that rational adjudication of differences between them is impossible.  
When ideas are consigned to such a status, arbitrariness has (for the moment) overcome the true 
as well as the good. 

             The next two paragraphs leads to a vision of the meadow of maturity--the Idea of right.  
The medieval (especially monastic) enterprise of purification of desire (as actually or potentially 
evil) is fulfilled not in some ascetic transcendence, but in the modern light of intelligence which 
discloses the implicit rationality in the desires.(#19)[5]  Education should teach us how better to 
gratify our desires.  What education offers are general teachings, "universal" propositions.  They 
concern the process of reflecting on, comparing, and weighing groups of satisfactions (#20). 

            Here comes a vision of the meadow.  The universals that education offers do not have the 
"concrete universality" of the Idea (the concept of freedom actualized in the institutions of a 
mature state (#21).  The will is actual, and its object is not some external object (obstacle) but 
itself (its own inner life as comprehended) (#22).  The will now does not depend on anything 
outside of itself and is therefore free (#23).  What is at work in the individual will is the Idea, 
which may be called "the concrete universal," because it is all-encompassing (#24).  This implies 
that even in the most immature moments of will, the Idea is at work, as the totality which is 
working itself out, coming to self-realization, through the process of what is partial (all are lost as 
separate individuals; all are saved in the whole). 

            Hegel next explains what meanings he will attach to the terms "subjective" and 
"objective" when discussing the will.  The first meaning of "subjective" derives from the sense 
operative when we say each person is a subject, i.e., each person is conscious.  In an experience 
of consciousness, the subject relates to an object.  Note that "subjective" does not mean mistaken, 
and "objective" does not mean true; both sides, insofar as they are conceived in isolation from the 
other are incomplete and in this sense false.  Now for Hegel, our subjective experience of willing, 
generally in one-sided ignorance of larger truth, has three features: the individual has (1) "self-
certainty" (not the same as truth)--the intuitive conviction of being a willing self (without a sense 
of any necessary involvement with others, with nature, or with institutions), (2) the sense of 
exercising arbitrary choice regarding various goals that the individual happens to entertain, and 
(3) the tendency to regard the individual's purposes as merely personal and as longing for 
fulfillment (#25).  When we say that the will is objective, we may mean that it is self-
determining, or that it is true to its concept.  Moreover, the will also can only exist within the 
objective situation of the individual's particular limitations; finally, will can see itself objectively 
realized when its goals are accomplished (#26).  

            Again, freedom drives toward self-realization when it has itself as its object: relating to 
things and persons in terms of the ethical institutions evolved by rational will (#27).  The process 
of overcoming the alienation between subjective and objective will develops a systematized, 
substantive, independent whole, (#28) to actually exist as right, as the Idea (#29).  Much 
traditional philosophy of law, including Kant's, speaks of restrictions on individual liberty so that 
each person may have equal liberty; but this approach errs in assuming that will is basically 
private self-will to which external constraints must be applied!  This philosophy aims to 
transcend that standpoint. 

            Right, therefore, is inherent in mind (and hence is); at the same time, right indicates what 
ought to be.  The concept of right is a product of the freedom of mind.  And the freedom is what 
ought to be actualized.  This is the bond and the creative tension between what is and what ought 
to be that drives the unfolding of the various moments that Hegel will narrate.  The philosophy of 
right narrates the drama of the actualization of freedom (a logical, not, primarily, an historical 
narrative).  In the concrete actualization of freedom, mind produces the institutions of freedom as 
a second nature--like itself, derived from itself.  The term "second nature" also connotes that the 
institutions of freedom's self-actualization have an objectivity comparable to the objectivity of 
nature. 

            There are levels of actualization of will: the formal or abstract rights of personality, moral 
self-determination, and the familial, economic, and political spheres, and, ultimately, the "world-
mind" (Hegel's God, not equivalent to humankind as a whole, but not a transcendent Deity 
either).  Correspondingly there are higher and lower levels of rights.  They can clash only because 
they are all rights of the will.  But only one level is absolutely overriding--the level of world-
mind (#30). 

            Philosophical method, for Hegel, does not presuppose that freedom is fulfilled in the 
institutions of the mature state: that must be shown.  Nor will this be "applied philosophy" in the 
sense that previously developed abstractions (i.e., those of the Science of Logic) are merely being 
applied to some foreign material (#31).  What emerges in logical exposition is a series of 
concepts--and at the same time a series of experiences (#32).  The stages which we will see 
unfolding are, first the right of the individual abstracted from every ethical context--the right of 
personality, abstract right; next the level of the individual's (subjective) moral conception of the 
good, which faces the world without regard for the actualization of right in ethical institutions; 
finally, the ethical realm in which the will has objective realization while preserving its subjective 
freedom--in family, civil society, and the state (in its national, international, and world-historical 
life).  Note that these divisions are not drawn from historical sources but will be shown to be 
conceptually required. 

            Comment.  Every modern ethical philosophy labors to interpret the key relation between 
what is and what ought to be.  Most ethical philosophies since David Hume have avoided trying 
to derive value conclusions simply from factual premises; they have realized that in order to 
derive conclusions about what ought to be the case, it is necessary to begin with some premise 
about value (or obligation).  Hegel differs from Aquinas in this respect.  For Aquinas the will is 
inherently directed (though it may err) toward its good.  This fact about human nature records a 
value orientation in human nature itself.  Hegel's concept of the will has no such inherent value 
orientation.  His concept of the will is involved with negating and affirming and in finding full 
actualization.  Aquinas's doctrine of the will could become richly concrete as specific goods are 
furnished to the will by our God-given natural tendencies.  For Hegel's radical, modern position, 
the only value inherent in will is the drive to actualize freedom.  It is on this thin basis that he 
proposes to derive norms pertaining to law, morality, and the institutions of ethical life. 

  

6.  ABSTRACT RIGHT (##34-103) 

            Hegel's concept of proof requires him not to begin by directly positing a substantive 
concept of right--this would be the way of dogmatic, traditional philosophy.  Rather, he must 
begin with the emptiest form of willing and show that it develops "necessarily" into more mature 
forms.  The primary experience of will at this level is to realize that, even though it begins 
immediately to appropriate the things of the external world, it involves itself nevertheless in 
relations with others (through contracts) contracts; and that the universal will expressed in a 
contract is not satisfactorily enforced simply by vengeance, but only by a commitment which 
carries will to the next higher level: morality. 

            The development of the concept of will in Part One can be illustrated by a story.  Sandy, 
walking by the beach, finds a lovely sea shell and picks it up.  She wants to keep it.  It becomes 
hers, her property.  Perhaps she collects many such shells . . . and sells them to Big Al.  She and 
Big Al make an agreement for her to furnish shells to him.  Their agreement constitutes a 
"universal will."  They are assumed to be motivated merely by arbitrariness in willing, and by a 
relation to things characterized by immediacy.  Their contract, however, is one that either may 
renounce.  The same arbitrary will that formed the agreement can assert its separate independence 
over against their universal will.  Suppose Big Al refuses to pay Sandy after she has delivered a 
load of shells.  This is wrong, as a violation of their contract.  Sandy contemplates revenge: she 
could torch Big Al's truck.  Then she thinks that he could torch her truck.  The cycle of revenge 
could go on and on.  She sickens of the prospect.  Now she has arrived at the moment where she 
can take the step forward to the moral standpoint.  She goes forward and affirms, first, that justice 
should be done in this case, not merely revenge; and, second, that she will uphold the universal 
will. 

            Let's now summarize leading points from some of the key paragraphs and add a few 
comments.  Observe the key move at the beginning of Part One: the will is characterized from the 
outset as operating on the level of immediacy (#34).  The single individual is assumed to confront 
an external world; i.e., consciousness is relating to things in terms of their naive appeal.  This is 
the Achilles' heel that will show the vulnerability of right outside a proper social and political 
context.  The acquisition of property, the entering into contract, and the breaking of contract are 
all conducted on the level of arbitrariness (false freedom).  The story that Hegel wants to tell here 
is one that exploits the weakness he finds in the Kantian attitude toward rights as external 
constraints on individual liberties.  Remove the tenacious individualism from the foundation of a 
doctrine of rights and there is no explanation for why the moral standpoint is to be discovered 
only at the end of Part I.  The categorical imperative cited in #36, "Be a person and respect others 
as persons," seems to be already a moral principle of right; moreover Part II, Morality, defining 
the good in terms of the union of right and welfare relies on Part I as having given an adequate 
account of right.  But when it is embraced by will in a condition of immediacy as part of the logic 
of property rights outside the institutions within which alone its legitimacy can flourish, trouble is 
brewing, though it will take quite a while for the harvest of false freedom to become manifest. 

            Hegel moreover, does not mean to imply, by choosing this starting point, that people 
come on the scene as individuals before they are members of groups.  Hegel criticizes the 
romantic dream of a "state of nature" (p. 128).  He is ironically presenting the view of the 
"origin" of right shared by some enlightenment thinkers.  The point is not that the notion of 
individual rights is wrong-headed; only that it comes to its own in the social and political whole. 

            The next paragraphs make a second beginning to Part I, introducing the concepts of 
personality and rights.  Consider what basic individual rights ("human rights") there are outside 
the context of particular political institutions.  (The Roman legal theorists, under the influence of 
Stoic concepts of cosmopolitan, rational knowledge of cosmic principles of reason, developed the 
doctrine of natural rights--that there are certain rights a person has, not because of being a Roman 
citizen or because of any national citizenship, but just by being a person.)  When we say that the 
individual is a person, we imply that on the one hand the person is unique, has various particular 
characteristics--and is in that sense determined--and on the other hand has an identity (remember 
#5) that transcends these determinations (#35).  To identify someone as a personality is to 
identify him or her as a bearer of rights.  The basic principle here is: "Be a person and respect 
others as persons" (#36).[6]  Persons have basic ("abstract") rights (and correlative duties to 
respect others as persons) regardless of their particular aims, or condition of welfare (#37).  The 
commands or laws of abstract right are negative prohibitions, i.e., against interfering with the 
possibilities that pertain to the actualization of freedom, possibilities that the individual is not 
obliged (at this level) to actualize (#38).  As personality confronts an external reality over against 
itself, knowing its own inner freedom, it moves to sustain itself above these external realities by 
somehow appropriating them (#39). 

            The most elementary way in which the will moves to establish its own dominion in the 
face of an external reality . . . is to appropriate things as property.  Walking along the beach, I 
pick up a shell; the shell becomes my property.  Relations between persons follow from 
property.  What is mine belongs to no one else.  I can exchange my property and make contracts 
regarding my property.  Furthermore, since the will can negate all its commitments, it may break 
contracts, hence crime arises: with this sense of wrong we are 

on the threshold of morality (#40).  This paragraph summarizes the rest of the 
section on Abstract Right.  A crucial move is Hegel's assertion that the primary 
expression of will is to actualize itself by the taking 

of material property.  Relations to other persons are then mediated by property, rather than the 
other way around.  I.e., will is not, in the first instance, in relation to persons but to things.  And 
the "external world" is understood as a realm that may be owned before a social realm.  Hegel 
thus accurately reflects modern law, civil society, and politics which have grown up around the 
institution of the private ownership of property.  ##41-53, unfolding this notion of property, are 
especially recommended, but will not be summarized here.  It should be remembered that the 
concept of right is here discussed in abstraction from the institutions of civil society, its concrete 
place is found in civil society (cf. ##209, 229). 

            The key transition to morality is in #103: responding to crime by revenge perpetuates 
wrong; but this is a contradiction.  The only way to resolve this contradiction is to seek a justice 
freed from subjective interests and the contingencies of power.  But such justice must therefore 
be an expression of a universal will.  Note that the term "universal will" need not imply that 
everyone agrees; rather, in the simplest contract, two persons establish their wills as identical; 
this is already a universal will.  The one who breaks the contract asserts his single will explicitly 
in opposition to the universal will.  In demanding justice, the subjective will comes to will the 
universal as such--and this is the standpoint of morality, loyalty to the universal will.[7]  

  Let us observe that Hegel's conclusions do not amount to telling the reader what the reader 
ought are not merely about what ought to be the case; he presents himself as simply describing 
the evolution that has actually come about.  What is, the true seen philosophically, is the same as 
what ought to be, what is demanded by freedom's impulse to self-actualization.  Can Hegel 
succeed in showing that the "mere" drive toward the actualization of freedom requires the norms 
he derives?  Let us see what we can. 

7.  MORALITY 

            First a few main points of this section.  The Good is projected by the subjective moral will 
(conscience) as the union of right and welfare.  And the will in its transition to the moral 
standpoint is committed to the universal will, not merely to its own interests, the welfare in 
question is the general welfare, not merely the welfare of the agent.  Morality has no concrete 
principles from within itself; it lacks the concrete determinations of the ethical life with its 
structures of family, civil society, and the state.  Moral subjectivity is just that of a single 
individual, which may or may not correspond to the universal.  Since conscience asserts its right 
to autonomy--to be itself the judge of what shall count as right--it may end up opposing the 
universal; it is vulnerable to ending in error, evil, hypocrisy, and sociopathic self-deception. 

            Let's put the main points in story form.  Sandy, having become committed to the universal 
will, reads Kant and Mill and formulates a concept of the good that will, at the culmination of 
world history, unite the right and the good; indeed all persons rights and interests will be fulfilled, 
notwithstanding the diversity of personal interests, and the caprice of outward circumstance.  She 
becomes fanatically dedicated to this moral goal.  She abandons her family, alienates her 
employer, and disdains the patriotism of the mere citizen.  Though her modern moral theory 
suffices (pace Hegel) to direct her adequately in a number of moral choices, it gives no concrete 
direction about the intelligible structures of the world, no definite guidance about what structures 
must be maintained and which must be constituted in order to evolve her goal.  She carries on a 
one-person campaign for morality and the good.  Eventually, her isolation begins to take its toll.  
She makes a few bad decisions.  She abandons her family, and loses her job, and neglects to pay 
her taxes--all the while convinced that she is a secular prophet of the moral order, whose 
conscience is so devoutly consecrated to the final union of right and welfare that she forgets that 
she can err.  She deteriorates further.  She begins to disguise self-interested actions under the 
banner of righteousness.  Her hypocrisy progresses to the stage where she no longer realizes how 
immoral her "morality" has become.  Finally, she has to be taken to the hospital. 

            Now a closer exposition.  The moral will emerges from the experience with basic rights 
with a commitment to the universal will--to the right (at least insofar as that concept was 
developed in the previous Part).  That commitment is a level of maturity that Hegel calls moral 
subjectivity (#105), and it is important because freedom can only exist in such terrain (#106).  
But note: as soon as we have initially characterized this wonderful step forward into morality, a 
shadow appears--the partiality and onesidedness of moral subjectivity begins to emerge.  Moral 
subjectivity is a commitment of merely the single individual, and even though that single 
individual is committed to the universal will, it may well fail to grasp that universal truly.  Moral 
subjectivity insists on being shown when moral claims are presented; unwilling to accept 
authority, modern moral consciousness demands evidence (#107).  But a commitment to morality 
does not necessarily involve actually knowing (and achieving) what is right.  Rather, the moral 
stands as a goal to be discerned (and actualized) by moral subjectivity; it is a project.  Morality, 
therefore, cannot be regarded as something achieved; it is an "ought," something demanded 
(#108).[8] 

            The following paragraphs, ##109-114, characterize moral action in a general way.  Will 
both determines its own content and strives so that subjective consciousness can express itself 
objectively.  The purpose of will is what is identical in both the moments of (1) the subjective 
self-determination of thought--decision--and (2) the objective movement--the process of 
realization of purpose in outward action (#109).  In other words, the purpose is the same purpose: 
intended and enacted.  In this content of my action, my moral subjectivity acquires outward 
existence (#110).  The moral will posits its content as right, but is fallible (#111).  A moral action 
necessarily affects others--and not merely negatively, as in abstract right (e.g., "You can't take it; 
it's mine").  The rights to be sought in moral action and the welfare to be realized in moral action 
are not merely those of the agent (as we shall see), but those of others as well (#112).  (I leave 
##113-14 without comment.) 

            Now for some remarks defining responsibility (and guilt) in relation to the goal (Zweck, 
"purpose") of one's action.  Action on the level of immediacy presupposes an external object in a 
complex environment.[9]  One is responsible for one's action in so far as the resulting state of 
affairs is one's own (i.e., not brought about by other factors not under my control) (##115-16).  I 
am not responsible for consequences I could not have foreseen (#117).  Some consequences are 
precisely what I intend; they belong to the action; changing Hegel's expression slightly, they are 
the (outer) figure (Gestalt) of the soul or purpose of the purpose of the action.  But beyond that, 
external factors may contribute to further consequences which cannot be blamed on me (#118). 

            Regarding Intention and Welfare, an action may not properly be regarded merely as a 
momentary, external event, apart from the intention of the agent (#119).              But intentions 
may not simply be imputed; the agent has a right to disclaim any alleged intention not part of his/
her thinking (#120).  The soul of the action is the particular content intended (e.g., the satisfaction 
of a desire).  A person does not will the evil as such (this assertion is rendered trivially true in the 
addition to paragraph 121 found on p. 251); rather these universal predicates of judgment are 
applied from the outside upon an action which was taken, presumably, in order to satisfy some 
passion, procure some good, rid oneself of some evil, etc.  Thus we can distinguish the inner 
motive from what is really done. 

            But, as the addition remarks, it is possible to live (not just of the level of the effort to 
externalize one's inner intentions but) on the level of willing the right itself; then the outer action 
(as valued) and inner motive (as directed to the good) are not separated, opposed, disjunct; in 
such a happy and truly normal case, there will be no occasion for an external judgment to ascribe 
a predicate to the action that was not part of the soul of the action.  Our contemporary tendency to 
inquire about inner motives should pass away as more people come to find satisfaction in the 
action itself.  (Though there is no right to be successful or to have happiness) there is a right of 
the subject to find satisfaction through action (#121).[10] 

            Since I have a specific intention, my action has subjective value, interest for me.  In any 
purposive action there is a relation of means ("the immediate in the action") to the end, or 
purpose.  But any finite purpose can serve as a means to a further purpose, and so on, without 
limit (#122). 

            The subject at this point pursues its interests and seeks for welfare or happiness (#123).
[11]  Subjective satisfaction is a legitimate, perhaps tacit, part of one's goal (#124).  That 
satisfaction is worthy if the actions are worthy.  The infinite value of the individual, in all his 
particularity, as expressed in Christian civilization, validates personal, particular satisfactions.  It 
is a mistake to array the universality of the understanding against them.  When I think of the will 
and subjectivity in general terms, I recognize that there is a right to satisfaction, not only as my 
own right, but also as the right of others, even of all subjects, whose particular goals may or may 
not harmonize with the universal (#125).[12]  What is crucial here is that we have made the turn 
from describing the action of one person to discussing the right of many subjects. 

            Next comes the efficient drama of the mutual limitation of right and welfare.  Each 
subject has rights only because of being free[13]; no intention aiming at welfare (mine or anyone 
else') can justify an action contrary to right (#126).  (Note: the opposition between right and 
welfare only arises on the level where abstract right may oppose the welfare of a particular 
individual.)  Nevertheless, a person whose life is at stake has a legitimate welfare claim against 
other's normal rights (#127).  Thus we see the onesidedness right and welfare (each of which 
overrides the other in certain situations) (#128). 

            We move to the next section by projecting the good as what conscience intends, namely 
the integration and fulfillment of these two moments, right and welfare, which we posit as 
capable of ultimate harmony (#129).  Welfare in this escatological sense is not merely individual, 
nor is it divorced from right, even as right cannot be right without welfare; rather the right of the 
whole prevails over the rights of the parts--e.g., property rights and particular welfare aims 
(#130).  The will initially relates to this projected Good as the essence to which it must measure 
up, although the Good is dependent upon the will for its actualization (#131).  The subjective will 
has the legitimate right to recognize for itself the validity of whatever demand may be placed 
upon it (#132).  The Good projected by will is essentially will itself; thus it is essentially 
knowable, not some transcendent Reality of which human mind may form merely an 
approximation; at the same time, the "insight" of this abstractly autonomous rational subject 
remains formal (not mediated through concrete ethical systems) and may err; the right of 
autonomy is overridden by the higher right of objectively established systems. 

            I have a duty to the Good; but the Good is just essence of will itself, projected as the 
universal essence of will.  But this essence is abstract and formal; hence duty is to be done simply 
for the sake of duty (#133).  We may say that duty is to do right and take care for the welfare of 
self and others (#134); but these contents are not contained within the empty identity of 
unconditioned duty itself (#135). 

            If we think of the Good over against ourselves as being so abstract, then our particularity--
those qualities of ourselves that make us unique and that represent our special interests and 
desires and needs--is consigned to the realm of the subjective.  Conscience is that function of 
subjectivity which is certain of itself, and which determines and decides upon particular goals 
(#136).[14]  The will provides itself with basic laws of duty; but these fall short of ethical 
knowledge (#137).  Conscience, in its self-certainty, calls into question all objective ethical 
determinations (#138).  (This alienation is understandable when the social sphere enshrines 
unethical norms.)  When conscience reduces all objective ethical norms to mere appearance, 
prima facie claims, etc., then it has reverted to the state of the merely arbitrary will (Willkur) 
which is potentially evil in that it may well raise itself above the objective universal ethical 
accomplishments of historical reason (#139).  Conscience--which insisted on seeing for itself just 
what was to be counted as good or evil, right or wrong, a requirement of duty or not--has revealed 
itself as empty and as arrogant.  Morality, the commitment to the Good without regard for the 
objective ethical structures of society, has revealed itself as empty and dangerous--as potentially 
evil. 

            Both the subjective conscience and the projected Good are the same in that each is lacking 
in concrete, definite structure; and their identity is, ironically, what constitutes ethical life (#141). 

  

8. ETHICAL LIFE 

            The concept of freedom is actually realized in stable, valid laws and institutions (##142-
44).  These are substantive structures that endure, even though individuals come and go, 
regulated by them, and giving them actuality.  The responsible individual finds these institutions 
to be the very essence of his or her self (as a rational will) (##146-47).  Duties within the context 
of valid institutions are like duties to oneself; they are liberating, not properly experienced as 
constraints upon arbitrary impulse (##148-49).  Virtue means the individual appropriation of the 
qualities required by ethical institutions; when a society is stable, having achieved rational 
institutions, the opportunity for heroism is reduced and virtue is little noticed (##150-52).  The 
individual finds fulfillment in the rights and duties of the diverse spheres of the ethical, each of 
which has its own higher level of mind; i.e., the state is the ethical substance, a mind of a higher 
order (##153-58). 

  

THE FAMILY.   Paragraphs 158-160 introduce familial love and the following sections. 

  Familial love involves felt unity.  Can that feeling of unity be experienced beyond the family (in 
the socio-biological sense)?  How wide a sphere can it encompass?  The young Hegel hoped for 
such energies to course through the state; the aging Hegel looks only to an unfeeling order in civil 
society and the state.  The surrender of one's sense of identity as an individual personality (as a 
bearer of rights), finding a new identity as a member of the larger group, is essential to the 
family. 

            It is only when the family is dissolving that family members relate to each other in terms 
of rights (#129).  The coming paragraphs portray a classic Hegelian process of a level of life that 
contains within itself the "seeds" of its own destruction: the family begins in feeling, it is 
outwardly embodied in property, and it breaks up when the resulting children are educated and 
leave home (#160). 

            Marriage.  In marriage the biological process is raised to consciousness (#162); in 
marriage persons freely enter an ethical union superior to the inclination or arrangement that may 
have led them into the marriage initially (#163).  In the new bond, passion becomes but a moment 
in a larger mindal reality ("spiritual substance").[15]  The marriage ceremony is not merely a 
matter of getting "a piece of paper; rather the linguistic and public decision establishes something 
of a higher order (#164). 

            The difference between the sexes is a vital and psychological complementarity of male--
knowing, volitional, powerful, active--and female--passive, subjective.  He has the articulate life 
of politics and economic activity outside the home, which furnishes him a haven of intuitive 
warmth.  Her destiny is in the home. 

. . . 

            The family has capital, administered by the husband, as a common property, though each 
family member has rights in it (##170-72). 

            Children represent the unity of a loving marriage; they have a right to be educated--
elevated beyond a natural existence into an ethical one. 

            What are the goals of parents?  What dispositions are especially important for children to 
acquire?  What is the relation between the feelings appropriate to children and ethical principles?  
(##173-75). 

            Why, according to Hegel, should divorce not be available on a whim? (##163-64; 176) 

            In what ways can a family be "dissolved"?  (##176-78; 181) 

            As families multiply, diversify, separate, they come to treat each other as separate (#181).  
The family as the ethical realm of immediacy--feeling--gives way to the next level at which 
difference, particularity whose universality is merely implicit, emerges: 

  

CIVIL SOCIETY 

            The members of civil society are particular individuals, motivated by diverse appetites 
and drives, who interact to one another's mutual benefit through selfishness, arbitrariness, and 
accident, who regard the state merely as an external force needed for certain purposes (##182-
88).  

            How does Hegel explain that the system of mutual benefit results in such unfairness, 
ethical degeneration, and poverty? 

            We see the self-interested individual, full of wants, arbitrary will, confronting external 
physical necessities--just the same as the immature will of ##10-18 and the person of abstract 
right ##34ff except that in this context the individual can only satisfy his own needs by satisfying 
the needs of others [through market exchange] (#182).  The "livelihood,k happiness, and legal 
status" of one are interwoven with the "livelihood, happiness and rights of all" (#183). 

            From the perspective of civil society, there is no higher (state) reality (#184).  But false 
freedom in pursuit of self-gratification is suicidal.  Desires multiply without limit.  Luxury and 
poverty emerge; each degenerate physically and morally (#184).  (Remark on the historical 
importance of the emergence of individual personality: The principle of the "infinite" personality 
of the individual, existing on his own in subjective freedom, was recognized and suppressed by 
Plato; the structures of the ancient world could not accommodate the free individual, and broke as 
the individual arose.)  In consequence of the conditions produced by false freedom, government 
is required to step in (and able to step in) with force. 

            Through education these self-interested citizens learn to socialize ("universalize") their 
thinking, willing, and acting (#187).  One grows to live, no longer on the basis of natural 
inclinations, but, by undergoing the discipline of work, to integrate with universal understandings 
and practices.  Thus individuals become able to participate in society--and to get what they want 
and need from it.  Education is clearly not just a matter of schooling, but a thorough cultural 
upliftment from a natural condition to a truly human participation in common life. 

            #188 gives a nice preview of the development of civil society. 

The System of Needs 

            The key to this sphere of life is that level of thinking that Hegel calls the 
"understanding" (Verstand ["v" is pronounced "f"; "st" is pronounced "sht"; the "a" is long]); it is 
inferior to philosophical Reason (Vernunft) in depth, self-awareness, and conceptual flexibility.  
Understanding is (1) especially occupied with external things; it is (2) occupied with thinking 
how to select efficient means to gain its ends [the use of thinking called "instrumental rationality" 
and charged by J. Habermas et al. as the dominant, if not exclusive function of reason in 20th 
century society].  In its scientific use, the understanding is (3) devoted to detecting hidden 
regularities in piles of empirical data that seem unordered.  The understanding also experiences 
(4) subjective discontent and moral frustration in modern society (#189). 

            In society man's needs and means (unlike those of an animal) become multiplied and 
differentiated without limit; and man can transcend them (#190); and can judge with 
discrimination which of them are suitable (#191).  As needs and means become more abstract, 
relations between persons become more abstract (one does not relate as a whole person to a 
whole person, but as, say, a clerk to a customer).  The Addition explains that one abstracts from 
one's personal style to conform with (to please) others (#192).  Desire also multiply through 
vanity and envy (the desire to keep up with the Joneses) (#193). 

            In the liberation offered by this society, one is dealing no longer with tigers and foraging 
for food; rather the struggle for survival is carried out in job interviews, etc.  Social factors 
become more prominent than physical factors (#195).  But this liberation remains abstract (not 
concrete, integrated, fulfilled) since its content remains contingent particularity (whatever people 
happen to desire).  The possibility of luxury arises with the possibility of poverty.  And things are 
tougher on the poor person: in an earlier age he could go get what he needed from nature.  Now, 
what he needs is the property of others.  It belongs to them, and so resists his appropriation with 
the force of law (#195). 

            In the work characteristic of modern civil society, raw materials of nature are transformed 
by labor (#196) through disciplined work (#197) in which the tasks become so subdivided that 
machines can take over the work (#198). 

            #199 sets forth the way the economic system is supposed to work.  There is a universal 
satisfaction for all participants.  All are capable of drawing on the wealth of society through the 
contribution of their labor.  But (#200) there are in fact unequal abilities to participate in the 
economy--for many reasons; classes evolve--agricultural, civil service, and business classes 
(#201-06).  A person has to specialize in order (to make a contribution and) to make something of 
himself (#207). 

      "            Morality has its proper place in this sphere where the paramount thing is reflection 
on one's doings, and the quest of happiness and private wants . . . ."  It is uncertain whether the 
individual will be able to win his satisfaction.  The needs of others arise as external and 
disconnected to the individual's basic motivation--which makes altruism a duty (#207).  

  

B.  The administration of justice: for persons as equals according to the principles of abstract 
right (#209).  Right is made actual by legislation and recognized by all (#211, 215).  It is 
determined in particular cases--without regard for subjective interests--by the courts (#219).  
Hegel notes that the right to a trial and to sue can be abused; better try to settle out of court 
(#223).  In the courts determination of facts, it is a matter of sensuous intuition and subjective 
certainty; no higher kind of certainty is available for this kind of question (#227). 

  

C.  "Police and the Corporation" (the role of government for this level).  It is not within the 
capacity of philosophy to determine how to draw lines regarding e.g., injury, amid the detailed 
and subtle grey areas in which determinations must be made (#234). 

            Civil society tears the individual away from his (and her!) family ties [e.g., as both 
parents work and pay others to rear the children]. 

            Several factors make for poverty: wasteful spending, impulsiveness, accidents of various 
sorts, physical conditions (cf. #200).  The poor are deprived of opportunity, education, public 
health services, and even religious welcome.  Public authority has to step in regarding not only 
the physical needs of the poor, but also regarding the vices of poverty--laziness and vices that 
arise from hostility toward the System (#241).  Morality has a role to play: charity.  But many 
people who need charity do not receive it.  Society needs to get at the causes of poverty and to 
coordinate charity and organize relief (#242).  At the very time when the economy is booming, 
workers are tied to jobs which restrict their participation in the life of the culture (#243).  Then 
some group falls below subsistence level; and this leads to a moral decline and the origin of an 
underclass and (2) a concentration of disproportionate wealth in a few hands (#244).  Welfare 
destroys self-reliance and independence (the principle of civil society).  Artificially created jobs 
don't solve the problem either; they distort the economy by creating product beyond the level of 
real demand (#245).  The capitalist society is driven to seek new markets abroad (#246), which 
leads to world trade and international culture (#247).  Colonies are established, in which some of 
the society's population returns to the older tradition of family life, which, moreover, creates new 
demand for the products of industry (#248). 

  

A mini quiz:            Classical economics, representing a certain level of intellectual 
understanding, has discerned the law-like results of the operations of countless arbitrary and 
unconnected phenomena.              As society becomes more complex, what happens to human 
relationships? (#192) 

            How do luxury and poverty originate? (#195) 

            What is one end result of the division of labor? (#198) 

            How do the market operations of particular, selfish persons conduce to universal welfare? 
(#199) 

            What are the three classes of civil society? (##202-205) 

The Administration of Justice 

            It is through government that the abstract right of persons becomes effective--is known 
and possess the appropriate power (#209-10) 

            What can go wrong in law? (#212) 

            Can you "legislate morality"?  Explain.  (#213) 

            How can the courts be abused? (#223) 

            What kind of certainty is achievable in determining the facts in a case at law? (#227) 

            How are particularity and universality operative in the administration of justice? (#229) 

  

The State 

            In this section we see Hegel's nationalism and secularism.  It is interesting to think of 
alternatives to this position.  What if sovereignty were regarded as being located, primarily, on 
the one hand, in the individual, and, on the other hand, in humankind as a whole?  Do any of 
Hegel's affirmations about the part and the whole make more sense in this transposed context?  
One might even consider the notion of cosmic citizenship; but only a much richer concept of 
personality (such as Berdyaev's) could sustain such a proposal. 

            For Hegel, the state, finally, is where the Idea is consciously and actually enacted (#257).  
The state has supreme right over the individual, whose duty it is to be a member of the state 
(#258).  The state is organized via the constitution, relates to other states via international law, 
and functions as a moment in world history (#259). 

  

A. Constitutional Law.  The state and the individual find their true fulfillment in each other 
(#260).  The state cannot be mature if the individual is squished (suppressed); that would be a 
throw-back to a pre-modern form of political organization.  And, of course, the state needs 
individuals in order to exist in actuality.  Hegel philosophizes on the family and civil society as 
essential moments in the overarching unity of the state (##261-67).  There is an important remark 
to (#261) that helps clarify his concept of abstract (Kantian) duty; see, esp. p. 162.3: "Duty on its 
abstract side, goes no further than the persistent neglect and proscription of a man's particular 
interest, on the ground that it is the inessential, even the discreditable, moment in his life."   In the 
state, by contrast, the individual's satisfaction is to be replete. 

            An interesting discussion of patriotism is found in #268 (cf. ##324-28).  Recall from the 
introduction to Ethical Life that the virtues are simply those qualities pertaining to one's station in 
ethical institutions.  Since the survival of the individuals is bound up with the survival of the state 
to which they belong, it is the duty of every citizen to support the state, even at the cost of his 
life.  The sentiment of patriotism is not classified as an opinion since it is based on truth.  
Patriotism involves trust, which is the consciousness that one's interest is contained and preserved 
in the other.  Such practical identification with the other is freedom.  Recall that freedom for 
Hegel means self-determination.  If (as in the standpoint of civil society) I see the state as a 
power over against myself, I do not experience freedom in relation to the state.  From the mature 
standpoint of citizenship, I identify with the state.  It is not an Other over against me.  I find my 
freedom precisely as a member within this realm. 

            In this connection we have a remarkable and little noticed pillar of Hegelian 
epistemology: "Action in conformity with these institutions gives rationality its proper proof."  
Presumably there are two kinds of proof, the conceptual deduction which Hegel has tried to 
present in the strict interconnection of concepts in his philosophical system, and a practical, 
experiential proof.  Presumably without the latter experience, the former, logical connections will 
seem to lack meaning and hence to lack persuasiveness.  In The Phenomenology of Mind (1807) 
Hegel had rehearsed the historical experience of western civilization, developing various modes 
of consciousness and discovering their limitations.  On that basis he had then written The Science 



of Logic (1816) distilling a conceptual narrative developing from the simplest concept to the 
fullest Idea (which implies its own actualization [Remember the ontological proof for the 
existence of God?]).  There is a tendency to obscure the persistent rooting of Hegel's thought in 
reflection on historical experience.  Not that immediate experience is the foundation for the 
derived concept; that would be a naive notion of the relation of experience and concept.  The 
point, again, is that there is a practical proof of what Hegel is asserting.  If we are not as content 
with Hegel's results, we might say, more generally: Action in accord with evolving ethical 
institutions gives the rationality attributed to them its proper test. 

            The famous organic conception of the state is set forth in #269.  This conception is 
notorious for its liability to totalitarian distortion.  Hegel may in fact, despite his insistence on the 
liberty and satisfaction of the individual, have lurched into totalitarian thinking in his doctrine of 
the absolute right of the state over the individual.  Emmanuel Levinas in Totality and Infinity 
leaves no doubt about the challenge represented by all such thinking, even the very enterprise of a 
systematic philosophy in which persons are located within an overarching totality.  Hegel intends 
with this conception of the state to heal individualistic-competitive civil society and its 
discontents.              In an organic state, one does not merely have a monarch (or elite 
government) and a horde of random individuals.  Rather, difference are articulated into a well-
formed totality . . . "based on distinct spheres of activity, according to consciously adopted ends, 
known principles and laws . . . in which the government is supposed to act with precise 
knowledge of existing conditions" (#270).  One idea that Hegel proposes is that the people may 
be politically organized into groups according to their different spheres of activity. 

            What role is religion to play in the organic state?  In medieval times, the church set itself 
forth as the agent of the cosmic order, and subordinated the state to itself.  In the modern secular 
state, the relation is reversed.  The extended remark to (270) may be summarized in the following 
way. 

            Religion at its best achieves the recognition of absolute truth.  The truth it articulates 
overlaps with that which is known and actualized in the life of the state.  The state does not 
concern itself with creed, doctrine, ritual, and ecclesiastical organization.  Religion does not 
concern itself with the (full range of) details of civil society, law, government, and international 
relations.  But they share a common concern with the ethical. 

            Religion presents truth as given (revealed, as a package, from above).  Religion presents 
truth to feeling, in the form of representation (story-telling, with picturizations of truth, such as 
God the Father on a throne).  Religion appeals to authority ("This comes from God, from the 
apostles, from the Church"). 

            Religion offers an ultimate legitimation for duty. 

            Religion inculcates the feeling of unity among human beings (a genuine service to the 
state). 

            Religion develops best when left in independence from the state. 

            Religion is a necessary means of education (from living on the basis of naive opinion and 
natural inclination to living on the basis of discipline to a mature comprehension of truth).  
Religion is an end in itself, and religion also has its own proper embodiment within the state: the 
church. 

            Religion at its worst encourages indifference to urgent public matters in times of crisis 
(seeking heavenly peace when responsible engagement is most needed). 

            Religion holds an attitude of superiority toward the state, regarding all matters outside 
religion as merely accidental, regarding the state as an institution that merely serves as a means to 
the higher purposes of religion, regarding state activities as inferior, merely material; regarding 
the state with the condescension of (Roman Catholic) priests toward the laity.  A haughty 
religious attitude proposes to supervise and direct the activities of state.  It claims a monopoly on 
the realm of Geist (spirit or mind)--a monopoly which it once had as the patron of learning during 
the middle ages.  It offers prayer as a substitute for thought.  It promotes a tragically simplistic 
morality of wholehearted righteousness and thus tends toward fanaticism. 

            Or religion submits with ugly resentment to the force of state power. 

            Religion at its worst dehumanizes its devotees, leading them to bow down to animals, 
etc.  The state needs to protect people from dehumanizing religion. 

            The church should support the state.  We have to construct what Hegel might have had in 
mind.  Presumably the common concern for the ethical would supply the content.  Religion exalts 
the ideals of family life; teaches self-control, honesty, and diligence (all important for 
participation in civil society; a moral concern for charity toward the unfortunate; contentment in 
difficult conditions; recognition that "all power comes from God" and hence that citizens should 
obey their rulers; that faithful citizens should "render unto Caesar what is Caesar's and to God 
what is God's." 

            A strong state should permit a wide variety of churches.  It should be able to provide 
alternate service to those who object on religious grounds to military service (a fundamental and 
essential obligation to the state). 

            Membership in some church should be required by the state. 

            The church holds property; it should not be exempt from taxes.  It needs the protection of 
the state.  And, as a corporation, it is appropriately subject to public control. 

            The state is the divine will in actuality, Mind on earth.  Whenever the state comes into 
conflict with religion, it is the state that really knows.              It realizes truth, not as given from 
above, but as rationally self-produced.  The state is allied with study, science, discipline, and 
work.  The state has the right to maintain itself against challenges from misguided religion, 
science, and education.  The state must be free of religious control (partly so as to avoid getting 
caught up in conflicts between sects). 

1.  The Constitution (#272-320).  This section, here left without comment, shows the 
constitutional monarchy and a way of conceiving the division of powers of government as 
motivated not by fear of usurpation of power by a power elite but rather by conceptual 
articulation.  Hegel's conceptual articulation, however, does not follow the standard division into 
legislative, judicial, and executive branches.  

2. Sovereignty vis-a-vis foreign States (##321-29).  Here the absolute power of the state, the 
sovereignty of the state, is set forth.  #324 and the remark to it present the justification for war: 
(1) Everything finite and material, property, human life, the things we see and hold dear, all pass 
away.  They are, in their very nature transient.  War demonstrates the reality of these things as 
transient.  (2) The state needs to be invigorated after a period of peaceful stagnation.  (3) War 
unifies the state.  (4) War defends freedom. 

            All have a duty to sacrifice for the state, especially the class of soldiers whose special 
virtue is courage (#325).  If it is necessary to mobilize the entire nation for defense, the state may 
turn to conquest (#326).  People with a wide spectrum of motives can show courage; but the true 
value of courage derives from allying with the genuine good of the state (#327-28).  To identify 
with the state ("the universal") involves not only courage but willingness to cooperate in effective 
(military) organization (Addendum to #327).  Modern warfare, in accordance with the modern 
thought of universality, is becoming more impersonal, more directed against groups; the soldier 
manifests a thorough absence of mind (in renouncing his own opinion or reasoning about when 
and where to advance, etc.) combined with "the most intense and comprehensive presence of 
mind and decision in the moment of acting" (Addendum to #328). 

            The monarch, who represents the individuality of the state, must represent the state in the 
conduct of international relations. 

  

B.  International Law.  Thomas Hobbes had envisioned a "state of nature" theoretically preceding 
the emergence of civil society and the state, in which each individual lived in a "war of all against 
all"; in the state of nature each could rightfully use all possible means to defend himself; life is 
"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short."  The problem of the state of nature was resolved for 
individuals by the compact through which they formed a state and accorded the sovereign (e.g., 
the monarch) the power to enforce civil order over themselves.  Immanuel Kant was concerned 
that the several sovereign nations still remained in a state of nature with respect to each other.  
The possibility for war and the tendency for war is inherent in such a "world order" (cf. Kant's 
"Idea for a history from a cosmopolitan point of view" and "Perpetual Peace").  Only through the 
formation of a federation of nations could international law ever be enforced, ever become a 
reality.  Hegel objects to Kant's proposal for a new world order that the will of sovereign nations 
could still disturb the peace.  According to Hegel, there can and should be no political 
organization higher than the nation; such a notion would compromise the very concept of 
national sovereignty. 

            Because each single state is autonomous, sovereign, the notion of international law 
remains a mere "ought," contingent upon the will of the parties involved (#330).  Each state 
should be formally recognized as sovereign, but it is might not have achieved mature inner 
development (#331).  Hegel's notion of statehood includes an empirical claim about self-
sufficiency: Whereas in civil society constant exchange is vital, states to a large extent produce 
what they need (#332). 

            The fundamental law of international relations is contractarian: Treaties ought to be kept 
(#333).  Hegel remarks that Kant's League of Nations rests on a contingent assumption that some 
religious or moral or other ground will motivate membership.  Persistent disputes may only be 
settled by war (and there is no Criterion on the basis of which to measure at what point the actual 
or threatened injury to a nation's welfare provides a just cause for war) (##334-36).  The state 
should not be subordinated to abstract moral notions.  The state's principle of conduct is itself 
"and not only of the many universal thoughts supposed to be moral commands" (#337 Remark).  
(Kant had insisted that politicians must restrict their actions in pursuit of even the best ends by 
the principles of morality. "Perpetual Peace, Appendix 1.)  The fact that states recognize each 
other during wartime implies, first of all, that the war should end; i.e., the point of war is not 
annihilation.  This fact also implies a number of important requirements for the just conduct of 
war: that one avoid fighting in a way which would be so angering that it would make it 
impossible to agree to stop fighting (e.g., not kill envoys); not make war on civilian populations 
or against persons except insofar as they are part of the military (#338).  In other matters 
regarding proper conduct in war, custom (i.e., since the capacity of philosophy to decide matters 
on principle is limited).  Through all the blundering contingencies of international relations, the 
universal mind of the world is disclosed (#340). 

  

C.  World History.  It is clear from the remark to #270 to what extent Hegel has secularized the 
concept of God.  Mind (Geist, spirit) achieves its actuality in the state and its supreme self-
realization in philosophy.  There is a function of the old-time God of the Hebrews and their 
religious successors, however, which is strikingly preserved in Hegel: God as the Lord of 
history.  While Hegel refuses the notion of a universal will with constitutional power over the 
Sovereign nations (#333), he does preserve the notion of the universal mind which brings forth its 
own purpose through the apparently blind sequence of historical events. 

            The opening sentence of #341 is summarizes the summit of Hegelian thought that is 
presented in the encyclopedic system after the philosophy of objective mind (the philosophy of 
right) is completed.  "The element in which the universal mind exists in art is intuition and 
imagery, in religion feeling and representative thinking, in philosophy pure freedom of thought.  
In world history this element in the actuality of mind in its whole compass of internality and 
externality alike."  So world history includes the history of art, religion, and philosophy.  This 
statement of Hegel then puts his philosophy of religion in a new context and makes it more 
paradoxical.  On the one hand, God turns into a moment within the self-articulation of 
philosophic mind and a title for the process that is consummated in philosophy.  God is simply 
the completed harvest of the history of human thought.  On the other hand, God is the real Lord 
of history.  Such a deity has a chance of cosmic status.  Is Hegel inconsistent?  Is there a 
wondrous depth for the ongoing contemplation of students?  Or is the Lord of history simply 
thought (and there is no other thought in question than human thought) on a level that is often 
unconscious to individuals in the throes of it all? 

            It might seem clever, but it would be missing out on the concealed truth to regard human 
history as merely a chaos of brutal and sometimes not so brutal contingencies.  There is a purpose 
working itself out: the necessary development of the moments to freedom (#342).  History is the 
act of mind achieving consciousness of itself (#343).  We must regard its governance as 
intelligible.  A Providence that was inscrutable would be hardly different from arbitrariness and 
chaos.  Nations and particular individuals serve destiny without realizing it (#344).  World 
history is beyond good and evil (#345).  Each stage is necessary.  Happy is the nation which 
embodies its advance.  History is spread out in the space-time externality of diverse geographical 
and anthropological (racial) conditions.  In each stage of the development of freedom, one nation 
carries the ball and has its hour of glory, after which it is unceremoniously plucked from center 
stage.  After its moment of world-historical greatness/service, the nation can decline or wander 
about without direction, or do its best to keep up with the nation where the forefront of progress 
is happening (remark). 

            There are two levels of description for important actions.  On the one hand, the deed was 
done by this individual or group, etc.  On the other hand, the deed was done by World Mind.  It is 
important to see that Hegel wants to sustain both of these levels of description as legitimate--in 
particular he does not want to volatilize the first level.  Individuals are not mere sparks fleeting 
across the face of Infinity; without human individuals the Infinite wouldn't actually exist or be 
able to figure out what's going on.  On the other hand, the higher truth is to recognize the higher 
Agent at work in the deeds of history.  Individuals enact the deeds of world mind (for which, as 
such, they receive no appreciation) (#348). 

            Political evolution (from families, clans, tribes . . .) must achieve statehood in order to 
achieve sovereignty (#349).  It is the right of the Idea to step into history, (e.g., as tough leaders 
form states by subjecting neighboring tribes, warring factions, etc., under the their own unifying 
rule; or by making clear cut laws; or by starting up institutions such as agriculture[!]) (#350).  
Civilized nations may treat less-developed nations as barbarians, treating their unequal rights as a 
mere formality (#351).  Hegel draws language from the New Testament book of Revelation to 
describe the leading nations as executives around the throne of the World Mind (#352). 

            The four moments of history are (1) the stage in which the individual is not recognized; 
(2) the next stage, self-aware, alive, achieving ethical individuality, and fulfilled in beauty; (3) 
deepening inwardness to the point of opposition to objectivity: "mind-forsaken" [this seems like a 
poorly edited text in which Hegel, who repeatedly revising his attempt to stuff history into a 
formula, at times assigned a special place to Jewish history]; (4) the reconciliation of subjectivity 
[Jewish--or Roman?--inwardness] and [Greek?] objectivity (#353).  Each of these moments is 
explained further.  They are identified as Oriental, Greek, Roman, and Germanic (#354).  The 
Oriental state is a patriarchal theocracy (he thinks of Hinduism or Islam as providing the religious 
conception) in which individual liberties are absent, the rule arbitrary, class ossifies into caste, 
and a vague restlessness agitates a feeble and exhausted society (#355).  The Greek state achieve 
the beautiful ethical differentiation of individuality (especially in art, where the infinite and the 
finite are identified); a multiplicity of city-states, never politically unified, remained until 
Macedonian autocracy put an end to their independence.  Unlike the modern state, free men never 
did the essential work of society, leaving that to slaves (#356).  The Roman state presided over 
the destruction of ethical life through class polarization and degeneration held together by 
"abstract, insatiable self-will" of the Emperors (#357).  The "Germanic" state grandiosely 
incorporates the Jewish tragedy of the failure to recognize the unity of the divine and the human 
(Jesus); it achieves the reconciliation of objective truth [as expounded by science] with 
subjectivity [the principle of the individual, developed in Hebrew and Christian religion, 
reasserted by Luther in one way and by Descartes in another] (#358).  From an early devotion to 
an abstract harmony of faith, hope, and love, the medieval period developed its crude, barbarian 
actuality, over against which the medievals posited a "higher realm" "beyond" "this" one.  They 
conceived of this spiritual reality in terms of a Power acting with "compulsive and frightful 
force" (#359).  Modernity emerged in a struggle against that medieval order.  Heaven was 
lowered down to earth.  The opposition between the earthly and the heavenly disappeared as 
rational thought achieved the construction of its universals: thought, law, etc.  The state arose as 
the "image and actuality" of reason in its two functions, knowing and willing.  Religion continues 
to represent truth as an ideal essentiality (i.e., as separable from the concrete details of mundane 
life).  Philosophy finds the same structure in nature and in the state and in the ideal world [of the 
set of concepts articulated in logic] (#360). 

    [1]  Hegel's concept of right (Recht) is hard to translate, and it is fitting that Knox has just taken the cognate in 
English rather than substituting another term.  Nevertheless, we would like to have a rough equivalent in English to 
get ourselves started with this new term.  I propose that the right is roughly equivalent to "the ethical" as long as I can 
emphasize a few special added connotations of this term: (1) duty--the right is what ought to be the case; (2) law--
right is a legal concept, roughly equivalent to justice in a broad sense; (3) the right is especially actualized in the 
state. 

               Are there any essentials of social truth that are not actualized to a significant degree in modern society?  
Hegel rejoices that the essentials of social truth are actualized in modern society.  For all the imperfections and 
ominous tendencies of modernity, the essentials of social truth are recognizable in our institutions of property, law, 
family, business organizations, and the state. 

               The term "Idea" was used by Plato to name the transcendent eternal pattern of those shadowy realities 
which we perceive; by Kant to name a metaphysical hypothesis which was philosophically important but which we 
could never really know; by Hegel to mean the historically self-actualized totality of mind (especially, here) the state. 

  

    [2]  Are there experiences, e.g., of pain, in which I am unable to recover myself?  Is it sometimes impossible for 
me to disentangle my identity from the finite body? 

    [3]  Note the alternate path taken by Thomas Aquinas: to define will as oriented by God, through our basic desires, 
toward certain basic goods, which are to be enjoyed in social and political institutional life.  On this account, the will 
is intrinsically oriented toward the good. 

    [4]  Loyalty and comradeship also become possible when decision is made.  Why, as Aaron Gula asked, does 
Hegel mention the possibility of conflict but not the possibility of cooperation? 

    [5]  Those who call for the purification of our desires have in mind the ordered fulfillment of these desires in the 
institutions of property, family, etc.; they sometimes claim in a facile and misleading way that those institutions are 
implicit in the desires themselves; this saves them the logical labor of the philosophy of right--they simply leap to the 
conclusion and attribute the result to the original desires.  Thus Hegel suggests a criticism of previous thinkers 
(Aquinas?). 

  

    [6]  Hegel's concept of personality as the bearer of (abstract) rights continues Stoic legal tradition and abandons 
the Christian tradition in which God, the Creator Personality, infinitely loves the individual creature personality, 
whose meaning and value transcend the legal realm altogether.  Moreover, personality is a concept subordinated in 
Hegel's philosophy of religion to the category of mind.  It is arguable that the Kantian categorical imperative, here 
quoted, implies a far deeper concept of personality than Hegel admits.  It is not clear that the imperative to be a 
person and respect others as persons can be restricted to the domain of abstract right; it appears to be a fundamental 
moral principle.  If so, why does Hegel need to use such a principle here?  And if a moral principle sponsors such 
definite concepts as those pertaining to property, is it as empty as Hegel claims in his criticism of Kant in Part Two 
on morality? 

    [7]  What is the character of this demand for justice?  Notice that Hegel is trying to show how the moral ought 
evolves logically from the self-unfolding of rudimentary will.  If the demand for justice is a demand of frustration, 
then the demand itself should not be characterized as moral.  The universal might mean merely "what we had agreed 
upon."  On this minimalist interpretation, we do not have a truly moral perspective emerging here.  Hegel clearly 
wants more than a contractarian concept of justice and more than an emotivist concept of morality.  It is not clear that 
he has derived what he wants.  At some point, it would seem, a genuinely moral insight arises, qualitatively different 
from the frustration over the vicious cycle of revenge over broken agreements.  Perhaps Hegel's logical "proof" of the 
moral standpoint is simply to lead the mind to that conceptual location from which one could proceed only by 
making the leap to another level.  The point then would not be that the leap itself was logically derived, but rather 
that the leap was logically prepared. 

    [8]  We should not say that Hegel claims to have deduced an "ought" at this point.  Rather, he is merely pointing to 
the fact that the goal of moral subjectivity is an ideal, which is altogether unspecified at this point, except (following 
#104) that it should be something on which various individuals could agree (a universal will).  The very lack of 
specification of this ought is itself a matter of concern, and points beyond the moral to the ethical stage. 

    [9]  This immediacy is analogous to #11 and ##40-43.  The difference is that before we spoke of the will in 
relation to natural things; now in relation to actions that affect a change in a state of affairs--the two are not mutually 
exclusive, but the emphasis is importantly different--here the standpoint of morality is assumed. 

    [10]  What is "the right of the subject to find his satisfaction in the action"?  Perhaps it means that every person has 
the right to seek satisfaction in action.  Perhaps the implicit paradigm of action is one in which there is no uncertainty 
regarding the success of the action.  In that case, Hegel could be asserting the freedom of the individual to act 
according to his choice.  Hegel may be, in part, asserting the right to the pursuit of happiness.  Alan Gewirth claims 
that there is a right to whatever (welfare) an agent requires in order to have a meaningful opportunity to engage in 
action.  Hegel's claim here appears not to overlap with Gewirth's. 

    [11]  Welfare translates das Wohl, which could also be rendered well-being. 

    [12]  Hegel seems here to use his thought that universal mind (the mind of mature culture) activates the rational 
thinking of each thinker.  Thus in negating my particularity and returning to the universality of the first moment of 
freedom (#5), I am returning not just to my own ego but to the universal mind itself.  Thus the question can be 
meaningfully opened, whether other subject's happiness can be coordinated with the universal.  It surely does not 
mean that it is a question whether other's goals can be harmonized with my own.  Hegel does not here argue for the 
connection between the universality of the reflective ego and the universality of the mind of mature civilization. 

    [13]  No plurality of rights is spoken of; rendering Hegel's singular Recht is awkward in English; we might say 
that each subject has the right to be treated with respect. 

    [14]  Conscience (Gewissen) and certain (gewiss) are etymologically linked in German. 

    [15]  Compare Hegel's with previous concepts of love in the history of western thought.  Can we observe here the 
Platonic eros which moves from physical passion to the highest level of satisfaction?  Can we see a trace here of the 
unity called for in John's gospel ("May they be one . . .")?  Why is the infused grace of caritas absent (which Thomas 
Aquinas regarded as the gift of love that only God can give)? 
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William James

            William James (1842-1910) taught anatomy, physiology, psychology, and philosophy at 
Harvard.  He came back from the brink of suicide (1870) by deciding to adopt a belief in the freedom of 
the will.  Charles Darwin and Herbert Spencer portrayed organisms in challenging environments solving 
problems.  WJ's psychology emphasized that the value of an idea is to enable the organism successfully 
to cope with the future.  An idea, thus, is best regarded as a hypothesis to act on, such that future 
experience will either lead one to revise it or not.  Plato had described trans-philosophic experiences of 
beauty and goodness; and Aquinas and Descartes had offered proofs for the existence of God; but Kant 
had argued that the theoretical reason cannot resolve our urgent metaphysical questions about God, 
freedom, and the soul.  How could pragmatism offer a way for a late nineteenth century. American 
scientist and philosopher to make affirmations about what could not be proven?

                        For WJ the will is the primary function of the person.  According to "The Sentiment of 
Rationality," some questions can be answered by establishing facts scientifically and some questions can 
be answered by logic; but the other questions engage our sense of beauty and our will (42, 44).  For WJ 
the will is higher than the intellect.  Some truths depend upon our decision and action.  To call a belief 
true is to affirm that experience has given no reason to reject it and to predict that people will eventually 
agree.

            The Sentiment of Rationality.  First segment of the essay, 1879 (pp. 3-11).  Philosophers desire 
a more rational conception of the universe, but can only recognize such a conception by subjective 
marks: “a strong feeling of ease, peace, rest”; “the transition from a state of puzzle and perplexity” is 
characterized by “lively relief and pleasure” [hence the title, “The Sentiment of Rationality”].  Only 
when the flow of our thinking encounters obstacles do we feel a sense of the irrational; otherwise, things 
make sense; things seem to be normally intelligible, understandable, rational.  The theoretic approach is 
one possible way to enhance the sense of rationality.

            The theoretic approach proceeds by some combination of (i) the striving for unity, e.g., the 
scientific striving for ever more encompassing theories) and (ii) a complementary striving for a clear and 
distinct grasp of concrete parts.  Theory culminates in classification (which, because it abstracts from the 
empirical [experiential] richness of particulars, presents a notion of essence which is inevitably 
incomplete) and in laws of the relations between classifications and of the conduct of the elements thus 
classified.

            "Every way of classifying a thing is but a way of handling it for some particular purpose."  (7-8)

            In the absence of a satisfactory total system (accounting smoothly for everything), we are left in 
wonder.  “Existence then will be a brute fact [i.e., resisting full theoretical expanation] to which as a 
whole the emotion of ontologic wonder [i.e., wonder in the very fact that it is] shall rightfully cleave, but 
remain eternally unsatisfied.”

            Second segment of the essay, 1882.  Sometimes competing accounts are equally acceptable on 
logical grounds.  How shall we decide between them?  We may use Aesthetic and practical tests of 
rationality. 

            Every person has a psychological need to “in a general way at least, banish uncertainty from the 
future” (13).  Every animal has a vital need to anticipate the opportunities and dangers connoted by 
surrounding objects (14).  Science, religion, and philosophy respond to these needs. (13-16).

            An appealing philosophy must provide meaningful challenge to our powers (16-20).  In other 
words, it must provide an invigorating challenge to our capacities, but must promise that the universe 
rewards our supreme effort, that striving is not futile.

            Every kind of action requires faith, not necessarily in the specifically religious sense, but in a 
broad sense—a readiness to act beyond what is scientifically certain (22-26).  Faith is necessary to arrive 
at some truths which can only be achieved by acting on a certain hypothesis.

            For the mountain climber at risk, faith creates its own verification (27).  It is necessary to decide 
whether life is worth living (29).  It is possible to live out the pessimistic hypothesis, so as to cultivate 
disgust and dread, leading one to cease striving and finally to commit suicide.  There is another 
possibility, however, which regards evil as necessary to stimulate a vigorous response: then, if we are 
overwhelmed by evil, it is we who are sick (26-31).

            The most basic question is whether or not the universe is moral (31).  The hypothesis of a moral 
universe is testable; if it is rational, then experience based on this hypothesis will not lead humanity, in 
the end to revise the hypothesis (34).  [That is the only meaningful sense in which the hypothesis may be 
said to be true.]  There is no neutral ground.  To refuse to decide is to decide not to engage in the heroic 
living demanded by the (hypothetical) moral universe (17).  Thousands of people are paralyzed by the 
pseudo-scientific sophistry that claims that one must await full evidential confirmation before making 
any risky commitment to any philosophic hypothesis about the universe (36). 

            In sum, faith is necessary to a rational philosophy; faith brings about its own verification (or 
disconfirmation, as facts increasingly baffle the experimenter).  Difference and disagreement are 
inevitable in philosophy.  Therefore, there can be no philosophic orthodoxy.  Beyond the realm where 
reason seeks for universal and necessary truths, there is a realm where the soul may risk faith.

  

Foreign phrases

Pro tanto: for as much

Par excellence: the best example

Grau . . .: Dear friend, all theory is gray and the golden tree of life is green.

In se: in itself

Verstandesmenschen: men of (merely scientific) understanding

Das Behaarliche: that which stubbornly persists

Per substantiam: in terms of (an underlying, stable) substance

Unheimlichkeit: an uncanny feeling of strangeness, “un-[at-]home-ness”

Was fang’ich an?  What shall I begin?

Sursum corda: rising mood

Per se: through itself 

Aberglaube: superstition

Inconcussum: that which is unchallengeable, cannot be broken in a collision

Hier gilt . . . : Here only one advice is valid: trust and act.

Aufklarung: Enlightenment

Vim naturae magis sentient: feel more greatly the force of nature

Status belli: the state of [the] war

Vanitas vanitatum: vanity of vanities



Ubique, semper, et ab omnibus: everywhere, always, and by all 



[ Up ] 

William James

Varieties of Religious Experience 

(with page references to what is now the Touchtone Books edition)

  

Beware: these notes are quickly put together from classroom handouts over the past several years.  They 
are not consistent in the kinds of things they attempt, nor thorough in coverage, and undoubtedly need to 
be improved.  They are offered as a study aid in process.

  

1.  Note the difference (that James, among others, notes--pp. 25-26) between statements expressing 
claims about matters of fact and claims expressing judgments of value. 

2.  "Heathy-mindedness" is a title used to DESCRIBE an attitude, not to RECOMMEND an orientation.  
James is NOT saying that if you want enhanced health you should embrace this type of religion.

3.  Consider differentiating between attitudes that are associated in the same category by James: (1) 
Pantheism affirms that everything is divine; or everything that happens is expressive of the will of God; 
or we're all already perfect, except that some of us don't realize it yet.  Pantheism is criticised by those 
people who insist that it is important to realize the importance of human choices between good and evil, 
important to recognize that perfection is our destiny, not our present status.  (2)  One need not be a 
pantheist in order to enjoy religious experiences in which the divine presence is so fulfilling and 
pervading that one celebrates that the divine is, that the divine is in us, and that we are in the divine.  (3)  
It may even be inconsistent with pantheism (though consistent with some varieties of what James calls 
"healthy-mindedness" to cultivate a vigorously affirmative--"to feast upon uncertainty, to fatten upon 
disappointment, to enthuse over apparent defeat, to invigorate in the presence of difficulties, to exhibit 
indomitable courage in the face of immensity, and to exercise unconquerable faith when confronted with 
the challenge of the inexplicable."

4.  While, strictly speaking, James does not make a universal generalization that religion is a quest for 
happiness, on the first page of his initial lecture on healthy-mindedness, his pragmatism orients him 
toward the view that religion is a solution for some uneasiness or dissatisfaction.  The question remains: 
does the happiness come as a by-product of spiritual discovery, or shall we use the term "spiritual 
discovery" as a name for whatever brings a certain kind of happiness?  In other words, is there any 
possible insight here?  The people that James records as having powerful spiritual experiences tend to 
speak as people who have realized truth.  James's psychological approach treats them as people who 
have had experiences that they interpret in certain ways.  Does his approach enable him to do justice to 
his topic?  The question may be put in a different way.  Suppose one has a religious experience such 
that, during that time, there was no occasion to question the meaning of what was occurring.  Looking 
back, one can consider how to interpret it.  One has (at least) two options: (1) to affirm the apparent 
meaningfulness of the experience and to live and speak from the stance made possible by that 
affirmation; (2) to describe conservatively: to affirm the obvious fact of the experience while 
introducing an epistemological qualification about the "overbeliefs" one uses to describe it.  That 
epistemological qualification can range from (a) an acknowledgement of human limitations to (b) 
agnosticism to the claim that doing (a) honestly requires (b).

  

Lectures 6-7 The Sick Soul.  Life has a way, sooner or later, of bringing you into evil or difficulties or 
pain and suffering so great that a simplistic affirmation of religious happiness doesn't speak deeply 
enough to your need (140).  WJ insists that he is simply describing, however, not arguing against the 
religion of "healthy-mindedness."  Moreover, some types of body-and-mind need the strong medicine of 
a kind of religion that moves through the depths of agony (cf. Job, "I abhor myself") in order to ascend 
to the heights of affirmation (139).

            The facts of evil make it hard for a theology that takes God as a Total dominant One.  A 
pluralistic philosophy makes more sense: the believer may worship God as good so long as God is 
supreme (not all-powerful, but most powerful, by comparison to a plurality of independently originating 
beings) and goodness wins out in the end (117; 141). 

            Depression has different degrees: a flat lack of enjoyment in things (127), a "positive and active 
anguish" (129).  The theme of depression may be the meaninglessness of life, the vanity of mortal things 
(Tolstoy--130-35), the wretchedness of the self (Bunyan--136-37), or fear--even panic--of the universe 
(138-39).

            Facts, by themselves, however, do not determine the values that our feelings may sense.  Facts 
that appear to justify pessimism and resignation for one person provide another person with a stimulus to 
heroic effort and the mobilization of faith-vision (130-31). 

            Note that WJ, despite his lecture one acceptance of the causal claims of the medical materialist, 
affirms that our wonderful passions are "gifts to us, from sources sometimes low and sometimes 
high" (131).

Lecture 8.  The Divided Self, and the Process of Its Unification.  WJ characterizes the religion of the 
twice-born with reference to a common traditional generalization about religious discipline: first you 
must uproot your attachment to the goods of this world before the higher life can genuinely emerge 
(143--do you agree?).  (The once-born are those simply positive affirming types discussed in lectures 4-
5.) 

Some people have a high degree of inner psychological conflict.  Insofar as we do have inner conflict, 
"the normal evolution of character chiefly consists in the straightening out and unifying of the inner 
self.  The higher and the lower feelings, the useful and the erring impulses, begin by being a comparative 
chaos within us--they must end by forming a stable system of functions in right subordination.  
Unhappiness is apt to characterize the period of order-making and struggle" (146).

            The conflict can be agonizing indeed "when the higher wishes lack just that last acuteness, that 
touch of explosive intensity . . .that enables them to burst their shell, and make irruption efficaciously 
into life, and quell the lower tendencies forever" (148). 

            The process of unification to a new quality of firmness, stability, and equilibrium may be gradual 
or sudden, religious or irreligious.  In persons with positive religious outcomes, "they could and did find 
something welling up in the inner reaches of their consciousness, by which such extreme sadness could 
be overcome.  Tolstoy does well to talk of it as that by which men live; for that is exactly what it is, a 
stimulus, an excitement, a faith, a fore that re-infuses the positive willingness to live, even in full 
presence of the evil perceptions that erewhile made life seem unbearable" (159).  A small additional 
stimulus "will overthrow the mind into a new state of equilibrium when the process of preparation and 
incubation has proceeded far enough" (151n).

            [Comment.  Realizing that many of his people were at the parting of the ways, Joshua put the 
decision before them:"Choose this day whom you will serve."  If there is a moment where we forever 
and finally say YES or NO to God and/or the universe adventure of progress in truth, beauty, and 
goodness, our decision at the parting of the ways is prepared partly in our subconscious, as the results of 
attitudes we choose and decisions we make incubate until they are ready to burst into consciousness in 
full force.  WJ here sees an aspect of the subconscious that Freud, as far as I know, did not observe.  Our 
conscious attitudes and commitments, our daily life of decision-action scatters seeds that grow 
subconsciously.  We do well, therefore, to be aware what sort of seed we thus sow.  A man said, "My 
life is a fight between two dogs--one is good and noble, the other vicious and hostile."  His companion 
said, "And which dog wins?"  The reply came back, "The one I feed."  Such thinking is, at least, deeply 
compatible with WJ.]

  

Conversion =" the process, gradual or sudden, by which a self hitherto divided, and consciously wrong 
inferior and unhappy, becomes unified and consciously right superior and happy, in consequence of its 
firmer hold upon religious realities" 160).

Stephen H. Bradley's case shows how "one may find one unsuspected depth below another, as if the 
possibilities of character lay disposed in a series of layers or shells" (160).

"Transformation" suggest a permanent changes in the habitual center of [a person's] personal energy 
(165), expelling any competing centre of gravity (166) in the soul (163)--Buddhists or Humians can 
perfectly well describe the facts in . . . phenomenal terms" (164).  Psychology cannot account for all the 
factors involved in a particular case (165).

Suggestion and imitation play a large role in many cases, but not all (168, 189).

Some conversions are purely ethical (170), w.o.r.t. religion.

Some persons can't imagine the invisible or are permanently "barren" or "dry," or doubts keep 
subverting their faith, or they lack the capacity for religious responsiveness, though perhaps only 
temporarily (171).

Surrender, Releasing effort (after emotional exhaustion of exertion) often opens the gates (172), though 
there are volitional types as well, more gradual, though not without sudden forward steps.  Most of us 
are more preoccupied with the bad in ourselves than with the glories of the new and better way (174).  
The personal will is inferior to the higher powers in the subconscious (175). 

Psychology and religion are in harmony, except that psychology's vocabulary, e.g., of subconscious 
incubation (173), carries [reductionistic implications] (176).  We leave the question open and inquire 
further.  Theology concludes that the spirit of God is present in such dramatic moments (187).

There is a tendency of people and traditions that emphasize conversion to assert that only those who 
have gone through such an experience can be saved or sanctified (188ff).

Maybe the causes are ordinary, while the fruits are divine (189).

Psychology's discovery of the unconscious offers a key to explaining why conversion happens to some--
those with a wider and more active subconscious field, sponsoring a wide variety of incursions, 
activities, and experiences, some pathological, including automatic writing or speech, post-hypnotic 
suggestion, hallucination (190-95).  You can predict sudden conversion in those who have "first, 
pronounced emotional sensibility; second, tendency to automatism; and third, suggestibility of the 
passive type" (197).  The value of violent emotional experiences leading to conversion is disputed even 
among revivalists (204-05); mescal[ine] can stimulate hallucinations (206).

Causes?  "The subject is really complex"; "subconscious incubation explains a great number of these 
experiences" (194n).  The meaning and value of conversion experiences for a person's life have to do 
simply with the consequences for the kind of life that results--whether or not physiological or divine--or 
diabolical--factors played any role (195).  Referring to the subconscious does not exclude the divine, 
which may only operate through the subconscious (198-9).  In fact, there is no chasm separating 
converts from others, but a continuum (195).  The main thing is that it makes a great difference to the 
individual to begin a new direction, even if others may be far more advanced along the way (196). 

            Conceptual, intellectual belief is not crucial (201).

            The affective state of assurance is distinguished by (1) peace, harmony, loss of all worry, a 
willingness to be; (2) the sense of perceiving truths not known before (sometimes--see later on 
mysticism--ineffable); and (3) the world looks new (202). 

            It's common to report diminished feelings after conversion, though the convictions usually 
endure (209-10).

Questions for class discussion.

What varieties of the quest for perfection have you observed or experienced?  What interpretations can 
be given of such a quest?

Pp. 254-55: Note James's subtle differentiation between varieties of asceticism.  Contrast this with the 
conventional comment on "Cartesian dualism and the hatred of the body that has resulted from our 
alienated view of our true selves as being separate from the body, from nature, from the earth, from 
animals."  Which, if any, of the varieties of asceticism that James mentions seem to represent the 
dualistic hatred of the body that is so generally attributed to ascetics?  Is the our culture, past or present, 
pervaded by hatred of the body?  By identification with the body?  Is it possible to subordinate the 
interests of the body to other values without setting up an unhealthy division within the self?

Pp. 272-73: Note James's discussion of need and importance of being able to make a decision "forever 
and finally" to reject and evil or affirm a good.  What does such a decision feel like?  What does it feel 
like to face such a decision?  To avoid such a decision?

Pp. 278-84: Carefully explain the difference between theology from above (described in the second 
paragraph of "The Value of Saintliness" and James's empirical method (described in the subsequent 
paragraphs)? 

Pp. 287-88: In what way does this passage (and this chapter generally--especially for those of you who 
have read the whole thing) respond to the criticism of James that he distorts religion by studying extreme 
and pathological examples?  Can you see another aspect to James's pluralism in this passage?  What is 
James's recipe for balance in life?  What ideas do you have about how to achieve balance in human 
living? 

The Value of Saintliness (Lectures 14 and 15)

[I]  Having portrayed the fruits of religious experience, it is time to evaluate them (261). 

  

[II] Our method (261-67) will not be dogmatic (using a doctrine of elements of the human being), but 
empirical. 

We cannot, however, dispense with the theological judgments implicit in the general cultural evolution 
resulting in our common sense rejection of certain religious ideas and ideals (262-64).  Religions have 
supplanted others by their attractions, satisfying new human needs (263).

We can hope not for certainty but for reasonable probability in our conclusions (265).

Since people differ biopsychologically, their religious needs and corresponding beliefs, ideals, and 
practices will differ (265).

  

[III]  Again, we're looking at genuine individual experience, not institutionalized fossilizations, with the 
institutional drive to domination.

Yes, beware excess; but the error is generally lack of equally strong balancing factors (271).

  

[IV] Saintly Attributes

            [A]  Devoutness, whose narrow-minded extreme is fanaticism (271-77, including accounts of 
dubious "revelations"). 

            [B]  Purity (277)

            [C]  Tenderness and Charity--which must be adjusted to the recipient (Spencer) (281-85).  These 
saints have surprisingly increased goodness in many people; "they are impregnators of the world, 
vivifiers and animators of potentialities of goodness" (284).

            [D]  Asceticism, which, despite its extremes, achieves heroism (285-92).

  

[V]  Review and Conclusions (292-98)

            Temperament in non-religious types may produce isolated characteristics, but not the cluster: 
felicity, purity, charity, patience, self-severity (not the same as complete perfection).  Nietzsche is (in a 
sickly way) repulsed by them in contrast to vitalistic heroism (represented by the difference between 
men and women) (293-95).

            No one ideal is right for every type of person/situation (295).  Adaptation to diverse 
environments is essential and problematic (296-7).  All saints to a degree bring or herald the success of 
their kind of strength (297).

            To criticize his humanistic evaluation in the name of religious truth begs the question of the truth 
of the religion to which the critic appeals.

  

Questions on William James's chapter on Mysticism

  

1.  Why would "mysticism" sometimes be used as a pejorative term (299)?

2.  What do the following terms mean: ineffable, noetic, transient, passive (299-301), monism, and 
pantheism (326ff)?

3.  James proposes a scale of several levels of mystical experience (301-303).   What levels would you 
propose (301-303)?

4.  What would you say about claims to mystical experience stimulated by alcohol and drugs?

5.  What are your peak experiences of the beauties of nature?  Describe a favorite place in nature.  What 
are the meanings and values implicit in your enjoyment of that place?

6.  How do you know (how does--or can--anyone know) the truth of religious experience?

7.  How can mystic experience be interpreted within the framework of non-monistic religion (333)?

8.  What does it take to open the opportunity to adventure in the realm of religious experience (335)?

  

CONCLUSIONS, Postscript, and . . .

(emphasize the list of common beliefs and psychological characteristics on p. 401.  Note James' 
intention to pass beyond the [in some sense pragmatic] sense of subjective utility on 418.  See the 
pragmatic characterisation of religion on 418.  Pay special attention to 419, 422.1, 424.1.

  

DIALOGUE:

  WJ: there are (a) experiences (coming from [422.1] or through [424.1] the subconscious) and (b) over-
beliefs.

  

  Critic: How can you separate experience and belief?  They are so blended in [most] religious 
experience that WJ's handy distinction is artificial. 

  WJ's point, to use an  e x a m p l e, has been put in this way: "The idea of the personality of [God] is an 
enlarged and truer concept of God which has come to mankind chiefly through revelation.  Reason, 
wisdom, and religious experience all infer and imply the personality of God, but they do not altogether 
validate it."  What is here regarded as revelation I call over-belief--a belief that one can affirm only by 
going beyond what is evident in the experience itself.

  

  Crit.  WJ has too narrow a concept of religious experience, places too much attention on the 
extraordinary and dramatic experiences.  Why not include as religious experiences even those ordinary 
life experiences in the life of a child or student when the individual acquires the ideas that are used as 
over-beliefs to interpret the more vivid religious experiences?

  

  Other: But how do you Know that revelation has occurred?  That, too, is something that you evaluate in 
terms of your personal religious experience (except insofar as you allow the influence of the religious 
group or its authorities to determine what you shall regard as revelation).

  

  WJ: Profound and vivid religious experiences have a noetic quality (319); they inspire unshakable 
conviction (though many imitate such conviction because of group loyalties and personal insecurities).  
It is also true that these experiences can be described by psychology described play a role in the person's 
psychological history. 
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Project on Cultivating 

Wholehearted, Positive Attitude

  

            For this final project, you are to experiment with wholehearted, vigorous, positive attitudes in 
response to challenges—to the extent that you think and feel it appropriate to do so—and explore the use 
of such attitudes philosophically.  William James was an advocate of a vigorous, hearty, robust, 
“strenuous,” affirmative attitude.  For him, the great questions of life cannot be decided simply on the 
grounds of scientific fact or logical reasoning.  Human beings are left with making a commitment, one 
way or the other (to refuse to commit is itself a certain kind of commitment, with risks like any other).

            Again, as always, you are to adjust this assignment to what you feel is compatible with your 
present thoughts and feelings.  You are never asked to act in violation of your own convictions.  During 
this unit we will see James’s exemplification of and qualification to his recommendation as well as a 
piece by Heidegger which may be taken, to some extent as a critique.  If you believe you have reason to 
do a different assignment, you are always welcome to discuss an alternative with the instructor.

            Note: the projects are designed to be quite challenging.  If you have struggled with previous 
projects or are having trouble with this one, it is your responsibility to see your section leader for help.

  

            Part I.  Take one or more problems you are presently confronting.  Describe your experience of 
living wholeheartedly in a positive attitude during the weeks of this unit of the course.  (1-2 pages)

            Part II.  Construct a Jamesian commentary on your experience as you have described it.  Draw on 
several specific passages from James, and state carefully how they are relevant to the experience you 
reported.  (1-2 pages)

            Part III.  Develop your response evaluation of the Jamesian commentary.  Include a 
discussion of qualifications to the proposal of positive attitudes and objections to positive 
attitudes.  Articulate a deeper concept of positive attitude and express your appreciation of 
whatever strength(s) you find in James’s philosophy of vigorously affirmative attitude.  If you 
prefer, you are welcome to interlace the last two parts, to make it more like a dialogue.  
Nevertheless, be sure to do a thorough job in addressing the details of each part of the 
assignment.  (2 pages) 

 

Exercise on Cultivating Wholehearted, Positive Attitude Toward 
Aspects of Challenges

Here is an exercise that you may find helpful in addressing challenges.  Many times the obstacles before 
us seem overwhelming because there are so many aspects of challenge in them.  However, if we break 
up problems into simpler components, our ability to think and use language and focus our reflection will 
come to our aid.  We can ascend the problem, step by step.  As always, you are invited to modify the 
exercise creatively in whatever way you find presently helpful.

We are going to reflect on many types of challenge: uncertainty, disappointment, apparent defeat, 
difficulties, immensity, the inexplicable.  We are going to take time to consider these challenges, one by 
one. Contemplate them and give yourself time to let the progressive attitudes emerge.  There is a two-
fold process here: on the one hand, the beautiful attitude is a gift; on the other hand, you mobilize it.  
Classically, the conscious reception of the gift precedes the mobilization, but in practice you may find 
that a certain degree of mobilization prepares your receptivity, which, in turn, prepares a higher 
mobilization, and so on.  In this exercise, there is no rush.  Take time to think, to be receptive, and to 
come to a reflective choice of attitude.  Once you have accomplished a good decision, you can then go 
forth wholeheartedly on your path of action.

            With practice, you will find that it takes less time to mobilize these attitudes. But give yourself 
time now to let them dawn gradually.

Let us begin.

First, bring to mind some challenging situation you are facing.  Take time to think of it in some detail.

  

Uncertainty 

What aspects of uncertainty can you identify in the situation you are facing? Take time to list them.

1.

2.

3.

. . .

For each aspect of uncertainty, think of the different ways things could turn out. Write these down to 
help yourself get perspective on the possibilities. Draw an image or create a symbol if you prefer.

1.

2.

3.

. . .

Prepare your attitude toward each of those possibilities.

Honestly recognize the feeling you now have toward this uncertainty.

Now take some time to let a better attitude come into consciousness--indeed, the best attitude you can 
conceive.  Take time to align yourself fully with this new and better attitude.  Make a reflective choice 
of the new attitude.  Using whatever terms you find apt, give definite expression to your commitment.  
Write down your choice of attitude to the uncertainties you have recognized in the situation you are 
facing.

  

Disappointment 

Are there aspects of disappointment that you can identify in the situation? Take time to list them.

1.

2.

3.

. . .

For each aspect of disappointment, write down some encouraging thought to help yourself get a higher 
perspective. Draw an image or create a symbol if you prefer.

1.

2.

3.

. . .

Honestly recognize the feeling you now have toward this disappointment.

Now take some time to let a better attitude come into consciousness--indeed, the best attitude you can 
conceive.  Take time to align yourself fully with this new and better attitude.  Make a reflective choice 
of the new attitude.  Using whatever terms you find apt, give definite expression to your commitment.  
Write down your choice of attitude to the disappointment you have recognized in the situation you are 
facing.

 

Apparent Defeat 

Are you facing apparent defeat? If so, take some time to write down the way things look.

  

  

Next, realize that

•       the apparent defeat does not have to be the last word in the story.

•       the apparent defeats of time should not be confused with permanent and 
final defeat.

•       great accomplishments await you in the future if you mobilize your combined energies 
of mind, body, and soul.

Write down some encouraging thought--or draw an image or create a symbol if you prefer.

 

 

Honestly recognize the feeling you now have toward this apparent defeat.

Now take some time to let a better attitude come into consciousness--indeed, the best attitude you can 
conceive.  Take time to align yourself fully with this new and better attitude.  Make a reflective choice 
of the new attitude.  Using whatever terms you find apt, give definite expression to your commitment.  
Write down your choice of attitude to the apparent defeat you have recognized in the situation you are 
facing.

 

Difficulties 

            The term “difficulties” here is a general, catch-all term.  You have done much of the preliminary 
work in the previous three parts of this exercise, and now you are face to face with what you have to do.  
This is a pivotal time in the exercise, and there is some heavy lifting ahead.

What difficulties are you dealing with? Take time to list them.

1.

2.

3.

. . .

For each difficulty, think of your resources for responding to it. Write them down. Draw an image or 
create a symbol if you prefer.

1.

2.

3.

. . .

Honestly recognize the feeling you now have toward the difficulties.

Now take some time to let a better attitude come into consciousness--indeed, the best attitude you can 
conceive.  Take time to align yourself fully with this new and better attitude.  Make a reflective choice 
of the new attitude.  Using whatever terms you find apt, give definite expression to your commitment.  
Write down your choice of attitude to the difficulties you have recognized in the situation you are facing.

    

Immensity 

Is there some challenging aspect of immensity that you can identify in the situation?  Perhaps the task 
before you is huge and seems overwhelming.  It would take years to accomplish, and perhaps the 
coordinated effort of untold numbers of people.  Take time to write it out for yourself in words.

1.

2.

3.

. . .

Imagine yourself, step by step, the accomplishment of the immense task.  Put that vision into words or 
draw an image or create a symbol of your eventual accomplishment.

  

 

 

 

Honestly recognize the feeling you now have toward this immensity.

Now take some time to let a better attitude come into consciousness--indeed, the best attitude you can 
conceive.  Take time to align yourself fully with this new and better attitude.  Make a reflective choice 
of the new attitude.  Using whatever terms you find apt, give definite expression to your commitment.  
Write down your choice of attitude to the immensity you have recognized in the situation you are facing.

  

The inexplicable 

            Is there something about the situation that is simply baffling, something you can’t explain?  Is 
there something that seems to oppose your responsible belief in an underlying goodness in universe 
reality and the promise that things can really improve?

List the aspects of the situation that challenge you because you have no explanation for them.

1.  

2. 

3. 

. . .

  

            Whatever positive faith you may have, write down how that faith would teach you to view these 
inexplicables.

1.

2.

3.

. . .

  

Honestly recognize the feeling you now have toward what is inexplicable in this situation.

Now take some time to let a better attitude come into consciousness--indeed, the best attitude you can 
conceive.  Take time to align yourself fully with this new and better attitude.  Make a reflective choice 
of the new attitude.  Using whatever terms you find apt, give definite expression to your commitment.  
Write down your choice of attitude to that which is inexplicable that you have recognized in the situation.

  

  

            Congratulations!  You have chosen vigorous, even heroic attitudes in response to the full range 
of challenges you discern in your current situation.  Now that you have completed the exercise, you can 
join with far more depth and integrity in the affirmation: 

In teamwork with the progressive personalities and working harmoniously with the forces of 
reality, we can achieve anything!
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Personality
 

Nikolai Berdiaev (1874-1948), Slavery and Freedom (1939)
 

            First is a detailed chapter summary, followed by a systematization of the concept of personality 
set forth here, and then concluding observations about the ways in which Berdiaev's writing typifies that 
of existentialist thinkers.

 
Chapter 1: Personality (summaries of paragraphs and paragraph groups)

"Sagt nicht Ich, aber that Ich": I did not speak; I acted.
"Sollt Ihr schaffende sein": Be creative
Paragraph 1 (page 20). Personality is unique. Personality is beyond everything worldly that can be 
treated as an object by biology or the sciences of humankind; such cosmic or social dimensions are but 
aspects of personality. Personality contains the potential for divinity (in virtue of the divine principle 
within) and for bestial cruelty.
2 (p. 21). Personality is not a part of any greater totality. It is, however, open towards infinity.
3 (22). "Personality is the universal in unrepeatable form."
4 (22). Personality is not a substance nor an object for science. Personality is a mystery.
5 (22). "Personality is the unchanging in change, unity in the manifold." Personality develops, but as one 
and the same abiding subject.
6 (23). "Personality, which is not a sum of parts, acts always as a whole . . . on the way to perfectly 
accomplished unity and wholeness.
7 (23). Death does not corrupt personality, which is indestructable, irreplaceable.
8 (23). An animal may also be irreplaceable. Personality may have traits of resemblance to others, but 
these are not what is essential.
9 (24). Personality contains much that is generic (in common with others).
10 (24). Personality is victory over all mere belonging to a hereditary or social type--victory in effort 
and conflict, victory over slavery, conquest of self and world.
11 (24). Personality includes reason but is not governed by reason.
12 (25). Personality is not the [psyche-]soul. It is possible to live on a superficial level, as a socially 
enslaved self, without even realizing it.
13 (26). Personality is beyond race and society, biology and sociology.
14 (26). From an existential point of view, society and the cosmos are sides of personality. Personality is 
emancipation from dependence on nature, society, and the state. God is not an object that determines 
personality. Any reduction of personality to an object is evil. "God is a subject with whom existential 
relations exist."
15 (27). The mystery of freedom lies deeper than the choice of alternatives already worked up by reason. 
Categories pertaining to objects must not be applied to personality.
16 (27). Personality has the capacity to feel suffering and joy. There is no "collective personality" [such 
as the state or any organization].
17 (27). According to personalism, suffering is necessary to liberation.
18 (28). Christianity goes beyond the idealization (or 'personification') of ideal values to tell of the 
sinfulness of man and the divine principle within.
19-21 (29-30). A human is a being who transcends himself by relating to God, to other people, to 
supreme values, and to the "interior existence of the world." Such "transcension" occurs often through a 
personal cataclysm.
22-25 (31-32). Personality encompasses spirit, soul, and body. The body is pervaded by the soul. The 
spirit gives form to the personality, to the soul, and to the body. The form of the body, especially in the 
face, is the entrance of personality into the world process. The body is such an important dimension of 
the personality that the body should be regarded as having dignity and a right to a truly human existence. 
"The most shocking encroachments on upersonality are in the first place encroachments upon the body."
26-28 (32-35). Distinguish personality from the conceptions in other philosophies, whose advances are 
noted: Kant taught freedom from natural determination, that each one is an end in itself, not a mere 
means to be used for some further end. The etymology of persona (theater mask) and the notion of a 
substratum are misleading. "It might be said that awareness of God as personality preceded the 
awareness of man as personality." Misconceptions from mysticism to communism are rooted in 
capitalist society.
29-35 (35-37). Personality is distinguished from individuality: the individual is involved in material and 
worldly totalities, e.g., within the family, the individual is the child of one's parents; within the state, the 
individual is a citizen. Personality includes individuality, but also, since personality comes from God 
and is a citizen of the Kingdom of God, personality is the spiritual revolution against being dominated 
merely by worldly totalities.
36-43 (pages 37.3-42.1). Personality requires a relation to "suprapersonal" values, but that cannot mean 
subjection to "higher" Platonic universals [essences, forms], to the nation, to human brotherhood, or to 
an objective "God" of dogmatic theology. God exists not as a necessary being but "as an existential 
contact and meeting, as the process of transcension, and in that meeting God is personality." "All 
personality is an end in itself" [as Kant had said about rational deciders].
            Universals [essences, forms] are not prior to singular realities, as in Platonism. Nor are they mere 
abstractions constructed on the basis of singulars. Nominalism, the doctrine that the only entities that 
truly exist are singular entities (this table, this tree), and "universals" are simply terms or names 
(nomina) that may be useful; this medieval view associated with the 14th century English philosopher 
William of Occam influenced Martin Luther. It was developed as empiricism by Hume and James. For 
NB, universals are in the things themselves [the view of Aristotle and Thomas], most especially, in 
personality. God is neither singular nor universal; such terms pertain to the realm of things, not to 
personality.
44-52 (42-47). NB exalts the single personality over what is common--"society, the nation, the state, a 
abstract idea, abstract goodness, moral and logical law" (43)--and over the community (including the 
religious community: the socialization of religion "distorts the spirit, subordinates the infinite to the 
finite, makes the relative absolute, and leads away from the sources of revelation, from living spiritual 
experience" [a class of experiences recognized in James's but probably not in Hume's empiricist concept 
of experience] (47). Nevertheless, there is no encouragement here for egocentrism, since man is the 
contradiction that can only be expressed in symbol: divine-humanity (no, not like the unique Jesus, but 
bearing within himself the spiritual principle, the image of God).
53-66 (47-55). The grandeur of genuine character achievement . . . arises through victory in the decisive 
and personally unique struggle for self-mastery. In order to integrate personality, one needs a sense of 
vocation, putting one's gifts to creative use.
            Along with Nietzsche (whose philosophy "destroys personality"), NB celebrates a certain kind of 
asceticism, not slavish self-denial, but revolt against submission to all that is merely worldly within us 
and outside of us.
            It takes imagination to regard God as personality; it takes imagination to regard each human 
being as a personality. There can be no personality without the capacity for suffering. Plato [at least 
partly misinterpreted here] posited an absolute One removed from relation to the many. Aristotle had 
thought to exalt God by removing him from contact with imperfection; Thomas spoke of God as "pure 
actuality" with no potential for receptivity, suffering. With atheism NB rejects an abstract God. "God 
shares in the sufferings of men. God yearns for His other, for responsive love" (51).
            A human personality must deal not only with fear in the face of finite threats but also with 
anxiety in the face of the infinite abyss. Man experiences yearning; he is a stranger in this world. Sexual 
"union" (NB elsewhere expands on Aristophanes' story of seeking for one's complement from the 
Symposium) cannot fully quench our desire for the transcendent. Death is a leap over the abyss, "my 
disappearing to the world, and the world's disappearing to me" into a resurrected life in which "the spirit 
becomes the controlling power of the constitution of man as soul and body" (54). Immortal life is had 
through Christ, though it is not dependent upon belief in Christ.
67-77 (55-59). Personality involves both dimensions of love--(1) rapturous, preferential, ascending, 
idealistic eros, oriented to beauty, the supreme good, and divine perfection, and (2) compassionate, self-
forgetting (not asking mutuality), sacrificial, descending, agape (caritas) offered to persons regardless of 
whether or not one is attracted to them. Both types of love have conceived impersonally. Each type of 
love, taken in isolation from each other, may be deformed: eros becomes "demoniacal and destructive"; 
agape becomes a rhetorical, condescending, covertly self-seeking, merit-acquiring display of "good 
works."
            For the unique genius ("geniality") of one's personality to shine, one must embrace choice, 
conflict, moving beyond social routine, an abstract "common good," beyond falling under "sway of the 
will to power [Nietzsche's primal motive in all existence], of money, of the thirst for pleasure, glory, etc." 
 
A systematization of Nikolai Berdiaev, Slavery and Freedom (Charles Scribners, 1944), chapter 1, 
Personality. 
Note: Berdiaev is not a systematic writer. The categories and the sequencing within the categories reflect 
the instructor's thought, not the author's. I have underlined the themes especially emphasized by 
Berdiaev.
 
Features of personality
unique (21; 22.2)
not classifiable (48.6-i.e., if classification is done, personality is being missed)
changeless in the presence of change (22.4; 23.2--it is the same person who was once younger)
mystery (27.2--never fully predictable or thoroughly comprehensible)
microcosm (21); discloses a universe in itself (36.2)
different from the elements and processes of the world (21)
greater than society (26.2)
open to infinity (22)
the two-fold nature of man, God-like, and animal-like (20; 27.2; 45.1)
there is a spiritual reality within man, the image of God (28.2)
personality comes from God, not from biological parents (36.1)
includes thinking, willing, feeling, activity (24-25); the unconscious (40.2)
not the same as soul (30.3)
what is non-personal is antithetical to personality (46.3, an existentialist idea)
a subject, not an object among other objects (26)
potentially (42.3) indestructible (23.3)
cannot be collective (27.3; 41.2-3)
the form of the body (31-2
the face expresses the person (31.2, a leading theme for Emmanuel Levinas)
 
Relation to other personality (42.3; note: Buber and Levinas begin with relation)
historically, awareness of divine personality preceded awareness of human personality (33)
relation to God (26; 30; 40.2; 44.3)
presupposes a higher level toward which personality strives (39.2-3; 44.3)
love is comprehended as ascending eros and descending agape (55.2)
God yearns for responsive love (51.2); sex is a yearning (53) [that cannot be humanly fulfilled]
divine humanity: God became man and exalted man to heaven (28.2)
the suffering God is the only basis for theodicy (51.1); God is not being but spirit, freedom, activity 
(51.3)
 
Personality growth
develops unity (48.2) and wholeness (23.2)
self-transcendence (29.2; 31.1)
the spirit unifies (32.2)
asceticism (49.1; along with Nietzsche, rejects much conventional Christian practice,
but values self-mastery)
the greatness of character is the victory of the spirit, the ascendancy of the spiritual over the material in 
human personality (47.3)
greater than genius, beauty, and goodness (29.1,3)
 
Ethics
end in itself (39.3)
freedom is a duty not a right (48.2)
personality transcends universal obligations (29.2, joining Kierkegaard’s protest against Hegel)
not an individual understood through material or social scientific categories, (35.2)
not a part of some larger totality 21
 
 

Features in N. Berdaiev’s writing typical of many "existentialist" philosophers
- Insists that categories pertaining to things not be predicated of humanity.
- Militant opposition to whatever does not align with the truth of [personality]. There is little or no 
tendency to harmonize, integrate, make peace, since the other is the enemy of humanity. "Man's 
difficulty is rooted in the fact that there is no correlation and identity between the inward and the 
outward, no direct and adequate expression of the one in the other" (46).
- Radically exalts the single personality above the social system.
- Intellect is not what is highest in us; the will reveals who we are more deeply.
- Themes such as anxiety and love and death and suffering are at the center of a writer's focus.
- Writing is done with passion rather than by means of careful argument.
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The Path of Thinking in 

"The Question Concerning Technology"

by Martin Heidegger (1889-1976)

[I.  From the question about technology to the “obvious” answer about instruments and human action, to 
the four causes, to the ancient Greek concept of “bringing forth,” to the theme of truth.]

            The essay opens by awakening the question of technology and alerting us to the fact that we are 
going to pursue a path in answering it.  [The question unfolds as a sequence of questions, each of which 
launches a response, after which further questions probe the matter further.]

The first point is that we will ask about the essence of technology, what it is.

This is a question to which two answers are commonly given, answers that have a certain obvious 
correctness: that technology is a means to an end (the instrumental component) and a human activity 
(the anthropological component of the answer).

            But saying something with a certain obvious correctness is not the same as to give the truth.  But 
we “must seek the true by means of the correct”; . . . so we ask: “What is the instrumental itself?” (313).

            Talk of a means to an end leads directly to the topic of causation, and to Aristotle’s doctrine of 
four causes.  Heidegger takes as an example a silver chalice used in a “sacrificial rite” in order first to 
articulate a somewhat conventional understanding of the four causes.  Then a series of questions (316.1) 
pivots into a deeper account of what MH calls an originally Greek understanding of the bringing forth of 
the chalice.

Our initial inquiry into technology led us to a definition that today seems obvious; pursuing that 
definition led into an account of poetic, artistic handicraft.  There follow questions about bringing-forth 
(317), leading to the topic of truth (unconcealment).

  

[II.  From technology as a way of revealing to modern technology as “challenging” things so they come 
to be taken as “standing reserve,” involving man in “enframing.”]

            The double space between paragraphs (318) indicates a major structural division, signaled by the 
ironic question “But where have we strayed to?” [similar to the pivot in Platonic dialogues where the 
interlocutor falls into aporia, being lost or confused, “way-lessness”).  The question at this point is about 
the connection between technology and truth.  “Technology is a way of revealing.”  With this statement, 
we are decisively beyond the “correct” observation taken at the outset about technology as a means.  
MH takes the strangeness of this result as an occasion for renewing more urgently the question of 
technology, referring to Greek etymology and to the understanding of techne by Plato and Aristotle.

            Then comes the transition to modern technology (319), which does not bring-forth poetically but 
reveals by challenging/demanding/extracting/setting-upon/wresting (320) so as, finally, to reveal 
everything as standing-reserve (322; note 322-23 missing in the packet; you need to refer to the copy 
given in class).

            We come to another question: “Who accomplishes the challenging . . .?” (323).  The 
anthropological part of our initial, “obviously correct” observation about technology now comes into 
play [deconstruction, to use a later term].  But man himself is “challenged” [imposed upon] to suit, say, 
the production requirements of the market.  Thus the question deepens: “Where and how does this 
revealing happen if it is no mere handiwork of man?” (324)  Now we are ready for a central realization.  
Man is brought into the unconcealed, not as a “mere human doing” (324).  We are gathered by an 
“enframing” (Ge-stell) which reveals man, too, as standing-reserve (in other words, as raw materials, 
“human resources” to be organized, manipulated, exploited, managed).

            MH goes on to clarify enframing as the essence of modern technology.  The anthropological 
interpretation of technology is overturned, because its essence is not itself a work of man.  MH discerns 
that essence rising before the great age of modern machines in the drive to reveal nature as calculable in 
early modern physics, when the drive to use science reform the environment was in its early stages (326-
27).

  

[III.  Turning to the essence of enframing as the greatest danger we find that which essentially unfolds 
and endures; there we find saving power (if we can abide in heeding it), whose rise art may foster.]

            Another double space signifies a major transition.  MH restates his project and conclusion and 
renews the question by asking what enframing itself is (328).  Unfolding with the implications of the 
German words in which his inquiry is proceeding, MH portrays man as caught up [my term] in 
enframing, as something that is coming down [my slang] in our historical age.  Enframing is something 
sent as a destiny, not something produced by man (330).  But enframing comes with a danger—the 
greatest danger—that man will get so caught up in it as to lose sight of himself as the one to whom truth 
is disclosed and entrusted.  Even the spiritual realm can come to be regarded as standing-reserve (331) 
[Does this happen in pragmatism?].  Thus the very essence of truth gets covered up (333).  Being saved 
from this danger comes inquiring into the essence of technology.

            The next turn of the question is this: What is the sense of essence here? (334)  Not simply the 
generality of a term that merely includes the items that exemplify it, but the way a thing is, comes into 
being and unfolds (335).  What remains?  “Only what is granted endures. [In German, this is almost true 
in virtue of the meanings of the words taken unconventionally.]   What endures originally out of the 
Dawn is what grants” (336).  [What is the relation between such writing and religion?]  For man simply 
to turn and realize the truth of “the innermost indestructible belongingness of man within granting” is 
already to see what is rising and may save us from merely compulsively getting caught up in enframing.

            Everything depends upon our pondering over and watching over the rising of the saving power 
(337), which, to save, must be “of a higher essence” than man and akin (related) to man (339).  [Is such 
thinking precisely the spiritual path for thoughtful people who can no longer accept religion?  Or is it a 
way that complements religion beautifully?  Or is it a deceptive substitute for genuine, religious 
spirituality?  Or is it just confusing?]

            Final question: whether there is another [kind of] revealing that can help us?  In ancient Greece, 
when art was techne, poetry was revelatory.  Hölderlin (early 19th century German poet) (in a poem) 
writes “ . . . poetically man dwells on earth” (340).  It could be that art can foster the growth of saving 
power, being akin to and radically different from the essence of technology.  But now the essence of art 
(whose essential unfolding we no longer “guard and preserve”) becomes more mysterious.  Our 
questioning expands and deepens.  “The closer we come to the danger, the more brightly do the ways 
into the saving power begin to shine and the more questioning we become.  For questioning is the piety 
of thought” (341).

 

Glossary

Aitia (Greek): cause (conventionally translated); for MH the deeper ancient Greek understanding is that 
which is responsible for something.

Aletheia (Greek): truth, as unconcealment, namely when something is disclosed as . . . whatever it is 
shown to be.  The idea is that there is always also concealment, that unconcealment is never total, so 
mystery remains (albeit obscured in the age of modern technology).  We miss the unconcealed by 
forgetfulness, covering up, deception, following ordinary opinion or the views of “leaders” pass without 
caring to let the thing itself appear, without asking openly: what is it?  To reveal, disclose, let come forth 
as unconcealed, unhidden, is essential to our being human.  Alethuein: to unconceal (319)

            Apophainesthai, to bring forward into appearance, to manifest.

Bringing forth: 317 whether natural or through craft or art (poetry, painting, sculpture, etc.), leading to a 
manifestation or a completion so that what is appears.

            Cause.  Aristotle’s four causes have become so traditional that they are named here mostly in 
Latin, not Greek (though the Latin understanding did not preserve the fresh depth of ancient Greek 
thinking): Causa materialis, the material cause (Greek, hyle), what the thing is made of; causa formalis, 
the form or formal cause; causa efficiens, the “efficient cause”—what makes it happen, the parent(s) of 
the offspring, the cue ball’s striking the billiard ball and making it move, the silversmith.  Causa finalis, 
final cause, the end (telos) or purpose, becomes for MH the (finite) destiny into which the all the 
“factors” responsible draw the thing.

Challenge: to demand from someone or something; to press someone or something, to push it, perhaps 
to distort it or risk distorting it to do or provide something, that may compromise its essence (see 320.2)

            Eidos: Plato’s concept understood not as abstract generality but as the whatness of a thing 
manifesting itself, its way of being what it is (325).

Enframing: the imposition on man that gets us caught up in treating everything, perhaps including 
ourselves, as standing reserve (324).

Essence: not a mere abstract general term, but the way a thing unfolds (see 335)

            Essentia (Latin) essence

            Hold sway: to prevail, even dominate

            Ge-stell: enframing (see above)

Legein (Greek): the verb whose noun is logos : speech, reason, discourse; for MH, gathering

Physis (Greek): nature (as process, natural bringing forth)

Poesis (Greek): making, a human bringing forth.  Note that MH radically distinguishes this type of 
human activity, illustrated by the silversmith, from modern technology.

Presencing: becoming (essentially) present

            Propriate: to happen in a way proper to itself.

            Quid—(Latin) what.  Quidditas, whatness.

            Set upon; “challenge” in the sense noted above.  It implies a seizing, a transformation of 
something into a resource to supply the “needs” of our will to power.

            Standing reserve: things in general taken simply as resources for human manipulation; see esp. p. 
322.

Techne (Greek): craft, art, skill, technique (the original, not the modern)



Veritas (Latin): truth 
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Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995)

    Notes by Jeffrey Wattles on articles by Levinas, "God and Philosophy," "Meaning and Sense," 
"Beyond Intentionality"; plus selections from Totality and Infinity.

God and Philosophy (1975)

The Priority of Philosophical Discourse and Ontology

This is a priority that is assumed in Western philosophy, which reduces God to whatever can be 
estimated from a perspective where there is nothing higher than ontology.

1.  “The philosophical discourse of the West claims the amplitude of an all-encompassing structure or of 
an ultimate comprehension.  It compels every other discourse to justify itself before philosophy.”  
Descartes did this with physics; does Heidegger do the same with theology?

2.  “The dignity of being the ultimate and royal discourse belongs to Western philosophy because of the 
strict coinciding of thought, in which philosophy resides, and the idea of reality in which this thought 
thinks.”  Remember (1) Parmenides: “It is the same, namely thinking and being” (celebrated by 
Heidegger); (2) Hegel’s line identifying the real and the rational, referred to at 147-48; (3) Husserl’s 
explication of acts of consciousness in terms of the strict correlation of kinds of subjective act and kinds 
of object.  Let’s give an example from Hegel of the “sameness” of mind and reality: physics discovers 
that the truth of matter is expressed in equations, but these are precisely the articulations of mind.  To 
understand something is to discover that its essence is a concept.  Note that EL is ranging MH with the 
side of mainstream Western tradition.

3.  MH’s move is implicitly referred to in the opening sentences.  EL’s main affirmation is this: “The 
God of the Bible signifies the beyond being, transcendence.  It is not by chance that the history of 
Western philosophy has been a destruction of transcendence.”  The two great exceptions to this 
destruction for EL are (1) Plato’s remark about the good as “beyond being” (epikeina tes ousias, Rep. 
509 B) since the good illumines knowledge and gives reality to the forms that cognition grasps and (2) 
Descartes’ Third Meditation. 4.  From a rationalist standpoint, what does not situate itself in the plane of 
knowledge is of lesser status; for example, “opinion or faith” is taken in the Platonic sense (doxa, pistis) 
of a guess (I think this is the right road), a belief about something where a knowledge is possible that 
makes opinion obsolete.  Faith, then, is comprehended within Western philosophy as a lack of 
knowledge of a being, and the same ontology that yields the god of the philosophers still prevails.  EL 
will not stand on faith.

 

The Priority of Ontology and Immanence

5.  What knowledge grasps in its clarity and comprehension is ipso facto brought within the sphere of 
immanence.  What is transcendent remains, by definition, beyond comprehension.  But we are awakened 
by the Infinite, the other, breaking in upon our immanence.  In the West, “spirit is taken to be 
coextensive with knowing.”  After Socrates’ clear expression of the indwelling spirit as a trans-
philosophic voice/sign, Plato and his successors identified the (highest) divine gift to humans with 
reason, and this interpretation of spirit culminates in Hegel.  In French and German, the same words are 
used for mind and spirit (esprit, Geist).  The knower is haunted, kept vigilantly awake, by the inbreaking 
(actual or potential) of Infinity, transcendence, the other, that which has not been brought into the circle 
of immanence, that which is comprehended, that which has been verified as the same as knowledge.

6.  Consciousness sustains immanence by the activity of the transcendental unity of apperception (Kant’s 
term) which synthesizes (Kant’s term) or gathers (Heidegger’s term) data from whatever awakened it.  
Thus consciousness re-interiorizes exteriority and returns to itself.  The transcendent has been 
reintegrated within the same.  “Apperception” in Husserl implies perceiving something as more than 
what one immediately grasps.  

The “transcendental idealism” referred to here includes Husserl, for whom the transcendental ego—a 
unifying, synthetic function operative in every conscious act—enables us to recognize whatever we 
recognize—trees, chairs, others (including God?).  Kant and Husserl are very close.  Whenever we 
recognize a tree as a tree, we are coordinating diverse inputs in the mind; we associate overlapping 
experiences as being of the same object; we understand the very idea of an object in the world with the 
possibility that we and others can experience it and refer to the same thing over time.  We are 
continually active updating our grasp of the world so as to have a comparatively unified sense of things.  
This is what mind does.  The account of consciousness at the top of p. 134 represents Husserl.

7.  Axiological and practical strata remain within experience; note their foundedness on representation, 
on immanence.  For example: I see a tree (a representation (Kant’s term).  The tree is beautiful, 
refreshing, with leaves dancing in the wind (the axiological, or valuational or evaluative dimension of 
the experience).  In fact I decide to make take one of its broad leaves to use as an umbrella in the rain 
(the practical stratum).  Enjoyment of value and actions under the governance of goodness do not carry 
me beyond the realm of immanence, remain rooted in the representations that are the fabric of my 
knowing.

8.  Affectivity here is a tendency toward satisfaction; but another kind of affectivity is possible, oriented 
toward transcendence.

9.  Religious experience is in the same boat; its discourse is a language made up of propositions bearing 
on a theme, referring to a disclosure, a manifestation of presence (Heidegger’s terms).  Is there a 
discourse that works otherwise?   (Cf. EL’s note 7.  “The notion of experience is inseparable from the 
unity of presence, or simultaneity.”) 

 

The Idea of the Infinite

10.  The merit of Descartes’s Third Meditation is to acknowledge a cogitatum (object of thinking) that 
transcends, encompasses, contains, includes the cogitatio (act of thinking).  This inverts the rationalist 
tendency for thought to comprehend, include, contain its object.  Intentionality (Husserl’s term) and 
letting be (Heidegger’s term) remain within the Western mainstream.  The Infinite is not-finite (which I 
am) and in me.

11.  The implanting of this idea in the mind involves a radical passivity, trauma, an ancient signification 
outside the rememberable past (even though for Plato the highest truth is gained through anamnesis, 
recollection, and even though for Husserl the past can only be what once flowed through the present).  

 

Divine Comedy

12.  The negation of the Infinite is subjectivity; the difference between the Infinite and the finite is 
behind intentionality.  Here subject is broken into prior to the drive toward the goals of theology.  The 
Infinite arrives before the finite can prepare itself to welcome and love—and that’s the trauma.

13.  The idea of Infinity, beyond comprehension, engenders a desire that is unsatisfiable, beyond 
interestedness (in which there is a correlation between subjective appetite and the satisfaction in which it 
is interested).  It is a desire for the Good which is beyond being.  (Note that the italics at the end of the 
word highlight the term esse with which many French words terminate that have “interest” as their root.  
The implication is that to be interested in something remains in the realm of being.)

14.  The idea of the Infinite takes love beyond complacence (pleasure, gratification).  The Desirable or 
God necessarily transcends Desire as what is Holy . . . which refers us to the undesirable other.  In the 
Holy there is a he in the You.  The Holy is different from every neighbor.  It is transcendent to the point 
of absence . . . so much so that one may confuse its absence with the stirring of the there is (il y a—the 
German, es gibt , literally it gives is one of Heidegger’s favorite phrases, expressing Being’s generous 
gesture—recall Plato’s Good that illumines the mind and gives reality to being.  This is a divine 
comedy . . . except when facing the neighbor.

 

Phenomenology and Transcendence 

(It seems that phenomenology here is being carried beyond the Husserlian limits previously 
characterized, an extension that Janicaud will criticize in the second part of his essay.)

15.  It is possible to explicate the ethical significance of transcendence in terms of responsibility for the 
other, for all others, a measureless responsibility making us hostage to the others’ needs, preparing us to 
substitute for the other (taking his punishment).  Prior to religious experience, and prior to brotherhood, 
both the brotherhood of blood (the sons of Adam and Eve showed what that is worth: Cain slew Abel) 
and brotherhood generally which is founded on responsibility, not the other way around.  (Endnote 1 
refers to “Israel’s universal vocation which the state of Zion ought to serve only, to make possible a 
discourse addressed to all men in their human dignity, so as then to be able to answer for all men, our 
neighbors.”)  (Endnote 22: “It is the meaning of the beyond, of transcendence, and not ethics, that our 
study is pursuing.  It finds this meaning in ethics.  There is signification, for ethics is structured as the-
one-for-the-other; there is signification of the beyond being, for one finds oneself outside of all finality 
in a responsibility which ever increases, in a dis-interestedness where a being undoes itself of its being.”

16.  The most extreme subjection to the other as one who is guilty leads to a total emptying of the self 
(cf. kenosis, a New Testament idea of Christ’s having abandoned heavenly glory to serve here below).  
All this is neither an experience nor a proof of the Infinite.

17.  The excess of the hyperbolic demand arising in the face of the other is saying, making signs to the 
other, signifying the very giving of signs, opening me to the other.  “Here am I” (in French, me voici 
where the I is in the accusative or objective case, as the one answerable to and seen by the other); this is 
the standard Biblical reply to being called.  It is the first religious discourse, sober, without mystery 
(evasion).  The saying precedes the said.  The Infinite speaks through me; only its testimony is pure.  

 

Prophetic Signification

18.  Prophetic signification is from the Infinite in relation to the finite; it is pure, prior to disclosure, 
refusing objectification and dialogue.  It orders.

19.  Philosophy has repressed the other.  It is necessary to interrupt the unity of philosophy’s discourse 
and the talk of proofs of God and experiences of God with an alternate rhythm of the Infinite.

 

Meaning and Sense (1964)

 

1.  Meaning and receptivity.  There are two classic theories: (1) for Plato and Husserl perception 
involves an intuition of object-meanings; (2) for Heidegger the simpliect [object] requires being as its 
horizon--being, namely, which is gathered--with no privilege accorded to what others regard as the 
alleged sensory "basis" of metaphoric language.  ["Gathered" is Heidegger's word for the synthesis 
(Kant) that brings together what is in the background or margin (Husserl) of any object of 
consciousness].

2.  Meaning, totality, cultural gesture.  Meaning is an affair of invoking variously (it need not be through 
language--a gesture suffices) a cultural world or totality.  The body provides the sense of Being that is 
presupposed as the background on that basis of which intellectual recognition can occur.

3.  The antiplatonism of contemporary philosophy of meaning.  If meaning arises (only) through each 
cultural, Being-and-world-gathering act, there is no eternal perspective for us; there are no colonizing 
hierarchies of insight.  This multivocal condition is atheism.

4.  The "economic" meaning.  The attempt founders to reduce the cultural play of meanings to a basic 
meaning, a function of the values univocally determined by human need.  But human needs are always 
also culturally expressive.  (Note nationalism as need, too.)  And the drive for unified, fulfilled society 
presupposes (as in Plato's Republic) something that transcends need.

5.  The unique sense.  Pluralism is incoherent, since it can't help presupposing or needing a Source of 
sense.  But the (western) traditional Source of sense was the no longer credible and still economic 
religion of a supernatural God of miracles.  The analysis of sense must yield the notion of God that sense 
harbors.

6.  Sense and work.  Sense arises from orientation toward an Other--as seen in the noble work done in 
1941, work done without getting anything in return, without triumph, without eternal life, work done on 
behalf of a future beyond my death.

7.  Sense and ethics.  There is desire beyond need, a relation to the Other--who is both (1) understood 
hermeneutically (in the customary ways of interpreting) and (2) functions to orient meaning.  The 
relation to the other is neither engulfed in the reflective pretentions of philosophy's self-consciousness 
nor solicited in a naive-spontaneous way by the need for "God."

8.  Beyond culture.  Plato mistakenly thought mind could rise above culture and grasp eternal truth, but 
retained the potential for tyranny.  Nevertheless, finding the abstract man in each man, he paved the way 
for a new moral Platonism, capable of judging cultures. 

9.  The trace.  The face is a visitation (not an effect, not a sign--both of which are intramundane).  The 
other is the trace of Him, of illeity--absolutely past, absolutely transcendent, not the (Husserlian) 
correlate of any intention. . . beyond iconography [cf. Hegel's critique of representation as picture-
thinking].  "The revealed God of our Judeo-Christian spirituality."  Thence being has a sense (not a 
finality; there is no end.  True happiness attends desire which is not extinguished in happiness.

 
 

 

Beyond Intentionality

 

1.  Does thought have meaning only through knowledge of the world?  (No.)  

2.  For Husserl et al the “bestowal of sense” (Sinngebung) is produced in a thought.  One can thus grasp, 
in filled intentions, the leibhaft (“bodily”) presence of things and the themes of categorial intuition.  The 
past is displayed on a continuum with the present.  

3.  But perhaps the “potential surplus” of the world is to be sought in an immemorial past of creation, 
inaccessible to knowledge and representation.  Selves would “simply remain separated” “unless . . . their 
gathering together be . . . proximity, face-to-face and society” (534).  

            “Before any particular expression –and under every particular expression—there lies an extreme 
rectitude; a point-blank rectitude, perhaps the ethical source and the “latent birth” of geometrical 
straightness . . . ” (535).  [Do we sense this?  How?]  

The face of the Other reveals his exposure to death, “to the mystery of death, to the never to be resolved 
alternative between Being and not Being . . . a mystery extending beyond the unknown” (535).  [What is 
EL getting at here?]

            It’s not about the merely intentional-constructed “mythological other-world” (535).

            A relation across an unbridgeable abyss gives rise to ethical thinking or human fraternity (535-
36).  “I am responsible for others whether or not we share a common present” (536).  

            Heidegger’s concept of authenticity is rooted in allegiance to what is truly and always mine, 
calling me out of everyday being-with (Mitsein).  “Fraternity, accusation and my responsibility come 
before any contemporaneousness, any freedom in myself, out of an immemorial-non-representable-
past” [of creation] (536).  “Is the way in which the stranger thrusts himself upon me not the very manner 
in which a God who loved the stranger and who put me into question by summoning me would “enter on 
the scene”?” (536).  

The face signifies to God . . . [and] to God-in-me (537).  

The negation implied in the word infinite (not-finite) involves responsibility and “the interweaving of 
the Infinite with the finite: the In of Iinfinite signifies at one and the same time, the not of the Infinite, 
the transcendence of the finite, and the overflow of the Infinite in the finite” (538).

“God inseparable from the face of the other man” (538): There might be “more revelation of God in 
greeting the travelers than in the tete-a-tete with the Eternal” (539).

 
 

Selections from Totality and Infinity 

in PR, 515ff., tr. Alfonso Lingis

1.  Infinity and the face

The face is not a thing.  The one to whom we speak transcends our common genus/species and also 
transcends any theme we could constitute in what is said about/to the Other.

The face is not constituted by the I but emanates from the Other, putting the Same (EL’s term for the 
self) in question.

            Infinity is not something beyond an already-given finite, but what calls the same to freedom and 
responsibility, thus uncovering its limits and thus its finitude.

2.  Ethics and the face

            The face expresses the Other beyond enjoyment and knowledge, a non-neutralizable “Do not 
commit murder” that confronts us with its Height and vulnerability (e.g., to starvation).  The ethical 
founds the true, the universality of reason.  The ethical is not beautiful, enchanting, lyrical, romantic.  
“Expression does not radiate as a splendor that spreads unbeknown to the radiating being—which is 
perhaps the definition of beauty” (519).  “The gravity of ineluctable being freezes all laughter” (519).

3.  Reason and the face

            Prior to interpretation (or maieutics [Socratic midwifery, as viewed by Kierkegaard]) and prior to 
the discrimination of the true from the false is the expressive face, neither action nor value [cf. 
Heidegger’s critique of value as anthropocentric and merely gratifying].  The face can be distorted by 
mysticism and [aestheticism].  One may also welcome the Other in peace, respecting alterity, 
recognizing the infinite, founding (with Descartes) universal reason.

4.  Discourse founds signification

            In signification I express a meaning to someone; the Other is thus the first condition of meaning.  
Signification—qua the face-to-face—makes possible (the communication of) meaning, whose origin 
cannot properly be thought as an interior (perhaps bodily—Merleau-Ponty)  pre-linguistic synthesis to 
be imparted to another.  Reason requires social plurality and separation; reason does not, as in Hegel, 
overcome alterity.

            “The idea of infinity in consciousness is an overflowing of a consciousness whose incarnation 
offers new powers to a soul no longer paralytic—powers of welcome, of gift, of full hands, of 
hospitality.” (523)

5.  Language and objectivity

            Husserl (who portrayed the constitution of the Other and of infinity) did not get as far as 
Descartes, who realized the priority of infinity and beauty.  Objectivity involves space in the sense of 
distancing from one’s own self-possession (in order to express to another, to give what I think I’ve 
found and understood) by a linguistic offer to the Other.  Time is the potential distance of the infinite in 
oneself from one’s own existence.
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Jacques Derrida

This document contains the following items pertaining to writings of Jacques Derrida.  After the first 
notes by Donald Morse, all the others are by Jeffrey Wattles

Notes on “Structure, Sign, and Play” (first set)

Notes on “Structure, Sign, and Play” (second set)

Notes on “Violence and Metaphysics”

Notes on "The Politics of Friendship"

Notes on “A Word of Welcome"

 

Notes on “Structure, Sign, and Play”

by Donald Morse (a graduate student contribution to the 1997 Kent State University course, 
Phenomenology and Beyond).

Overview

1.  As the title indicates, this essay is about the social sciences—about “Structure, Sign and Play in the 
Discourse of the Human Sciences.”

2.  To understand  the essay, it is helpful to know where Derrida is going, what he’s up to.

3.  Grossly speaking, I would say the essay is about the fall of metaphysics—about the disbelief in all 
secure intellectual and moral foundations.  In any system of thought, play (or contingency) replaces 
certainty and coherence.  All meaning getes transformed into discourse, the continual play of 
signification in which signs only point to more signs, never to things, beings, presences, or other 
landmarks of security.

As Derrida will say at the end of the essay, living with the desire for metaphysics AND at the same time 
sensing the impossibility of metaphysics defines the paradoxical situation and field of the social sciences.

  That’s what I think this essay is up to:

(1)  It charts the rise of the “incredulity toward all metanarratives,” as Lyotard says, showing in 
what way cherished values of the West have been irrevocably altered; and 

(2)   it points, via Levi-Strauss, to the possibility of a new discourse and a new capacity for dealing 
with the demise of metaphysics.

            The social sciences reflect the Western situation; stuck between a desire for foundations and the 
realization of the necessity of anti-foundationalism but the social sciences also offer at least the 
suggestion of a new discourse for modernity.   The essay charts both cases: the demise and the future 
possibility.

KEY TERMS

4.  Fleshing out some key terms may aid in understanding the essay.

By “structure” I take it Derrida means an intellectual edifice or philosophical system of ideas, a kind of 
discourse in which all elements are defined by their relation to one another and given meaning by the 
position they occupy in the system’s total arrangement.

Ex. The constitution of the United States, Husserlian p henomenology, or Christian cosmology.

            Each lends meaning and support to experiences within the system by defining experience in 
relation to a definite, structured pattern.

A center is that part of a structure which focuses and organizes the entire system.

            One good example is Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover: the UM does not itself move but it 
nonetheless guides and maintains the motion or animation of the entire ordered cosmos.  Whatever 
accidents or mutations may occur, the unmoved mover provides unshakable stability to the Aristotelian 
cosmology.

            Derrida’s claim is that the West has been—and in part still iss—obsessed with the search for a 
center.  And, again, the center’s function is to supply a foundation which coheres the system and limits 
the amount and degree of arbitrariness or play in “the total form.”  The center designates an invariable 
presence.

Play is simply any shift in the structure, any unplanned, unordered event.  Deviance, alteration, 
contingency, arbitrariness, perversion, spontaneity, mutation—all these are synonyms for play.  

            If the center mitigates and moderates play within the structure, it thereby provides the requisite 
coherence, organization, and stability for making the world appear to be ordered and intelligible.  

5.  “The center is not the center.”

--This phrase defines “the event” of the rupture which Derrida talks about in the first paragraph.

            Throughout the history of Western philosophy, the center (so Derrida asserts) was conceived as 
that safe, untouchable region which was immune to play.  It was immune to play but it also “permitted 
the play of its elements inside the total form” of a structure.  The center was seen to regulate play but 
also to avoid its effects.  

But to avoid its effects the center could not be conceived of as within the structure, for the structure is 
the scene of play, play that is allowed for and contained.  To not be influenced by the play which 
pervades a structure, the center had to be conceived of as “beyond” the structure, as “transcending” it.

But to regulate and guide the system, the center had also to be conceived of as within the system, as 
implicated within it, as a part of what the system is.  How else could it effect the system?

            This paradox gave rise to “the rupture” of the notion of the structure: it decentered the structure.  
“The center is  not the center,” as Derrida says.  This means that “the concept of centered structure . . . is 
contradictorily coherent” (p. 279).  That which had given security and certitude to Western thought, had 
provided the basis for the Western world, rests upon a contradiction and, more, cannot thereby attain the 
coherence it had striven for.  By its own standards, the concept of centered structurality critiques itself 
and falls prey to—play.  A center that is contradictory is no center.

The center itself results from play, and this realization defines the event of the internal disintegration of 
the concept of structure.  Play has become fundamental. 

6.  Precursors to and Exponents of Rupture

            Derrida mentions that Nietzsche, Freud, and Heidegger all contributed to “The event” of the 
rupture.

            Nietzsche critiqued metaphysics, finding it everywhere; he “substituted the concepts of play, 
interpretation, and sign “for the concepts of truth and Being.

            Freud critiqued consciousness, showing how the subject cannot amount to a secure center; it is 
not even known to itself. 

            And Heidegger called for the destruction of all metaphysics and the destruction of the 
“determination of Being as presence.”

            On interesting point here is that in each of their critiques of metaphysics and centered structures, 
these thinkers are bound to the very language of metaphysics.  This is because there is no language 
available to the West beside this kind of language.  This fact, that critics of metaphysics are caught in a 
circle, also defines the situation for the human sciences.  But as we shall see with this discourse of Levi-
Strauss, the human sciences also hint at a way somewhat to accept Nietzschean affirmation.

7.  Difference 

            To say that play has become fundamental is to say that all meaning has become discourse.  The 
center, which was supposed to be fixed, turned out to vary with different philosophical systems.  It could 
not be repeated in just the same way or as just the same thing.  

            Formerly signs pointed to the center and received their justification and stability therefrom.  But 
now that the center is seen as a kind of play, signs only point to more signs, “an indefinite chain of 
representations.”  A sign does not achieve anything but more signs.  One sign endlessly substitutes 
another sign and meaning is a kind of vertigo.  In terms of our course, the transcendental ego, say, 
provides no secure foundation, grants access to no apodictic certainty.  Rather it is a sign that points to 
other signs continuously.

            Difference, then, is this disparity between signs; it is the play of sign substitution in which one 
sign in any discourse always remains other than itself and points to another which is other than itself.  
Meaning always gets passed along and never attained.  More importantly, Difference is the condition of 
play which precedes and makes possible all sign production or use.  Difference means that no sign 
achieves what it signifies; it is the disruption of presence; nothing is ever made present; all sings declare 
an absence.

8.  The role of Levi-Strauss

            The role of Levi-Strauss in this essay is, I think, to epitomize the situation.  Levi-Strauss uses the 
language of metaphysics to criticize metaphysics. 

            “The language of metaphysics” is a language of oppositions, opposition between being and non-
being, truth and error, God and man, form and matter, subject and object, nature and culture. 

            Levi-Strauss focuses in particular on the nature-culture distinction.  In a system of thought which 
maintains this distinction, the distinction should hold for all cases, at least insofar as the system itself is 
consistent and fixed; the center should designate the same invariable presence.

            However, the opposition breaks down with the case of the prohibition of incest.  The prohibition 
of incest, which Levi-Strauss made an object of study, is both cultural (in the sense that it is subject to a 
norm of culture and is relative and particular) AND natural (in the sense of being universal and 
spontaneous).

            The incest prohibition thus disrupts or thwarts the dichotomy so crucial to a certain cosmology.  
The very center swallows itself up, at least for this system.

            The important point to note here is that the concept of centered structure does not meet its own 
requirements for being a centered structure. Derrida states that this means “language bears within itself 
the necessity of its own critique.”

            There are two ways to deal with this situation: (1) to step outside of philosophy, no longer to 
employ its discourse; and (2) “conserving all these old concepts within the domain of empirical 
discovery while here and there denouncing their limits” (p. 284).  That is to say, the second choice is to 
“preserve as an instrucment something whose value” is criticized.l

            Levi-Strauss takes the second way.  The bricoleur is a person who employs the concept of 
metaphysics to get something done while yet critiquing the limits and adequacy of those concepts.  He 
“uses the means at hand.”  

            Levi-Strauss thus studies other cultures, their myths, but realizes full well that his own discourse 
about myths is a kind of m ythology.  For it presupposes and requires concepts which break down, i.e., 
which are the result of a play as unavoidable as the play in the cultures whose myths he studies.

            The main point here is that Levi-Strauss offers a way to confront what is our situation anyway.  
That is, since we are stuck using the concepts of metaphysics while being also incapable of accepting 
them, we need a way to confront the situation.  Levi-Strauss suggests bricolage, not passing beyond 
philosophy but using philosophy to critique itself.

9.  Two interpretations of interpretation

            This position that Levi-Strauss offers is middle-ground.  It rests between two interpretations of 
interpretation, just as, for Derrida, the entire West does.  Taking a little from both interpretations, the 
West is not more of one than the other.

            Two interpretations of interpretation means two differing ways of confronting “the situation,” 
where “the situation” is also an interpretation, a play, a playful discourse—not a centered structure 
which true interpretation is necessary, not “true.”  

            One way of confronting the situation of the rupture of the concept of centered structure is to 
regret the rupture, to be sad and nostalgic and “live” the necessity of interpretation as an exile.”  Derrida 
equates this position or interpretation with Rousseau.  Its principal feature is that it considers the 
noncenter as a loss of center.  It would rather have the security and certainty of a fixed presence, a firm 
principle which accounts for all things and all variance, than accept the necessity of interpretation.  The 
second interpreration of interpretation is what Derrida calls Neitzschean affirmation.  Briefly put, 
Nietzsche said that truth was error—that all our cherished concepts of truth and certainty are merely lies 
the truth of which we are incapable of doubting because we desire that they be true.  Nietzschean 
affirmation, a kind of impossible request, would be the acceptance of this case. It would embrace the 
necessity of interpretation and not miss truth.  Its life would be fulfilled by play alone, by “the security 
of play.”  It would no longer need the security of a fixed purpose or all-embracing concept.,

            We cannot choose between the two.  We are the two, half-bricolage and half-engineer.  We are 
nostalgic for an abiding, all-embracing center as presence and as bricolage, we are capable of reveling in 
play.  Presently we cannot choose (choice would presuppose some common fixed ground from which to 
choose, but this is impossible given the interminable play and differences which separates any two 
positions or signs.

            “Here there is a kind of question.”  We cannot choose and yet half of us, the bricoleur, criticizes 
the other half with its own language.  Something new is in the making.  We still look away from what is 
being born.  Derrida’s suggestion is that we be aware of the condition and confront its monstrosity face 
to face.  And prepare for it.

 

            Jacques Derrida, "Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences," tr. Alan 
Bass, 278-293 in Writing and Difference (University of Chicago Press, 1978)

            Paragraph Summary Notes by Jeffrey Wattles (1997)

1.  An event--a rupture and a redoubling--has occurred in the concept of structure.

2.  Traditionally, structure has had a neutralizing or limiting point of presence, a fixed origin, a center 
whose function--to orient, balance, and organize--limited the play of the structure.

3.  The center--which contradictorily (expressing Desire) escapes the structure as the point where change 
is interdicted--masters anxiety (in play oneself is at stake) on behalf of an source or destiny, a full 
presence beyond play.

4.  This history of the concept of structure is . . . the history of the substitution of metaphors and 
metonomies expressing Being as presence: essence, existence, substance, subject, truth, 
transcendentality, consciousness, God, man, and so forth.

5.  Once it was realized that the center has never been originally present, it became necessary to think it 
as linguistic function: an infinite play of signifiers

6.  This re-[visioning] of structure may be seen in Nietzsche, Freud, and Heidegger, each of whom still 
retained, necessarily, the language of metaphysics; therefore there have been ongoing, mutually 
destructive commentaries.  

            There are two ways to erase the difference between signifier and signified: (1) the classic way, to 
reduce or derive the signifier, to submit the sign to thought [e.g., for Husserl, the word expresses the 
thought]; (2) JD way, by contrast, "putting into question the system in which the previous reduction 
functioned; first and foremost, the opposition between the sensible and the intelligible."

 

7.  Ethnology perhaps occupies a privileged place among the human sciences.  It arose as European 
dominance waned, and alongside the destruction of the history of metaphysics, but qua scientific 
discourse, it necessarily retains the presuppositions of the ethnocentrism it seeks to deconstruct . . . and 
can sustain vigilance regarding those historic metaphysical concepts.

8.  Levi=Strauss is here chosen, mostly for his criticism of the language used in the social sciences.

9.  From his first book, L-S uses and rejects the nature-culture

opposition: after defining the first as what is "universal and spontaneous" and the latter in terms of 
socially inculcated norms and laws, he points out that the incest prohibition is both.  As what can't be 
thought within the opposition of these concepts, the prohibition "precedes them, probably as the 
condition of their possibility."

10.  (the first indented paragraph on p. 284) Such study deconstituting the founding concepts of the 
history of philosophy exceeds facile attempts to go beyond philosophy.

11.  L-S uses as methodological tools concepts whose truth can no longer be affirmed . . . 

12.  . . . and persists in this double intention:

13.  on the one hand, he envisions an integration of sciences to be carried out by the exact natural 
sciences, "the reintegration of culture in nature and finally of life within the whole of its physico-
chemical conditions";

14.  on the other hand, he set forth methodological "bricolage"--to use whatever is at hand, eclectically, 
adapting, pluralistically.

15.  Actually, every discourse is bricolage: the bricoleur constructs the myth of the engineer (who 
allegedly sets up a self-constituting language); and thus the bricoleur is not radically different from the 
"engineer." 

 

16.  Transition to a second thread.

17.  L-S describes bricolage as mythopoetical.

18.  L-S's work reflects on its own language as abandoning "all reference to a center, to a subject, to a 
privileged reference, to an origin, or to an absolute archia.  Thus, from The Raw and the Cooked:

19.  1. The "key" myth is irregularly placed among neighboring ones (i.e., does not function in any 
central way)

20.  2. Myth is not centered/sourced, so mythology must not betray it by a centered discourse.  
Mythology "intended to ensure the reciprocal translatability of several myths."  The science here has no 
center, subject, author.  Myths are anonymous; the audience become silent performers.

21.  Thus ethnographic bricolage as explicitly mythopoetic makes the need for a center appear 
mythological, makes the need appear as an historical illusion.

22.  (the paragraph beginning at the bottom of p. 287)  There are risks.  What will distinguish a higher 
quality of mythopoesis?  This is an inevitable question which requires thematizing the relation of 
philosophy and myth, without which attempts to go beyond philosophy end up being merely bad 
philosophy--empiricism--and note L-S's consistent claim to be presenting empirical science, as proposals 
that can be revised by a more complete sampling of a totality of data which it is useless or impossible to 
require as prelude.

            But non-totalization can be determined from the standpoint of the concept of play--which field 
excludes totalization, since there is no center which arrests and grounds the variability of the structure.  
This is the movement of supplementarity--the sign that replaces the center is added as a surplus.  L-S: to 
sustain the required complementarity of signifier and signified you need a supplementary ration of 
signification.  Mana, for example, is "force and action, quality and state, noun and verb; abstract and 
concrete, omnipresent and localized."  Its function is to endow a signified with added content.

23.  (the paragraph beginning just below the middle of p. 290)  Such a term as mana opposes "the 
absence of signification without entailing by itself any particular signification."

24.  The overabundance of the signifier is the result of the necessary supplement to what is finite [and 
lacks a center].

25.  Therefore play is important in L-S.  Play is always also caught up in tension.

26.  (the paragraph beginning at the bottom of p. 290) . . . play is in tension [first,] with history, which 
has always been conceived as "a detour between two presences."  There is a risk of ahistoricism (a 
moment in the history of metaphysics): with new structures arising on account of change and in radical 
discontinuity, e.g., L-S on the origin of language--"born in one fell swoop."  

27.  (the first indented paragraph on 292)  There is also a tension between play and presence.  It is 
necessary to think the play of presence and absence radically--on the basis of play, not on the basis of 
presence (in spite of L-S's nostalgia for exemplary societies).

28.  There is an alternative: Nietzschean, affirmative, joyous, uncertain, play, surrendering to generic 
indetermination and the seminal adventure of the trace.

29.  There are two interpretations of interpretation: (1) deciphering a truth; (2) affirming play beyond 
man and humanism.

30.  These 2, finally irreconcilable interpretations of interpretation share the field of the social sciences.

31.  It seems trivial to talk of choosing between them, since their common field is not yet conceived.  
We are just in the beginning of the conception, formation, gestation, and labor to bring forth a 
monstrosity, as any new birth is, formless, mute, infant.

 

episteme: knowledge/system of thought

arche: origin/beginning/foundation/source

telos: end/ goal/destiny

metonomy: substitution

eidos: Plato's term: "form," essence

energia: "energy"/activation

ousia: essence/being

aletheia: truth

transcendentality: the realm of (for Kant) the conditions of    possible experience and knowing

physis: nature

nomos: law [culture]

techne: technique, skill, art, craft

factum: fact

bricolage: using whatever means are linguistically at hand, regardless of their truth

bricoleur: one who engages in bricolage

poesis: making/poetizing

mana: in the anthropology of religion, this is a term used for a magical sort of "substance" or quality, etc. 
held in special regard as sacred.

mythomorphic: having the form of myth

ratio: reason, ratio

phoneme: unit of sound, the minimum perceivable unit that can be associated with a difference of 
meaning in spoken language. 

signifier: a word that signifies or refers to something

signified: that to which a signifier refers.  JD's idea is that the signified is supposed to be, but never is, an 
anchor for reference, a solid Reality; in fact, it is simply another signifier, point on endlessly in the 
circling chain of signifiers.  The meaning of each "thing" is in terms of its reference to others in a 
linguistic web.

 

Jacques Derrida, "Violence and Metaphysics: An Essay on the 
Thought of Emmanuel Levinas."  

Notes by Jeffrey Wattles, 1997, for the course on Continental Philosophy 

I.  QUICK SUMMARY

                                                       Derrida's Critique of Levinas

1.  EL criticizes other philosophers for retaining vocabulary that reeks of the violent tendencies western 
philosophy, yet continues to speak of truth and essence.

2.  EL challenges coherence as a sop to the intellect that wants to reduce everything to the same, but by 
introducing ethics—ultimately, law—into his thought, he introduces coherence.

3.  EL insists that "infinity" names something positive, and yet its very structure--"in-finite" means that 
which is not finite; moreover, it is crucial to EL's thought to emphasize that the infinite exceeds [is not] 
every concept.

4.  EL wants to remove the Other from space, since space is an affair of material extension, continuity, 
and thus an extension of the same; but the face cannot appear except in space.

5.  EL calls us beyond violence, but all discourse uses spatial metaphors and continues its link to the 
same.

 

JD's PROPOSALS: 

The other can only be what it is in finitude and shared mortality. (III.11)

God can only be found in History, the Difference between life or the All and death or Nothing. (III.12)

Ethics finds its true meaning "within a phenomenological development of respect." (III.23) 

The system of self-and-other is neither exactly infinite nor exactly finite. (III.26)

The self always knows itself as the other for the other. (III.37)

Violence--implicit in using language to categorize any phenomenon--cannot be eliminated; one may 
choose the least, most economical violence.

 

JD AGREES WITH HUSSERL against EL:

Every experience of a material object already refers to an infinity of potential future experience: seeing 
the cup, I sense that there are countless other perspectives from which the cup could be viewed and 
countless times at which the cup could be re-viewed, and viewed by others. (III.21-22; 30)  

The other [person] is legitimately an object or theme for thinking, for reflection. (III.24-25)

The other's consciousness does not appear in the consciousness of the ego-observer. (III.28-29)

Ego and other are as a matter of experiential and conceptual necessity co-implicated--mutually 
involved.  The other is the not-I, and vice-versa.  There is thus a fundamental symmetry of relation 
between them.

The term alter ego, other I, is an appropriately paradoxical expression for referring to the other (not a 
reduction to the same).

The other can only manifest to consciousness in present experience--and this is an unavoidable 
"violence" (since it amounts to taking the other into the same).

 

JD's CRITIQUE OF HUSSERL:

Phenomenology has its limits, and it does well, then, to open itself to silent "dialogue"            with an 
alien evocation of a future beyond violence.

 

JD AGREES WITH HEIDEGGER against EL:

Phenomenology presupposes what ontology must and may legitimately explore--the meaning of Being.  
It is a profound truth that "to know the existent it is necessary to have comprehended the Being of the 
existent" (III.46-49)

Being is a uniquely non-metaphorical "concept" (it cannot be conceptually grasped), not to be 
assimilated to a totalitarian threat.  It embraces a cluster of key linguistic functions. (III.52)  Nor is 
Being (hierarchically) prior to beings.

To let the Other be who and what the other essentially is does not reduce the Other to something that can 
be (totally) comprehended.

The thinking of Being is the best antidote to violence. (III.62)

Whereas EL proposed that the face is beyond metaphor or, better, the original metaphor, MH poses the 
deeper question of how "the essence of man belongs to the truth of Being." (III.65)

            Being lets itself be interpreted, from age to age, in various metaphors that partly reveal, partly 
conceal.  To discover their character as metaphors is to awaken from the violence of this 
miscomprehension. (III.72) This account of "progress" points to a future of a speech beyond history 
(III.76). 

Against fascist readings of Heidegger's attachment to place, MH's place is not a here but a there, not 
pagan because never given to present enjoyment/ceremony but only promised in conjunction with a 
waiting for revelation.

The essay ends with profound questions to ponder, subtle intellectual suggestions about the frontier of 
the concept of God, and an acknowledgement that EL's Jewish refusal of philosophy (comparable to 
empiricism's forgetfulness of its own philosophic involvement) awakens the philosophic response in the 
most stimulating way.

 

II.  PARAGRAPH-BY-PARAGRAPH SUMMARY

 

foreign expressions:

epikena tes ousias--beyond being (Plato's characterization of the good, Republic 509b)

agora--market place

kath'auto--according to itself (Plato's term marking the way that the eide ("forms") relate to themselves, 
independent of others

Gyjes--Gyges is a character who, in Book II of Plato's Republic, is granted the power of becoming 
invisible and is thereby enabled to perform unjust acts while being able to evade the customary 
penalties: his story sharpens the question whether justice is a valuable quality of character only because 
of the customary consequences associated with justice and injustice.

heteron--other (Greek)

alter--other (Latin)

huic--this? (Latin: hic)

ille--that (Latin)

idem--same (Latin)

ipse--self (Latin)

 

[Introduction]

[paragraphs 1-4 are on the question of the death of philosophy and on the question and importance of 
rigorous return to the origin of tradition]

 1.  Philosophy cannot pronounce regarding the question of its own death or future possibility (as an 
important discipline).

 2.  But there is a tradition of this question that must be maintained.  This command authorizes every 
ethical law--which in turn encloses the question.  What question?  It takes hermeneutics to distill it.

 3.  Those involved confront the difference between the question and finite, historical philosophy.

 4.  Today we're beginning to realize if philosophy can have a future, it is necessary to summon and 
adhere rigorously to philosophy's origin.

 

[paragraphs 5-10 are on the Greek character of philosophy in Husserl and Heidegger]

 5.  Since Hegel, Husserlian phenomenology and Heideggerian ontology appeal to tradition.

 6.  . . . briefly:

 7.  (1) Both return to Greek concepts: Plato's reason and philosophical telos (Husserl) and Plato's 
forgetting the question of being (Heidegger) as philosophy which continues to dominate . . . as the same.

 8.  (2) . . . so as to reduce metaphysics (subordinating metaphysics [Husserl] or transgressing 
metaphysics [Heidegger]).

 9.  (3)  The re-archaised ethical is no longer "specifically" segregated: law, the power of resolution, and 
the relationship to the other.

10.  Greek concepts are [foundational] in both to the sense of world, history, crisis.

 

[paragraphs 11-16 are on EL's alternative]

11.  It is at the level that the thought of EL (Emmanuel Levinas) can make us tremble.

12.  . . . not after Being and phenomenality . . . make us dream of inconceivable . . . dismantling, 
dispossession.

13. (1)  Closer to the source than Greek logos, "by remaining faithful to the immediate but buried nudity 
of experience itself" to liberate thought from the domination of the Sam e and the One . . . origin or alibi 
of all oppression . . . . "

14.  (2) . . . a thought defining itself as metaphysical (but not in the way of Aristotle)

15.  (3) . . . appealing to the infinitely other Other as [key]"in a nonviolent relationship to the infinite."

16.  Beyond philosophy without appeal to Hebraic theses or texts, to be understood within a recourse to 
experience itself.

 

[paragraphs 17-18 tell the structure of the following article]

17.  What up in this speech, passageway (not the "spiralling return of Alexandrian promiscuity"--an 
allusion to Philo, the first century philosopher who harmonized Hebrew theology and Platonic 
philosophy)?  Without explicating this question-space, we will

[1] offer something like a commentary, trying to remain faithful to the theories and audacities of a 
thought, despite parentheses and notes enclosing our perplexity, faithful also to its history

[2] we will ask several questions: explication, objections, EL's questions to us.

18.  We will pursue a historical sequence through a set of themes whose potential systematicity will 
remain obscure.  Therefore we'll be incoherent without resigning ourselves to empiricism.

 

I The Violence of Light

[I.  Husserl and the critique of theoretism]

 1.  EL (Emanuel Levinas) (1930) protested Husserl's theoria (light) which predetermined Being as 
object.

 2.  At this point the accusation remains timid and fragmentary.

 3.  (a) this theme grows in importance, exposing the nudity of the face of the other, non-light . . to 
disarm violence.

 4.  (b) Husserl's object is for consciousness, for the subject; there are axiological (valuational) and 
practical (e.g., ethical) levels of consciousness, too.  EL emphasizes frontier themes in Husserl: 
intentionality and otherness, exteriority which is not objective, sensibility, passive genesis, temporality).

 5.  (c) for EL Plato's good beyond being is an excellent example of infinity, paternal, not theological ex-
cedence, beyond light (not transcendence to what is higher).

 6. (d)  El notes the non-theoretical in Husserl.

 7.  EL prepared to "take our leave," given Husserl's persistent primacy of the theoretic.

 8.  Difficulties were coming for EL: (a) he continues to appeal to "the most uprooted rationalism and 
universalism against the violences of mysticism and history against the ravishing of enthusiasm and 
ecstasy.  (b) The very separation/distance/impassiveness that EL exalts is conventionally associated with 
the theoretic attitude.  EL's target: "the complicity of theoretical objectivity and mystical communion."

 

[II.   ]

 9.  EL (1930) found Heidegger greater than Husserl: (a) Being is primarily a field or center of activity 
or solicitude (b) beyond historicism, man is historical.

10.  Unease: critique of trans-historical philosophy, while appealing to eschatology: no contradiction 
(within Logic) but displacement.

11.  Though Heidegger's critique "destroys clarity and constitution as authentic modes of the existence 
of the mind" and self-evidence, Heidegger retains an inside-outside dichotomy inadequate to EL's 
radical exteriority.

12.  Mitsein ("being-with," i.e., being with others) is still Eleatic (a continuation of Parmenides), and 
falls short of realizing eros, paternity, waiting for death.  (Cf. Plato's feminine conceived as matter 
according to passivity, activity, and polis imitating the world of ideas.)

13.  To break with Parmenides by "parricide," EL adopts the Greek language to destroy a speech.  Plato's 
Eleatic stranger acquired a debt to the language of being.

14.  Plato's critique of Parmenides falls short of the absolute solitude of the existent (Dasein) in its 
existence . . . 

15. . . . not based on EL's neutral, anonymous there is (not Heid's es gibt); EL's terror (not Heid's angst), 
different from fright.

16.  Only from such solitude arises a post-Eleatic relation to the Other.  EL develops thought of original 
difference (unlike Heid).

17.  Against the Greek community of with-subjects turned toward the experienced sun, EL--face to face, 
without intermediary and without communion, neither mediate nor immediate, negation yields 
metaphor's opening silently reveals experience.

18.  Eros with distance, a community of a certain absence . . . blindness.  Other shows phenomenology 
and ontology as violent; since they eliminate the alterity necessary for time, history is also gone--
continuing "the ancient clandestine friendship between light and power, the ancient complicity between 
theoretical objectivity and technico-political possession."  "To possess, to know, to grasp are all 
synonymous of power."  The metaphor of light is associated with technico-political oppression.  
Universal history as the history of (the intonation of) several metaphors (Borges).

 

II.  Phenomenology, ontology, metaphysics

1.  EL's critique derives from analyses (especially in Totality and Infinity--T&I--of phenomena where 
the cleavage between classical and EL's thought opens.  Metaphysics/ethics="the positive movmeent 
which takes itself beyond . . . appreciation or possession...."  "Metaphysical transcendence is desire." 

2.  . . . not to be equated with Hegel's desire: no transgression, no assimilation, but beyond the affectivity 
of need

3.  . . . desire is not unhappy consciousness on the way to Reconciliation, but rather opening and 
freedom: "a desired infinity may govern desire itself but it can never appease desire by its presence."

4.  The infinitely Other is the invisible (beyond what theory/need see): the most high (non-spatially) (cf. 
the face).

5.  EL narrates the non-radical interior negativity and alterity that characterizes the ego/same, e.g., with 
regard to work and history.  JD: But isn't history precisely encounter with the Other?  EL's denial on this 
point is the premise for his anti-Hegelianism.

6.  without the Other there is no radical alterity, so no negative path by way of work and history to 
separation/metaphysical transcendence.

7.  Whoever does not accept this [evidence/argument] re: the ego/same will be put off by EL's 
"overturning" of the classical logical disymmetry of the same and the other.  [For example, Plato in the 
Sophist discusses five key forms, including motion and rest, and the same and the other.]

8.  The Encounter can't be conceptualized e.g., as a relationship (in which totality may dominate), nor in 
language, which is given to the other.  The dative or vocative dimension--inclusion in or modification by 
the accusative or attributive dimension of the object.  [In Latin, "dative" is the name of a case for 
endings of nouns and pronouns: Give the book to me.  "Me" is in the "dative case" (expressed in a 
single, thus modified word, so no preposition is needed to express the relation).  Vocative is the case for 
calling, e.g., Oh, God!  I use a different case to speak of God as the subject of a sentence.  Accusative is 
the case used to express a direct object: Sandy Alomar, Jr., hit the ball; the Other accuses me.]

9.  The eschatology is without hope for the self.  [Eschatology is the doctrine, especially in religion, of 
the last things, e.g., the alleged end of history, the final judgment of the world, the culmination of the 
divine plan.  In secularized philosophies of history (e.g., Kant's) it is advanced civilization.]

10.  Not on the horizon, where "eruptions and surprises are always welcomed by understanding and 
recognized," nor in the form of an intuitive contact, the encounter of the unforseeable in "present not as a 
total presence but as a trace" in all experience.

11.  Being-together as separation maintains distance, interrupts totalities, precedes or exceeds society, 
collectivity, community.  EL calls it religion . . . the ethical relation is the religious relation, a respect for 
the Other which (in contrast to Kant, note 26) does not pass through the neutral element of the universal).

12.  "This restitution of metaphysics" makes possible a newly radical criticism of phenomenology and 
ontology as neutralizing the Other.

13.  The ethical relation to an existent makes possible the logos to the other; to invert the priority is 
Heidegger's germ of domination.

14.  Infinity overflows ontology, and is expressed in the face 

15.  . . . which, naked, sees. I see that he looks at me.

16.  The anti-Hegelian Levinas, characteristically resembles Hegel: the eye as trans-desire, theoretical 
sense, expressive of the soul.

. . . 

 

Derrida, "Violence and Metaphysics," II.17- (pp. 99ff)

 

Glossary:

prosopopoeia: mask-making (or, in this context, facemaking, since a face that is made is a mask) 101

messiah: the agent of God awaited by the Jews, destined to establish the rule of righteousness and world 
peace.

eschatology: the Biblically-based doctrine of "the last" times, when the culmination of history and the 
plan of God are to be fulfilled.

 

17.  When desire is absent, where there is no respect that transcends "grasp and contact," when there is 
only a glance [a look that refuses to be expressive], the way of relating to the other is violence.  Hearing 
the other is more appropriate than seeing.



18.  Hegel agrees that hearing is more ideal than sight. 

19.  Several passages in Hegel are noted. 

20.  The face immediately (directly, without metaphor or sign) presents the Other himself as irreducible 
to the separation of the hearing ear, the seeing eye, and the hungry mouth.

21.  The face expresses itself.  "Only living speech ["in its mastery and magisteriality"] is expression and 
not a servile sign." 

22.  What one says is not a separable product.

23.  Study this paragraph closely; here JD sets forth his own different ideas as the fulfillment of those of 
EL: writing, even better than speech, performs the metaphysical function of making the author 
nonviolently present.  Or rather, the difference between violence and metaphysics [cf. Heidegger: 
inauthentic and authentic] is not a difference between speech and writing, but a difference that arises 
within each.

24.  Levinas should agree [with JD] on the importance of writing, since for EL "'To love the Torah more 
than God' is 'protection against the madness of a direct contact with the Sacred'." Moreover, for EL, the 
time of God's ideal speech cannot be said to have occured "before" the writing.(?)

25.  EL anticipates the messiah but rejects a decontextualized Christian affirmation.

26.  I cannot [contra Husserl] make the other a theme, an object, but must speak to--call--the other in 
"the bursting forth, the very raising up of speech."  The face does not appear but lies radically beyond 
appearance; it is the origin of the world. 

27.  For the face to present the infinite Other, the body must remain a language (rather than being a 
phenomenon in the world).  Where some had criticized the idea that thought is prior to language, for EL, 
in order for thought to be language, it must be oriented to the Other, Infinity.

28.  The face, beyond the world, forbids violence without any use of power.

! 29.  Properly speaking, there is no concept of (the) Other (Autrui).  Linguistically speaking, autrui is 
neither a general term nor a proper noun.  Autrui cannot be reduced (as Buber does) to the thou 
encountered in intimate reciprocity nor to the (Husserlian) product of constitution by a subject.  "No 
phenomenology can account for ethics, speech, and justice."

30.  The face may properly, without metaphor, be said to be nude, whereas the nudity of the body is only 
a way of expressing the nudity of the face.  Nevertheless, since nudity implies an opening into a 
surrounding fullness, talk of the nudity of the face must be abandoned.

31.  Commandment would be injustice if the speaker and the one addressed are merely finite--and note 
that every totality is finite for EL (a theologically protective assumption).  If God were present in such a 
way that every Other were fully respected there would be no war; nor is there war if there is no infinite 
Other against whom violence can rage, in other words, if God is utterly absent.  So the absence-presence 
of God is implicated in war.

32.  Human interaction is not between upright equals: appropriate regard for the Other presupposes 
humility, inferiority before God.

33.  The uncanny resemblance between a human face and the Face of God is not a classical (Plato, 
Thomas Aquinas) affair of the participation of the finite in divine presence.  This resemblance may be 
interpreted atheistically.  

34.  According to the Bible, no man may see the face of God and live.  Levinas's dependence on this 
thought betrays his reliance, in spite of his careful intention, on theology even as he writes philosophy.

35.  "The face is neither the face of Gor nor the figure of man: it is their resemblance."

 

III.  Difference and Eschatology

1.  The following questions are about language, but they touch every aspect of EL's thought.

 

Of the Original Polemic          

2.  EL is already involved in the questions to be raised now.

A  3.  EL attacks all his philosophic precedessors--Kierkegaard as well as Plato and Hegel--for their 
failure go beyond a philosophical-conceptual-categorical distinction of same and other.  

4.  Kierkegaard speaks not only of his own personal subjective existence but of subjective existence in 
general.  EL might--but does not--try to renounce conceptual generality by renouncing talk of essence 
and truth.  Instead EL struggles, as he knows, hopelessly, to use philosophical language to say what 
philosophy (bound to conceptual generality, the domain of the same) cannot say. 

5.  Kierkegaard, in fact, had an interesting transcendence of, and critique of the ethical: it presents the 
law as something for the mind to rely on (rather than relying on faith in God).  But is not EL's ethics 
(which generates no specific code) not a supreme law?  And does that law not thereby introduce the very 
coherence that EL questions?

6.  EL in his critique of Hegel is more akin to Feuerback than to Kierkegaard. 7.  But why does EL use 
the old vocabulary he rejects to criticize Hegel? 

8.  Is it just a modus operandi or is there some uncanny necessity of the logos which obliges EL to use 
the language of philosophic tradition in order to destroy it?

B.  9.  EL does not manage to eliminate spatial "metaphors" from philosophic language (e.g., 
"exteriority").  (JD's thesis:) "Before being a rhetorical procedure within language, metaphor would be 
the emergence of language itself."  JD: except for "the name of God and the verb to be" every 
philosophic concept has natural-language origins.  Should not philosophy play with such natural origins 
(as Hegel did) even in its logical-speculative work?

10.  [Descartes had insisted, in the 3rd Meditation, that "I" [we] have a positive idea of the Infinite, not 
merely a negative one, a negation of limitation.  JD challenges RD and EL on this point, and here is part 
of the reason why JD is included among the ranks of those who advocate "negative theology":]  The 
infinite, as even its word--"not-finite" implies, cannot function as it does for EL without being a 
negative, without reference to that which exceeds the completion of every human work [e.g., counting, 
conceiving, voyaging].  

11.  "The other cannot be what it is, infinitely other, except in finitude and [common] mortality (mine 
and its)."  If spatiality is denied to the Other, the metaphysics of the face ("the nonmetaphorical unity of 
body, glance, speech, and thought") collapses.  

12.  The only way to reconcile death and positive infinity is to conceive God as Nothing as much as All.  
"Which means that God is or appears, is named, within the difference between All and Nothing, Life and 
Death.  Within difference, and at bottom as Difference itself.  This difference is what is called History."  
[This is a variation on the opening dialectic in Hegel's Science of Logic, in which the oscillating 
transition between Being (without any specific characteristics) and Non-Being (which nonetheless is) is 
understood as Becoming (remember the ancient Greek notion of becoming as the transition between non-
being and being and vice-versa).]

13.  If EL opposes the [JD's] preceding philosophic discourse, he still has problems.  All discourse 
essentially retains within it space and the Same and is thus violent.  Therefore we cannot remove 
ourselves from violence (except by eschatological reference to a future, final peace beyond finite 
discourse).  Therefore we must practice an "economy of violence," using limited violence (speech, the 
original polemic) in order to avoid the worst violence.

 

Of Transcendental Violence

14.  Metaphysics always presupposes a phenomenology in its critique of phenomenology.

A.  

15.  EL acknowledges a debt to the phenomenological method, but one cannot borrow a method without 
borrowing much more than a tool.

16.  Phenomenology's method is the ambition of western philosophy to be scientific--an aim EL's 
phenomenology will question. 

B.

17.  EL wants to keep--and alter--Husserl's notion of the intentional directedness of consciousness to its 
correlated other.  Husserl, however, represses the Other:

18.  On the one hand, there is the Husserlian tendency to claim that thoughts are adequate to their objects.

19.  On the other hand, there is the Husserlian tendency to regard subjectivity as infinite--but (for EL) 
not the truly infinite Other (--all of which, however, makes no sense from the western philosophic 
(Hegelian) tradition of language which associates alterity, negativity, and the false-infinite).

20.  Any critique of the false (e.g., the false infinity of subjectivity, which Husserl indeed seems to have 
recognized) presupposes (some grasp of) the true--Hegel's point, which any critique of Hegel cannot 
help presupposing.

21.  But since Husserl portrayed so well the inadequacy of perception, whose object is always given 
incompletely, indicating an infinite horizon of future possible experience, is Husserl guilty as charged by 
EL?

22.  EL should welcome and recognize his reliance on Husserl's recognition of the (unconstituted) 
horizon of infinite potential future experience, the basis of respect.

23.  Within a phenomenological development of respect, ethics finds its true meaning (especially insofar 
as phenomenology emphasizes the themes of temporality and alterity, thus moving beyond a simplistic 
metaphysics of presence). 

C.

24.  Husserl so expanded the notion of object that any theme for thought exemplifies his claim.  There is 
no hierarchal, totalitarianism in the primacy of the transcendental phenomenology: in other words, any 
effort to think even in ethics, presupposes meanings to be clarified through reflection on experience in 
the broadest sense.

25.  Husserlian phenomenology is not wedded to an inappropriate model of objectivity; indeed, it 
displays (as a theme or object in the broadest sense) what transcends objectivity in the narrower sense.

D.

GLOSSARY

alter ego - other I

pros eteron - with reference to the other

eidos - form, the intelligible as named by Plato

ekastan auto tauton - each self-same self

res - thing (Latin, with connotations of "real" economic property)

 

26.  JD: a system or structural totality escapes EL's dichotomy of finite/infinite [?because it has an 
"origin" which is both within it, as an organizing center and beyond it--e.g., the relation of the ego in 
consciousness?].

27.  EL criticized Edmund Husserl (EH) for, in his Fifth Cartesian Meditation, setting forth the other as 
merely another ego or I [self], understood by analogy with the self. 

28.  (a) In defense of EH: EH emphasizes the alterity of the other ego who/which does not appear; this is 
just the kind of point that EL wants.  And EH recognizes what EL presupposes, that the non-appearing 
other is part of a system [the mind-body system] of which there is an appearance (the body).

29.  (b)  EH's main point is that we have no immediate knowledge of the other (as contrasted with the 
immediate access we have to our own stream of conscious life).  Instead (in the simplest case) I 
approximate an "apperception" of the other by estimating how things would look (geographically) if I 
were standing where the other is standing.

30.  EH, unlike EL, sees the things of perception as testifying already to alterity in two ways: first, they 
present only one side, with necessarily countless sides hidden from direct view; second, our sense of 
things as objective things in the world contains the notion that the things are there for others, too.  Thus, 
without totalizing, EH indicates infinity.

31.  EH [lucidly, for JD] acknowledges that the other is initially indicated as other with reference to the 
ego.  If this may be considered violence, it is nevertheless presupposed in even EL's nonviolence.

32.  EH's insistence on the other precisely as another ego (transcending the world as I do, constituting its 
sense of the world as I constitute the sense of the world for myself) affirms a basic symmetry that is 
presupposed if the dissymmetric relation of e.g., command is to be possible. 

33.  In the interrelation of two egos (selves, subjects), each is a source of consciousness of the world and 
each has an asymmetrical relation to the other.  Each knows that the other is aware of him/her as other.  
There is a logical requirement that the other can only be other with reference to the same.  An infinitely 
remote other could no longer be recognized as other at all.

 

p. 128..

 

34.  EL's very talk of the play (e.g., in work and economy and history) of alterity within the same betrays 
the fact that the same is not a monadically enclosed totality, but is pervaded by alterity.

35.  There is a basic interrelation of same and other that is (1) intrinsic to each and (2) more general, 
profound, original than EL's concept of the Other (Autrui, which EL wants to separate from the other 
(heteron, l'autre).  [Here it seems to me is JD's crucial identification with Husserl: the (other) personality 
is a special kind of an object or theme.  This thesis, it seems to me, is what EL is protesting.  (Observe, 
nevertheless, that JD asserts that he does not reduce Autrui to l'autre.)]

36.  The illogic of "other I" (EH's term which EL refuses) manifests the inability of thought to function 
normally "in the region of the origin of language as dialogue and difference" (?).  [This is an example of 
what JD earlier called a system, and it includes a formally contradictory moment as its launching pad.]

37.  GLOSSARY: archia (arche?) - foundation, beginning, source, origin (perhaps in the form of an 
"abstract" noun: foundationality, etc.)

EL employs the notion of violence as though it were self-evident, but he overlooks something that really 
is self-evident on the basis of which alone what he calls violence is possible: the mutual implication of 
self and other as finite.  EL never acknowledges that the self always knows itself as the other's other.  
(This seems to mean that each finite being dislodges the other--in its cognitive presumption of 
consciousness, that the other is also an I, a subject--even in the friendliest process of getting to know the 
other; and this displacing is "violent.")  Indeed the very notion of infinity implies violence, since in the 
infinite (either as self or other) absorbs the finite into itself.  There is a minimal ("economic") violence 
implicit in even gaining the most peaceful access to the other.  [JW: does any disturbance count as 
violence?  Has sensitivity gone this far?  Where is robust faith?]  Indeed, violence is "the origin of 
meaning and of discourse" [and EL's claim about directing speech to the commanding other who 
ruptures my self-centeredness seems akin to JD's point].  But the more serious violence is reducing the 
other to "a real moment of my life" ["You make me feel so good, you do so much for me."].  "What 
'other' means is phenomenality as disappearance."  The term "trace" may be used, but as a metaphor that 
can only be articulated in "contradictions."

38.  Since (as noted at the end of the previous paragraph), every phenomenon is meaningful, namely in 
terms of the conventions of language called signs, and since language implies relating to the other in a 
situation in which violence cannot be absolutely eliminated, JD says, "War, therefore, is congenital to 
phenomenality."  [Now that ineliminable the intrusiveness and cognitive presumption of consciousness 
has been called violence, we are ready for JD's next claim, which he associates with Hegel:] War is the 
very emergence of speech and appearing.

39.  One cannot hold back from the violence of discourse without risking the worst violence, a brutal 
nihilism that does not articulate itself in critical opposition to anything.  Therefore we must speak 
acknowledging the violence of our discourse, unlike the pre-Kantian dogmatic theology, which does not 
"pose the question of responsibility for its own finite philosophical discourse."  The criticism of 
theological dogmatism does not imply that it is irresponsible to appeal to God; rather, divine 
responsibility requires such acknowledging such a problem. 

40.  The inevitable persistence of the (in some sense) rational ego (the ego that synthesizes, puts 
experience together in meaningful harmonies) is a wonder, a question to which philosophy (and 
eschatology) can open itself but cannot answer.  (Cf. Heidegger: Jemeinigkeit: human existence is never 
anonymous, always belongs to someone, is always, for someone, mine.)

41.  We must not attempt, fearing solipsism or relativism, to flee the primal fact that the world opens to 
me through my experience.  It is within my mind that I form my idea of whatever it is that I 
acknowledge as transcending my mind.  Before I can affirm or deny God, the consciousness of an ego 
must first form the notion of God.  The alternative is "the totalitarianism of the neutral, the impersonal 
"absolute Logic," that is, eschatology without dialogue and everything classed under the 
conventional . . . rubric of Hegelianism." 

42.  There is another necessity that EL proposes (unthinkably) to transcend in recent writings on the 
trace: the necessity for all experience, including our experience of the past and future, to occur in the 
living present.  (But EL has not shown EH misguided in asking about the way in which the constitution 
of the other as other precedes the constitution of the Other as Other.)

43.  Time would be violence by EL's criterion, since it is only in the living present, the flowing 
experience of the ego, that the other can appear.  Thus JD speaks of "presence as violence" and calls 
such presence "the meaning of finitude."  Since it is within the living present of the ego's stream of 
consciousness that the intelligibilizing (or rational or interpretive) synthesis of experience occurs, 
meaning arises in temporal process, in history.

44.  Considering this result, obtained by working with the implications of EL's notion of violence as 
applied to the sturdy insights of Husserl, why-questions pile up.  "Why?  Why finitude?  Why 
history? . . ."

45.  (EL's) metaphysics presupposes the very transcendental phenomenology (EH's) which it intends to 
call into question.  But this conclusion does not close the conversation.  At this point, (Greek) 
phenomenology reaches its limits and is prepared for a silence in which it can enter into silent dialogue 
with (nongreek) eschatology.

 

Derrida, "Violence and Metaphysics," Section III, last part: Of Ontological Violence, pp. 134ff. 

 

GLOSSARY

praesens - present

ens - being

 

46.  Western philosophic tradition (as Heidegger has shown) has conceived Being as presence in various 
ways (e.g., the present (to the mind) intelligible form [Plato], actuality [Aristotle], thinking substance 
[Descartes], will-to-power [Nietzsche]).  Heidegger (MH) establishes time as the meaning of being.  
[Note the difference between this and the traditionally pious observation that all created things are 
temporal; they come into being and pass away.  For MH: Dasein, the being we are (and the being the 
explication of whose structure alone gives a methodologically appropriate access to the question of the 
meaning of being) is above all temporal: "thrown" (without choice) from a past which reflection cannot 
bring into view into existence toward a future, death, "the possible impossibility of being."]  Therefore, 
to pose the question of the meaning of Being is to challenge traditional philosophic security and "self-
confident presence."  [JD is famous for highlighting absence and the ways that absence haunts presence.]

47.  This inquiry carries us beyond EH.

48.  Husserl presupposes an answer to the question of the meaning of being (which must be investigated 
prior to an exploration of the meaning of being in specific regions: the region of material-factual 
actualities, the region of numbers, the region of musical objects, the region of essences, and to on).  For 
Husserl, the ontological center of gravity [JW's term] is in the region of essence, the ideal which is no 
(material-factual) "reality."  (Did EH's transcendental phenomenology radically get past "Platonic" 
metaphysical dogmatism?)

49.  For EL, in the case of the Other it is not legitimate to affirm with MH the priority of Being over the 
entity.  MH subordinates "the relation with someone . . . to a relation with the Being of the existent, 
which, impersonal, permits the apprehension, the domination of the existent (a relationships of 
knowing), subordinates justice to freedom."

50.  Consider the "truism," "To know the existent it is necessary to have comprehended the Being of the 
existent."  For EL, MH--ontology--can only move beyond a trivial obviousness in this observation by 
seizing and murdering the Other.

51.  JD begins to defend MH, in part by claiming that the two are not so far apart as EL claims.  First of 
all, regarding the charge of "truism," MH could respond, "Why should one seek a fancy theoretical 
interpretation?  We need rather to accept simplicities in their plainness."  Moreover, MH and EL seek to 
speak the terrain between theory and practice, e.g., a pre-practical ethics.

52.  The totalitarian "priority" that EL alleges in ontology does not do justice to the uncanny originality 
of Being as set forth in the truism, which truism is, after all, not an analytic tautology in which the 
predicate is implied in the subject.  Being is the unitary focal point of the following possibilities: a 
predicate of the existent, the subject of the existent, essence, existence, copula, positing of existence.  
Being is the root of essence and existence, beyond genre (genus, the universal) and categories--all these 
presuppose Being, and Being makes all of them possible.         53.  Read this paragraph, pp. 136f.  Only 
an entity, an existent of some sort could be prior (in time, dignity, etc.) to another.  EL misreads of MH 
(on the whole) in allege that Being is prior to being.  Rather, "Being is but the Being-of this existent (for 
example, someone), and does not exist outside it as a foreign power, or as a hostile or neutral impersonal 
element.  Actually, MH has profoundly described and criticized the neutral, impersonal, anonymous 
inauthentic existence of das man [--the way "everyone" thoughtlessly speaks, behaves, taking everything 
for granted].  The thought of Being is pre-political, notwithstanding EL's tendency to interpret a political 
sense in every philosophy.  On the subject of anonymity (which EL reads as proto-fascist), Jewish 
tradition, analogously with MH, speaks of "the unnameable possibility of the Name."

54.  The thought of Being has no human design and escapes anthropology, ethics, and psychoanalysis.

55.  The thought of Being or the precomprehension of Being is required for every recognition, whether 
of a material thing or an Other.  To let the existent be, according to MH, accords no privilege to 
comprehension; it is utterly compatible with what MH has in mind to specify that letting the Other be 
means letting the Other be, in the Other's essence and existence, as one with whom one relates in 
speaking, in commanding, etc.  Without such letting be (ontological openness), violence reigns.

56.  Thus for MH, Being cannot be the kind of [godlike] "excellent existent" that could dominate 
anything at all.  Just as EL criticizes the notion of a relation to the Other, so MH would criticize the 
notion of a relation to Being (inasmuch as relation [allegedly] presupposes that the relata are both finite).

GLOSSARY: lichtend-verbergende Ankuft des seins selbst: illumining-concealing announcement of 
being itself

57.  Despite the difficulty of eliminating spatial metaphor in attempting to express the [relation (sorry)] 
between Being and existents, "Being itself is alone in its absolute resistance to every metaphor."  Every 
attempt to explain "Being" by giving an (empirical) etymology (a word-history that would explicate 
Being in terms of some metaphysical notion, e.g., respiration) is an attempt that forgets that respiration 
and non-respiration are.  Metaphor is always used to explain things, and the character of empiricism is to 
forget the metaphoric character of its own language.  Once a metaphor is recognized as such, it is 
"ripped apart as the veil of Being."

59.  This is a first reason why Being should not be regarded as dominating.

60.  A second reason: A relation with the Being of the existent is not an affair of knowledge, of theory, 
of a concept--which could only inform us about existents (not Being).  But EL's critique takes the 
thought of Being as a concept of Being, and thus a totalitarian presumption of comprehension.  "Being is 
not the concept of a rather indeterminate and abstract predicate, seeking to cover the totality of existents 
in its extreme universality: (1) because it is not a predicate, and authorizes all predication; (2) because it 
is "older" than the concrete presence of the ens; (3) because belonging to Being does not cancel any 
predicative difference, but on the contrary, permits the emergence of every possible difference."  The 
thought of Being grounds the possibility of a concept of Being (MH in fruitful dialogue with Hegel, the 
one who includes all metaphysics in his own system). 

61.  [Beware the misleadingly literal translation of the first sentence.]  Since the thought or pre-
comprehension of Being is presupposed in every grasp of existents, but Being cannot be conceptually 
grasped, neither can anything else (existents) be fully grasped (known) either.  Being is the primary 
Other for thinking.  At the same time, since things cannot be without letting-be (on the one hand, what 
Being "does," on the other hand, what thinking does), Being and thinking are so closely interrelated that 
we may call them (in a philosophically complex sense) the "same" (not the [Leibnizian mathematical] 
identity--sharing every predicate). 

62.  Since Being is not a category or species, it does not reduce the Other to a species.  Being is not a 
thing or foundation (archia) that could be metaphysical (in the traditional sense) and totalitarian.  The 
thinking of Being is the best antidote to violence, since it brings a trembling to the quest for a foundation 
which could be totalitarian, and to its companion, the anxiety over anarchy in history.

GLOSSARY.  agathon: good (in Plato)

63.  EL continues to write ontologically, showing that he, too, must presuppose the thought or 
precomprehension of Being.  Thus moving beyond being, amounts, for EL, to moving beyond the 
totality of the existent or beyond the existence of the existent.  MH shows that we need to be more 
cautious in assuming that we grasp the good that is beyond beings.

64.  The thought of being cannot be violent; the thought of Being is required to let beings be.  EL's 
metaphysics exemplifies MH's generalization: "Metaphysics represents the existent in its Being, and 
thus thinks the Being of the existent.  But it does not think the difference of Being and the existent."

            65.  For MH, metaphysics is limiting, since it "transcends the existent only toward the (superior) 
existent, or toward the (finite or infinite) totality of the existent."  EL, similar to medieval thought, 
thinks of man as resembling God, posits "the face as analogous to the visage of God" (inviting the 
critique of "atheistic humanism" [which accuses of projection and alienation]).  Where EL had wanted to 
declare the face as beyond metaphor, his doctrine of resemblance suggests that the human face is the 
original metaphor.  The deeper Heideggerian question asks "in what manner the essence of man belongs 
to the truth of Being" (challenging every humanism that would think of man Thoughtlessly).  Being is 
not God, nor a substitute for God (an absolute or infinite being), nor a foundation for God.

66.  "Eyes and mouth make a face only if, beyond need, they can "let be," if they see and they say what 
is such as it is, if they reach the Being of what is.  But since Being is, it cannot simply be produced, but 
precisely must be respected by a glance and a speech . . . ."  If thinking is not subordinated to Being, 
then philosophical discourse would be "only a failed act, the pretext for an uninterrupted psychoanalysis 
or philosophy or sociology."

67.  Since, it is not correct to think (as is always done) of Being as an existent that precedes existents; 
since (as EL rightly says), "the relation to the existent preexists the unveiling of Being"; since Being is 
not a great Existent that comes before all other existents, . . . Being is History.  History is, most of all, 
the sequence of epochs of ways in which Being is (mis-)interpreted.  The end of history, the unveiling of 
Being, implied in these concealments is an eschatology unlike (EL's) messianic eschatology.  Being is a 
new kind of war with its misrepresentatives (eidos [form], actuality, subjectivity, etc.).

68.  Being in its history of moving from one alienated metaphor to another is like the [Jewish] wanderer, 
not a complacent, sedentary, allegiance to native soil.  EL has taught us how to see the Other--why not 
also MH?--beyond one's personal need to distance oneself from his "climate" and other phenomenal 
characteristics.

GLOSSARY: Illic--that place

69.  MH's Site is not here but That Place, not pagan, because it is never given, only promised.  The 
sacred, for MH, is prior to God or the Gods; it is a space which both faith and atheism presuppose.  
"That the gods or God cannot be indicated except in the Space of the Sacred and in the light of the deity, 
is at once the limit and the wellspring of history. . . . Wellspring, because this anticipation . . . always 
sees God coming, opens the possibility (the eventuality) of an encounter with God and of a dialogue 
with God."

Derrida, "Violence and Metaphysics, p. 146ff:

70.  The Deity of God, which permits the thinking and naming of God, is nothing, and above all is not 
God himself.  [14th century Christian mystic] Meister Eckhart's way of saying this, with its trinitarian 
baggage, does not thoroughly liberate and acknowledge the ineffable transcendence of an infinite 
existent.

GLOSSARY: Mitsein: being-with, MH's word for primordial sociality

71.  The turn toward Being makes it possible to understand "the word God, . . . even if this 
understanding is but the ether in which dissonance can resonate"; it also makes possible a Being-
together more original than solidarity, the team, or companionship.

72.  This being-together is not absolutely without violence: the face tempts as well as forbids violence.  
The first violence is what Being does to itself by letting itself be stated and appear.

GLOSSARY: logos: language, speech, word, concept, discourse, science, reason

73.  For EL, nonviolent language would use no verb to be, no predication ("the first violence"), indeed 
no verb.  Such ideal speech would be "pure invocation, pure adoration, proffering only proper nouns in 
order to call to the other from afar."  But Plato has already taught us that no such logos is possible.

74.  Lacking predicates, without being able to say anything, EL's ideally pure language would not be 
able to fulfill what EL requires: to give the world to the other.  Such calling would, then, be a game, 
addressed to a slave, doing no (post-"economic") work.

75.  Even peace cannot be had without a speaking which accepts the minimal violence necessary to 
conceptualize, e.g., the idea of peace.

76.  EL's appeal to an origin of the possibility of speech beyond history (is that not unhebraic and in 
conflict with EL's determination to reject the priority of thought to speech?).  [Recall that for EL history 
is an affair of the same.]  Talk of the economy of violence is incompatible with history associated with 
traditional teleological or eschatological connotations.

77.  For EL and MH language is "a coming forth and a holding back, enlightenment and obscurity; and 
for both, dissimulation would be a conceptual gesture."  EL differs from MH: for EL Being connotes 
concept; for MH concept is an affair of existents.

GLOSSARY: determinate: having some specific characteristic(s)

78.  Both MH and EL criticize philosophy since Platonism.  One can imagine questions from each of 
them to the other one.  These questions culminate in the following: (to MH) Is not God the other name 
of Being (name because nonconcept), the thinking of which would open the horizon, not posit something 
in the horizon?  (To EL) Is not eschatology the true form of history beyond any self-same original or 
final presence?

 

GLOSSARY: ontic: pertaining to existents, entities, things, beings; as opposed to ontological: pertaining 
to Being 

79.  The alternative emerges: infinity, named God, without specific characteristics ("indeterminate") yet 
active ("concrete operation"), is the presupposition of all thinking/speaking--including questions about 
itself, which answer themselves by their very presupposition.  EL's effort to make the relation to the 
infinitely other the origin of language subverts his own attempt to parade a philosophical discourse (just 
like historicism psychologism and relativism refute themselves) just like empiricism which attempts 
allegiance to the radically other in the masquerade of philosophic, self-forgetting and self-inconsistent 
discourse.  [Historicism claims that all philosophic pretensions are merely expressions of the historic 
situation of the claimant--ignoring that this claim which, by extension, points to its own historic 
situation, refutes itself.  Psychologism asserts that philosophic claims to truth are merely psychological 
reports--but then does this not imply that this very theory is itself merely the expression of the 
psychological state of its advocates?  Relativism, the challenge that all alleged truth is relative [to the 
individual or the group] should thus itself be merely a relative claim.]  [Empiricism looks down on 
philosophy's obscure controversies regarding being or essence in behalf of its asserted fidelity to the 
facts of the surrounding world--but has all the time a complacent philosophy, its own sense of what is 
being and of what is essential.] 

80.  EL is willing to speak of empiricism and of the experience of the other, even though "experience" 
has been associated with "the metaphysics of presence."

81.  Note the complicity between empiricism and metaphysics.

82.  READ THIS PARAGRAPH.  Empiricism challenges and awakens the philosophic logos.  

"But empiricism always has been determined [characterized] by philosophy, from Plato to Husserl, as 
nonphilosophy: as the philosophical pretension to nonphilosophy, the inability to justify oneself, to come 
to one's own aid as speech.  But this incapacitation, when resolutely assumed, contests the resolution and 
coherence of the logos (philosophy) at its root, instead of letting itself be questioned by the logos.  
Therefore, nothing can so profoundly solicit the Greek logos--philosophy--than this irruption of the 
totally-other; and nothing can to such an extent reawaken the logos to its origin as to its mortality, its 
other.

83.  It is not possible to set aside philosophy without philosophizing.  The Greek logos does not 
passively permit itself to be the terrain of Jewish-Christian dialogue.  

84.  We live in the history which is the tension of Greek philosophers and Jewish prophets.

85.  How shall we identify ourselves?  As primarily Jewish or Greek or as the meeting of those who 
identify diversely?  Peace is "the strange dialogue between the Jew and the Greek."  Does peace have the 
form of Hegel's logic or "of infinite separation and of the unthinkable, unsayable transcendence of the 
other?  To what horizon of peace does the language which asks this question belong?"

 

 

 

Jacques Derrida, "The Politics of Friendship" (Abstract, 1988)

[I.  Practical demonstration]

1.  By quoting "O my friends, there are no friends," I have not yet asserted anything.

2.  The quote comes through Aristotle and Montaigne. 

3.  But though I have not personally authorized what I have quoted, you (rightly) hold me personally 
responsible (implying some knowledge of what 'person' and 'responsibility' mean) for the fact that I am 
speaking.

4.  You are actually beginning to respond to me by paying attention and preparing the content of your 
response which is now only potential.  The dominant category scheme of actual and potential pervades 
Aristotle's discussion of friendship (philia) in the Nicomachean Ethics, including "political 
friendship" (homonomia, agreement, harmony of opinion).

 

[II.] 5! (633.2) The previous practical demonstration permits us to observe a "first result": even before 
asserting anything, the speaker is caught in responsibility to the other ("a kind of asymmetrical and 
heteronomical curvature of the social space"; note: society from socius, ally or comrade).  [=EL]

 

[III.] 6 (634.1).  Let us investigate the (tension within the) uses of "friendship" in "our" tradition.

7 (635.1).  There is no contradiction between the assertion, "there are no friends," and the apostrophe, 
"O my friends," since the two are not in the same logical space.  The apostrophe appeals to, and prays 
for, a future, ideal friendship that is never given in the present.  [Notice, as with EL, the distinctly non-
Christian character of this denial.]

8 (636.1).  The apostrophe, "O my friends," also refers back to a supposed, minimal friendship: the 
irreducible community required for one's appeal to be heard at all.  Moved now to ask what is friendship, 
we participate in a classic philosophic WHAT IS? question, and observe that such philosophic 
questioning presupposes a community that cannot be presented within an ontology, since it makes 
ontological inquiry possible. In note 5 JD outlines a possible article using Heidegger to respond to the 
question of friendship (philein to sophon=to love the wise). 

9 (637.1).  The phenomenal presence of the proposition is wound up within a necessary dynamic of 
future and past.

 

[IV]  10 (638.1).  We will turn to "the question of the response"--and to the special way in which 
friendship is linked to respons-ibility.  Our linguistic inquiry will exhibit structures shared at least by 
"our" European languages.

11 (638.2).  (1) One answers for oneself or for something (for someone, for an action, for a thought, for 
a discourse).  (2) One answers before another, a community, a tribunal.  And, most fundamentally 
(among these entwined aspects of response) (3) one answers to someone.

12 (638.3).  1.  Answering for myself involves answering for who I have been--as the same person over 
time (though memory never totally synthesizes this identity).  For example, I will be held responsible 
after my death by those who will know my name and what I have done.

13 (639.1).  2.  The primacy of answering first to the other is not only because one only answers in 
response to the question, challenge, etc. of the other.  The primacy of the fact that I respond to the other 
is also on account of the fact, first, that my very name is pervaded by the other: someone else gave it to 
me (and I was thus initiated into the realm of law), and others use it.  Finally, even when I retire from 
interaction or assert my autonomy, I do so by means of a gesture regarding the other.  This priority of 
the relation to the other, the priority of "responsibility," is the origin of temporality [cf. Heidegger: 
temporality is Dasein's primary mark (not MH's term].

14 (639.2).  3.  Answering before implies a shift to an institutionalized or universal other.  

JD notes "in passing": "respect" seems involved with distance, space, and the look; whereas 
"responsibility" orients to time, the voice, and listening.  Friendship involves both, as Kant wrote.  The 
note on Kant sets forth that friendship is an unrealizable, but obligatory ideal, presupposing both the 
attractive vector of love and the distancing vector of respect.  Friendship (for IK) is to be equal and 
reciprocal, characterized by sharing, but not sharing every secret.  JD finally notes IK's notions of a 
"friend of mankind," who acknowledges a morally significant equality among [human beings]; and he 
notes the familial "schema" ("between intuitive singularity and the generality of the concept"): "Here 
one represents to oneself all men as brothers submissive to a universal father who wants the happiness of 
all." 

15 (640.1).  The two moments imply each other: orientation to the single Other and to a universally 
moral or legal or institutional Other!

 

[V.]  16 (641.1).  The distinction between the singular and the universal "has always divided the 
experience, the concept, and the interpretation of friendship"--and many other important distinctions as 
well.  Should friendship and politics be linked?  Treat carefully in interpreting the texts of the tradition. 

17 (642.1).  What is the connection between the anxious domination in our culture of the singular-
universal split and the the fact that the canonical treatises on friendship "exclude" women and privilege 
brotherhood?  (In Glas JD wrote on the problem of the woman, the sister, and the brother in Hegel.)  

18 (642.2).  Questions accumulate about the exclusion of the feminine, the politicization of friendship, 
and discourses organized around polarities (e.g., Hegel's) and discourses with problematic relations to 
the tradition (e.g., Nietzsche's).  

19 (643.1)  The great texts on friendship "entrust and refuse the death of the unique one to a 
universalizable discourse."  Thus they reinstate oppositions: "singular/universal, private/public, familial/
political, secret/phenomenal, etc."  What about the ruptures between Greco-Roman friendship as 
reciprocity, marked by "homological, immanentist, finitist, and politicist concord" and another paradigm 
involving "heterology, asymmetry, and infinity"?

 

[VI.]  20.  The closing paragraph poses three suggestion-questions: that the fracture is Judeo-Christian, 
that it has profound political implications, and that today, with Nietzsche and Blanchot, we must think 
beyond such questions.  Note 13 begins with JD's own testimony to friendship, follows with a long 
quote from Maurice Blanchot (affirming that the death of the friend terminates the gap between them, 
pulling the living, remaining friend into a void of memory) and a quote from Georges Bataille, "friends 
even to that state of profound friendship where a man abandoned, abandoned by all his friends, meet up 
in life with the one who will accompany him beyond life, himself without life, capble of free friendship, 
detached from any ties."  [The implication, I think: for JD friendship between Jews and Christians makes 
a beginning beyond what has been our history.]

 

 

Adieu to Emmanuel Levinas 

(Adieu means “good-bye”; literally, it means a (to) Dieu (God).

“A Word of Welcome”

 

            First we have opening, welcoming remarks, that manifest JD’s ethical sensitivity to the problems 
involved in an apparently simple gesture of beginning the conference.  Pay attention to the T&I quote, p. 
18.  Welcome is an opening to the Infinite, unlike maieutics (Socratic midwifery addressed to the same) 
(15-19).

            Next is a thematic introduction to the wider inquiry.  Can ethics yield a cosmopolitan politics of 
hospitality (19-20)?  It’s not a matter of strict, formal derivation; rather what is necessary is an inquiry 
into the conditions of (legal or political) decision and responsibility—to which we come at the 
conclusion.

            Note the references to Descartes: 23, 59, 102, 142, 139.

            

I (21-45).  JD gives an exposition of EL: the implications of welcome to the Infinite in a relation 
interrupted by the third, inaugurating justice.  Sometimes philosophy addresses the theme of one-to-one 
relationships, e.g., Buber’s I-Thou relationship; Levinas’s writing about the Other seems to be of this 
sort.  “The third” refers to a third person.  In Sartre, the third watches, objectifies, breaks up the dynamic 
between the pair.  Three (or more) persons form a social system, quite different from a relationship.  
There are two interpretations of seemingly and notoriously sexist passages in T and I about women.  
Without “privileging” either interpretation, Derrida puts more in play in Levinas’s feminist affirmation 
of feminine hospitality as primal.  Notice how Derrida teases out implications (dialectic, deconstruction) 
that overturn the main momentum of some things Levinas says, but then, stopping short of outright 
critique, moves on to sustain a respectful and fruitful discussion of selected texts of Levinas.

 

II (45-57).  This section explores EL’s ethics as first philosophy (metaphysics in that sense) as opposed 
to ontology as first philosophy.  EL’s proposal for perpetual peace differs from Kant’s, since EL’s is 
rooted in a not-only-political hospitality of the subject, whose intentionality (consciousness of, 
consciousness directed towards . . . [Husserl’s leading theme], consciousness open to, ultimately, the 
other) amounts to hospitality.  Husserl had advocated the epoche, the suspension of belief in the real-
world-reality of the self and its objects of consciousness; this amounts to a modification of 
consciousness: instead of positing things as reality, we shift into neutrality about their reality (so as to be 
able the better to study the structures of consciousness and its correlates)(do you recall Heidegger’s talk 
about stepping back?).  But when Husserl came to the problem of the other (in the Fifth Cartesian 
Meditation), according to JD he interrupted, shifted away from the epoche.  Phenomenology thus 
interrupts itself, and does not thematize, just as the self is interrupted by the infinity of the other.  

 

III (58-70).  What is the relation between the subject as host (Totality and Infinity) and as hostage 
(Otherwise than Being or Beyond Essence)?  What is presupposed by hospitality?  Though EL uses a 
“sometimes pacifying vocabulary of the welcome and of the hospitality of the host”, the welcome 
presupposes what is “violent, indeed traumatizing” (59).  Pay attention to the non-experience of God on 
60-61.  Pay attention to what will be the focus in our second unit on the Kantian concept of the 
fatherhood of God and the brotherhood of man: on fraternity and humanity, pp. 67-69; note 69 on pp. 
144-45; and note 135 on p. 152; cf. also pp. 72, 91, 166-67 .  Illeity—thatness—the He in the depths of 
the You—is part of the phenomenology of withdrawal crucial to EL’s religious concept.  In what sense 
is there Torah (revealed teaching) before Sinai (where, e.g., God gave Moses the commandments)?  
Substitution here implies taking the punishment that would come to someone else.  EL replaces the 
unique in the experience of unicity (cf. p. 98 and the emphasis on the unity of God, e.g., in Islam—p. 75 
and 145f).

 

IV (70-78).  This section is largely political, less central to the focus of this course, but easier to read.  
The test of welcome to the stranger is at home, on one’s home soil (immigration policy; JD is also 
interested in establishing a group of cities of refuge/asylum where people could come from anywhere 
and be well treated.  JD notes the Christian capacity to abuse political power and expresses, for EL, the 
promise of a trans-political polity in Israel.

 

V (78-101).  This section continues the political emphasis at the beginning, speaking of the hope of 
Israel and noting the greatness of Egypt’s President Sadat, who courageously opened peace negotiations 
by coming for a visit to Jerusalem.  Pay special attention to the discussion of fecundity and paternity on 
93-95 and to the argument that only EL’s concept of welcome paves the way to Kant’s goal of perpetual 
peace.

 

VI (101-123).  In this section, JD explains EL’s distance from Descartes (102f).  For JD it helps a lot not 
to have to affirm an existing God (cf. 143), but one who loves the stranger (104).  Pay special attention 
to the discussion of the silence of God that interrupts; this will be important for our third unit on 
religious experience (114-123).

 

 



[ Up ]

Theodicy: Thoughts for your consideration

 
How can we affirm an eternally perfect, all-knowing, all-powerful Creator God in the face of the 
facts of suffering?  The "problem of evil" is debated, partly because some philosophers believe 
that the available answers are inadequate and that their inadequacy gives reason to deny the 
existence of such an eternally perfect, all-powerful, loving Creator.  Usually the discussion occurs 
as a debate, rather than as an inquiry toward greater understanding of the possibilities and 
limitations of religious thought.  
 
 1.  “Taste and see that the Lord is good.”  Once you have truly found God in personal, spiritual, 
religious experience, questions about suffering do not shake your faith.  You rather seek the 
meaning of suffering and the mission of adversity.
 
 2.  Think of all the different reasons why things happen.  Natural processes follow their course, 
and accidents happen in our world.  A flood or an earthquake should not be called an act of God.
 
 3.  Don’t have unrealistic expectations, and you’ll be less disappointed.  
 
 4.  Anxious craving causes suffering that can be alleviated by acquiring “the mind of perfect 
poise.” 
 
 5.  If there is to be the creation of imperfect beings with free will, a certain degree of evil is 
inevitable.
 
 6.  Some suffering results from our misuse of human freedom, violating—deliberately or not—
principles of health, sanity, morality, or happiness.
 
 7.  Without suffering, actual and potential, we cannot develop a noble character.  
 
 8.  We must not imagine that this world is the best the Creator could do.  There is a heaven of 
eternal perfection where the will of God is done, as well as this evolving realm where human 
beings are invited into the adventure of becoming perfect.
 
 9.  There is an evolving phase of Deity whose incompleteness partly explains the degree of 
disorder on our planet.
 
10.  The work of creation has been shared with subordinate beings who are not infinite and 
eternally perfect.
 
11.  A superhuman rebellion against God is responsible for some of the confusion, evil, sin, and 
suffering on our planet.
 
12.  It is misleading to think that God gives permission to wrongdoers.  A human lifetime is over 
surprisingly quickly and judgment must be faced.
 
13.  Some suffering occurs because God chastises those he loves in order to stimulate them to 
turn from evil into the way of life.
 
14.  "God's ways are higher than your ways as the stars are higher than the earth."  Not everything 
is good, but God—and those who cooperate with God—so labor that everything eventually does 
work together for good—and we have a responsible part to play in the process.
 
15.  We cannot fathom why God permits such suffering, but he does not leave us alone.  "In all 
our afflictions he is afflicted with us."
 
16.  A Son of God has come forth to reveal the love of God, to experience this life with its full 
measure of suffering, and to comfort those who suffer.
 
17.  Once an episode of suffering is over—really over—we look back and find that it was not 
truly substantial.  Though evil appears to exist for a time, it is parasitical on realities that are 



good.  On the path from chaos to glory the sufferings of time are eclipsed by everlasting joy.
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The feminist ethics of Nel Noddings

               First, a summary of NEL NODDINGS, CARING: A FEMININE APPROACH TO 
ETHICS AND MORAL EDUCATION (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California 
Press, 1984) 

            Beware: summarizing is a rational-analytic process that truncates the intuitive experience 
of receptivity (e.g., in reading), which is essential to establish an appropriate relationship with 
another person (e.g., an author). 

            Nel Noddings, a former high school mathematics teacher, now in the School of Education 
at Stanford University, draws on her experiences as a wife and mother.  Caring as a parent and as 
a teacher are her paradigms. 

            She articulates her ethic by contrast with an ethic of rational principle, which appeals 
primarily to principles, propositions, justification, fairness, and justice (1).  This approach is 
associated with the father, is detached, and is prepared to "tear into others whose belief or 
behaviors differ from ours with the promise of ultimate vindication" (2).  This approach tends 
toward violence in the name of moral principle and emphasizes moral reasoning.  An ethic of 
rules designed to be universally applied appears to obscure the very differences between people 
that give rise to moral problems.  She regards maintenance of the caring relation, however, as a 
universal requirement which saves her ethic from relativism (85). 

            Noddings criticizes the enterprise of justifying conclusions about morality, but defines 
ethics in terms of justification: "to behave ethically is to behave under the guidance of an 
acceptable and justifiable account of what it means to be moral" (27).  "When we care, we 
should, ideally, be able to present reasons for our action/inaction which would persuade a 
reasonable, disinterested observer" (23).  At the same time, "Moral statements cannot be justified 
in the way that statements of fact can be justified.  They are not truths.  They are derived not from 
facts or principles but from the caring attitude" (94). 

            The alternate approach is "rooted in receptivity, relatedness, and responsiveness" (2), is 
concerned with seeking more information, talking to the participants to see their eyes and facial 
expressions, to receive what they are feeling."  This approach reasons on the basis of feelings and 
needs and impressions.  The focus is "not on judgment and particular acts but on how we meet 
each other morally."  Uniqueness and subjectivity are emphasized.  "Since so much depends on 
the subjective experience of those involved in ethical encounters, conditions are rarely 
'sufficiently similar' for me to declare that you must do what I do" (5). 

            The book's title associates caring with the feminine; it must be understood, however, that 
women have no monopoly on the feminine.  "It may be the case that such a approach is more 
typical of women than of men, but this is an empirical question I shall not attempt to answer" (2).  
"Contrasts between masculine and feminine approaches . . . are not intended to divide men and 
women into opposing camps.  They are meant, rather, to show how great the chasm is that 
already divides the masculine and feminine in each of us and to suggest that we enter a dialogue 
of genuine dialectical nature in order to achieve an ultimate transcendence of the masculine and 
feminine in moral matters. . . .  [But] "I shall have to argue expressively" (6).  She uses the 
feminine pronoun to refer to the one-caring and the masculine pronoun to refer to the cared-for. 

  

            The pattern of caring: from intuitive receptivity through reasoning to caring which is 
completed in the receptivity of the cared-for.  

            We rarely start with reasoning, but usually "in an intuitive or receptive mode" (7) with 
"memories, feelings, and capacities" (8).  Caring is not a matter of emotion, the degradation of 
consciousness described by Sartre (33).  Necessary to caring is engrossment and motivational 
displacement.  I become engrossed in who/what I am caring for, and other motives become 
displaced.  There is a flow of motivational energy which is shared and put at the service of the 
other.  "When one cares, there are active moments of caring in which the engrossment must be 
present.  In those moments the cared-for is not an object.  In Buber's words: 'He is no longer He 
or She, limited by other Hes and Shes, a dot in the world grid of space and time, nor a condition 
that can be experienced and described, a loose bundle of named qualities.  Neighborless and 
seamless, he is Thou and fills the firmament" (74). 

            Primary receptivity is not a matter of "putting oneself into another's shoes."  Such a 
procedure is a deliberate act of projective imagination and effort to understand (30).  (The golden 
rule, as a rule, belongs to the ethics of principle.)  Nevertheless Noddings says, "Caring involves 
stepping out of one's personal frame of reference into the other's" (24); "I begin, as nearly as I 
can, with the view from his eyes" (15); she cites Kierkegaard, "I must see the other person's 
reality as a possibility for my own" (14).  "The one-caring receives the child and views his world 
through both sets of eyes.  Martin Buber calls this relational process 'inclusion'" (63) (rare in 
institutionalized helping arrangements). 

            "How can you even know that you are actually 'receiving the other'?"  In being totally 
with the other person there is no infallible intuition.  Sometimes we feelingly recognize that the 
person is in pain, but we fail to assess the cause of pain aright (25) [this explanation for error is 
identical to that of the rationalist, Descartes].  "I must see the cared-for as he is and as he might 
be--as he envisions his best self--in order to confirm him" (67). 

            The feminine approach has its own kind of rationality, the "receptive rationality of 
caring."  In caring the activities normally identified as involving reasoning function as the middle 
phase in the process.  There is a danger of a hasty shift into the objective, procedure-following, 
problem-solving mode (25).  Our reasoning arises from receptive experience.  Reasoning is the 
intermediate phase of the process of resolving a question.  

            She appears to experience caring as self-forgetting identification with the cared-for, 
punctuated with ever renewed thinkings and dualities.         

            It is a total conveyance of self to other, a continual transformation of 
individual to duality to new individual to new duality.  Neither the engrossment of the 
one-caring nor the perception of attitude by the cared-for is rational; that is, neither is 
reasoned.  While much of what goes on in caring is rational and carefully thought out, 
the basic relationship is not, and neither is the required awareness of relatedness. (61) 

Caring is not discerned by external, "objective" observation.  Caring is sometimes spoken of as a 
burden (which occasions the remark that it's not just a matter of claiming to care [10]; some 
"helping" activities may indeed be uncaring).  We care about things.  We also care for self and 
others.  Caring needn't be outwardly obvious; a mother's refraining from interfering with her 
teenage son can manifest caring (10-11).  Her ideal is to be consistently One-Caring, someone 
ready to give herself, someone who is present in the acts of caring, with an attitude that warms 
and comforts or "frees you to embrace the absence you have chosen" (19).  The caring attitude is 
holistic, does not use strategies, say, for certain learning goals (62). 

              One learns to participate in cycles.  At one stage, things are allowed to enter 
with little restriction; a reservoir of images and energy is stored up.  Then a focusing 
takes place; the energies are made dense, brought sharply to focus on a point of 
interest.  Then a diffusion may occur.  The energy is converted to light and scattered 
over the entire field of interest illuminating elements and ground.  The field is now 
characterized by coherence and grace.  Both initial and final stages may be 
characterized as receptive.  In the first we receive what is there; in the last, we receive 
what-is-there in relation to what-is-here.  We see how we are related to this object to 
which we are related. (60) 

            There is something like a circuit of caring [my term, not hers] which must be completed 
in order for caring to be actualized.  The one cared-for has responsibilities, too--mainly to tune in 
to the caring that is coming his way.  This includes recognizing the readiness of the one-caring to 
give herself, to see her present in the acts of caring or in the acts.  Not necessarily that the cared-
for must express gratitude or give something back to the one-caring, but he must be receptive/
responsive to the caring that is going on.  "If the demands of the cared-for are too great or if they 
are delivered ungenerously, the one-caring may become resentful and, pushed hard enough, may 
withdraw her caring" (47) or turn back in "anguish and concern for self" (74).  When caring goes 
right, ". . . the cared-for 'grows' and 'glows' under the perceived attitude of the one-caring" (67).  
But the one-caring cannot demand or constrain the cared-for's response.  "The freedom, 
creativity, and spontaneous disclosure of the cared-for that manifest themselves under the nurture 
of the one-caring complete the relation. . . .  What the cared-for gives to the relation either in 
direct response to the one-caring or in personal delight or in happy growth before her eyes is 
genuine reciprocity" (74). 

            What if you are supposedly the cared-for but the one-caring is inauthentic?  When the 
caring is not coming through as genuine, one can either (1) move covertly into the role of one-
caring and fake the role of the cared-for or (2) heroically interpret the "one-supposedly-caring" at 
her best and respond to what should have been the intention ("the way of hope and beauty") (77).  

  

            The ethic of caring and its motive: actualizing one's ideal.  We all know what it is like to 
be naturally caring for someone else, and to receive such caring from another person.  "This 
goodness is felt . . . " (49).  We intuitively recognize that this is the way we want to live.  When 
we can, we do.  When we cannot, we perceive a basic obligation: "I must."  "My first and 
unending obligation is to meet the other as one-caring" (17).   We rouse a secondary, 
unspontaneous caring by motivating ourselves toward our personal ideal of becoming a 
consistently caring person.  "Caring for my ethical self commits me to struggle toward the other 
through clouds of doubt, aversion, and apathy" (50).  My ideal must be realistic; it must take my 
failures into account, and it must not be impossible to achieve.  There are situations in which my 
ethical capacity is diminished, e.g., when alternatives are tragically restricted, e.g., on account of 
competition or participation in hierarchal institutions (113-20).  The ideal is strong, beautiful, 
energetic, proud, yet humble on account of one's dependence on support and energy from the 
other (104-08).  Why be moral?  Because, on the one hand, I am moral.  And on the other hand, 
because I want to be moral (51).  The ideal is nurtured through dialogue, practice, and attributing 
the best possible motive to others (120-24). 

            Rules and conflicts.  None of the conventional rules is absolute.  Not that in the name of 
Principle one is permitted to betray another person.  The point rather is that caring for someone is 
so primary that social conformity is readily sacrificed (52-53).  There is a permanent liability for 
guilt, since caring can lapse or go wrong. 

  

            Joy.  One maintains and enhances the ideal through rejoicing, e.g., celebrating the 
available beauty of daily repetition, and of homey, physical phenomena and activities (124-31).  
Our basic reality is relational, and our basic affect is joy.  "[T]he occurrence of joy reveals the 
part of our fundamental reality that may be identified with the feminine as it is experience by 
both men and women" (134).  We should be careful not to overgeneralize regarding emotions and 
to give adequate recognition to the conscious aspects of emotions.  She observes that joy is like 
emotions, in that it is occasioned by contact with an "object," but unlike typical emotions, is not 
advanced as a reason for doing something (142-43).  Sartre well describes the departure from 
rational engagement when emotion arises in activity.  Joy is irrational when it is exalted or 
unworldly or when it supplants other awareness.  But receptive joy, joy over relatedness, joy in 
the very between of the relationship--she lets herself grope for words/concepts--such joy is 
registered in addition to objects.  Such joy leads to the growth of altruism and social sensitivity 
(143-44). 

            It often seems to sweep over us without being directed at an object.  It is 
triggered by something; but the joy itself seems to arise from something beyond the 
immediate object.  Further, it seems often to accompany a reflective mode of 
consciousness . . . . (133) 

  

              Experiences of caring lead Noddings to regenerate the traditional ontology of levels of 
things, ideas, and beings who are sentient in varying degrees.  Among different species of 
animals, there are degrees of responsiveness to our caring.  We have a duty not to bring needless 
pain.  The chains of natural caring are such that to care for one cat binds us to caring for other 
members of the same species (148-59).  What about the natural environment?  It is not strictly 
appropriate to care for plants.  The persons involved in the controversies take precedence over, 
say, the trees that are disputed (159-161).  There is a legitimate "aesthetical" caring for things and 
ideas.  We behave ethically only through things, not to things.  We understand in the rhythm of 
effort and surrender.  Our creative experience with ideas goes through three phases: intuition, 
incubation, and illumination (161-69). 

  

            The central aim of moral education is to enhance the other as caring.  The teacher 
identifies with the student while recognizing his independence.  The teacher's role is to attribute 
the best motives to the student.  Her role as the one who gives support and encouragement is 
inconsistent with her role as the one who gives grades.  Schools need to be restructured to permit 
an open, free-wheeling caring, through a greater diversity of activities.  Those who hold power in 
the schools, however, will easily relinquish it.  

            There is an innate desire for competence (according to psychologist Robert White, 
sympathetically presented by Noddings), which she defines as "a global mastery of conditions in 
one's personal or professional environment" (62). 

            Educational strategy should be built on the purposes of the student (Dewey) (63).  
Education should make room for non-skill-building, etc. time to permit creative discoveries to 
dawn (144-46). 

            A study of exceptionally creative architects discloses that their parents 
showed "an extraordinary respect for the child and confidence in his ability to do 
what was appropriate.  Thus they did not hesitate to grant him rather unusual freedom 
in exploring his universe and in making decision for himself--and this early as well as 
late.  The expectation of the parent that the child would act independently but 
reasonably and responsibly appears to have contributed immensely to the latter's 
sense of personal autonomy which was to develop to such a marked degree. (73, 
quoting Donald MacKinnon) 

  

            Noddings's challenge to a religious ethic of love. 

            Noddings's atheism is expressed in terms of a protest against violations of caring in male-
dominated religion.  Noddings cites Nietzsche as one of the authors who have influenced her 
philosophy. 

            There are those who locate the source of their ethicality in God, and others 
who find theirs in reason, and still others who find theirs in self-interest.  I am 
certainly not denying the existence of these positions nor their power to motivate 
some individuals, but I am suggesting that they do not ring true to many of us and 
that they seem off the mark or unnecessarily cumbersome in their search for 
justification. (104) 

            The first problem with agapism is that it makes love obligatory (74).  The demand for 
universal love leads to conflicting demands for caring, is impossible to actualize, and tends to 
invite abstract talk that supplants caring.  But Noddings upholds "an internal state of readiness to 
try to care for whoever crosses our path" (8).  Rather, there are "concentric circles" of caring: one 
cares much for those nearest.  But there are "chains" of caring: I come to care for someone; that 
person cares for someone else; so I come to care for that third person.  What about strangers?  "I 
can meet him only in a state of wary anticipation and rusty grace, for my original innocent grace 
is gone and, aware of my finiteness, I fear a request I cannot meet without hardship" (47). 

                        There is no command to love nor, indeed, any God to make the 
commandment.  Furthermore, I shall reject the notion of universal love, finding it 
unattainable in any but the most abstract sense and thus a source of distraction.  
While much of what will be developed in the ethic of caring may be found, also, in 
Christian ethics, there will be major and irreconcilable differences.  Human love, 
human caring, will be quite enough on which to found an ethic. . . .  Human love, 
human caring, will be quite enough on which to found an ethic. (29; cf. 4) 

            She speaks of "natural inclination," "natural caring."  The story of Abraham, willing to 
sacrifice his son in obedience to [what he thought was] the command of God, illustrates how far 
religion can carry us from caring (43ff; 97-98).  

                        There are many women who will deplore my insistence on locating the 
source of caring in human relations.  The longing for something beyond is lovely--
alluring--and it persists.  It seems to me quite natural that men, many of whom are 
separated from the intimacy of caring, should create gods and seek security and love 
in worship.  But what ethical need have women for God?  I do not mean to suggest 
that women can brush aside an actually existing God but, if there is such a God, the 
human role in Its maintenance must be trivial.  We can only contemplate the universe 
in awe and wonder, study it conscientiously, and live in it conservatively.  Women, it 
seems to me, can accept the God of Spinoza and Einstein.  What I mean to suggest is 
that women have no need of a conceptualized God, one wrought in the image of 
man.  All the love and goodness commanded by such a God can be generated from 
the love and goodness found in the warmest and best human relations. (97) 
              Let me say a little more here, because I know the position is a hard one for 
many--even for many I love.  In our earlier discussion of Abraham, we saw a 
fundamental and deeply cut chasm between male and female views.  We see this 
difference illustrated again in the New Testament.  In Luke 16, we hear the story of a 
rich man who ignored the suffering of Lazarus, a beggar.  After death, Lazarus finds 
peace and glory, but the rich man finds eternal torment.  He cries to Abraham for 
mercy: 

Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus, that he may dip 
the tip of his finger in water, and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in 
this flame.  But Abraham said, "Son, remember that you in your lifetime 
received your good things, and likewise Lazarus evil things; but now he 
is comforted and you are tormented.  And beside all this, between us and 
you there is a great gulf fixed: so that they which would pass from hence 
to you cannot; neither can they pass to us, that would come from thence. 

              But what prevents their passage?  The judgmental love of the harsh father 
establishes the chasm.  This is not the love of the mother, for even in despair she 
would cast herself across the chasm to relieve the suffering of her child.  If he calls 
her, she will respond.  Even the wickedest, if he calls, she must meet as one-caring.  
Now I ask again, what ethical need has woman for God? 
              In the stories of Abraham, we hear the tragedy induced by the traditional, 
masculine approach to ethics.  When Kierkegaard defends him in an agonized and 
obsessive search for "something beyond" to which he can repeatedly declare his 
devotion, he reveals the emptiness at the heart of his own concrete existence.  If 
Abraham is lost, he, Kierkegaard is lost.  He observes: "So either there is a paradox, 
that the individual as the individual stands in an absolute relation to the absolute/or 
Abraham is lost." 
              Woman, as one-caring, pities and fears both Abraham and Kierkegaard.  Not 
only are they lost, but they would take all of us with them into the lonely wilderness 
of abstraction. (97-98) 

[Is her critique of the implications of the text from Luke 16 accurate?  Is there any way for 
someone who regards that passage as a teaching of Jesus to defend the story?] 

            She remarks about the responsibility for and the response to evil: 

            But this evil [of a woman who murdered her abusive husband while he slept] 
is not An Evil sustained by cosmic forces and just waiting to trap the weak and 
unwary.  It is created by individual human beings making conscious choices.  When 
one intentionally rejects the impulse to care and deliberately turns her back on the 
ethical, she is evil, and this evil cannot be redeemed. . . .  One cannot be rescued from 
evil as from a burning house [a popular Buddhist image]; one must choose its 
opposite.  Nor can evil be redeemed with compensation; it can only be terminated, 
rejected unequivocally.  Evil is not likely, either, to be weakened or reversed by the 
submission of its victim.  Again we see that an ethic of caring is a proud ethic.  It 
does not turn the other cheek in meek submission.  It seeks to prevent a second blow.  
It does not seek to "heap coals of fire upon the head" of the transgressor nor to prove 
its own superiority in accepting evil while giving good.  It seeks to preserve and 
enhance caring. . . .  How often are we lost because we do not know until too late that 
we are dealing with evil.  This is an unavoidable danger of acting under the guidance 
of an ethic of caring. (116) 

  

            Critical questions.  Noddings works with the hypothesis that there tend to be 
psychological as well as biological differences between men and women.  Some literature 
characterizes men at their worst and women at their best.  Why is this practice understandable?  Is 
it fair?  To what extent does Noddings do so?  Are her characterizations of men and of religion an 
example of tearing into others?  To what extent is are they legitimate?  Is it always wrong to tear 
into others?  On p. 97 she explicitly and deliberately pursues a critique of religion that she knows 
many of the women she loves will find painful.  Can this be called "tearing into others"?  What is 
the difference? 

            Is her concept of caring as remote as she claims from agape?  Does her discussion of joy 
witness to spiritual experience?  Does she intend the joy of caring to be a substitute for religious 
experience?  Is her concept of the ideal comparable to the concept of an evolving soul? 

            Nel Noddings and Paul Shore, Awakening the Inner Eye: Intuition in Education (New 
York and London: Teachers College Press, 1984).  This book brings together many sources from 
Pythagoras to contemporary and new age psychology, all focusing on intuition.  Arithmetic is 
founded on intuition, which is required to "pick out discrete objects, locate them in space, and 
separate them from their backgrounds" (49).  Noddings astutely recognizes the major role of 
intuition in the history of philosophy as the foundation of such knowledge as is available to us.  
Thinkers disagree about what kinds of intuition we have, but not about the grounding of reason in 
intuition.  She summarizes points from Aristotle, Plotinus, Descartes, Spinoza, Rousseau, Kant, 
Hume, Schleiermacher, Husserl, and others.  A quote from Descartes: "Intuitive knowledge is an 
illumination of the soul, whereby it beholds in the light of God those things which it pleases him 
to reveal to us by a direct impression of divine clearness in our understanding which in this is not 
considered an agent, but only as receiving the rays of divinity" (13).  Contemporary philosopher 
Richard Rorty, the dean of contemporary skeptical pragmatism, says that "intuition" can be used 
to mean (1) unjustified true belief, (2) immediate knowledge of the truth of propositions, (3) 
immediate knowledge of a concept, or (4) nonpropositional knowledge of an entity (42).  She 
says, "If we allow intuition to reflect on inner activity we can have clear knowledge of 
intellectual things without Platonistic paradigms" (52). 

            Intuition may be mistaken, but it arises with conviction.  Michael Polanyi (Personal 
Knowledge): "Therefore, as it emerges in response to our search for something we believe to be 
there, discovery, or supposed discovery, will always come to us with the conviction of its being 
true.  It arrives accredited in advance by the heuristic craving which evoked it" (148).  She is 
prepared to distinguish the intuition itself from the feeling of certainty that often accompanies it 
(53). 

            Many people charge that our practical purposes so distort our perceptions that we can 
never honestly say that we have a neutral, objective intuition.  Noddings agrees that purpose 
affects perception, but insists that one of the purposes we can have is simply to intuit what is 
there (54).  Sometimes She appears to waver on one related point.  She tends to insulate her claim 
about the primacy of intuition from all balancing remarks, denying that any conceptual mediation 
is implicit in intuitive experience: "Intuitive activity involves immediate contact with objects of 
knowledge or feeling.  Cognitive or conceptual schemes do not mediate the interaction" (69).  At 
the same time she wants to acknowledge that intuition is dynamic, without creating its object 
whole cloth.  There are constructive and receptive aspects of intuition (53).  The proportion of 
purposeful/imposing vs. receptive/attentive varies in different types of intuition. 

            

            Intuition is appreciated in the history of ethics as a special faculty for recognizing moral 
distinctions regarding (1) the moral value of a particular action and the moral hierarchy of 
motives, (2) a class of acts which can be intuitively known to be wrong [Protestant ethics without 
theology], and (3) the synthesis of morality into a single precept or criterion (34). 

            "The intuiter reacts in a certain way as if his actions reflected something he knew" (27). 

                                                                                                Jeffrey Wattles 11/91 
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Notes on Garrett Thomson, On the Meaning of Life
 
Chapter 1, Untangling the Question.  The main point: The question of the meaning of life needs to be 
clarified before it can be properly addressed.  We can inquire to find the meaning of life in a way that 
can be true and universal, while making room for individual and cultural differences.
A first expansion.  Chapter 1 will probably impress you with how a philosopher trained (at Oxford) in 
the analytic tradition can clarify the complexities implicit in a question that at first glance may seem 
obvious: What is the meaning of life?  Just getting clear about the question and its implications if often a 
very important beginning to an inquiry.  As you read the chapter, please recognize that the headings 
“Unanswerable questions,” “Unknowable answers,” and “No universal answers,” represent summary 
objections to the view for which GT is arguing.  Notice on pp. 12 –13 the reference to kinds of value—
this will prove to be an important topic as the book unfolds.  As GT sorts out the ways of understanding 
the question of the meaning of life, he announces just one major conclusion: “An understanding of the 
meaning of life must have some practical implications for the way that we conduct our lives.” (10)
On p. 3 and 13 you will notice direct or indirect criticisms of religious ways of responding to the key 
questions of this inquiry.  Ask yourselves how a religionist might respond.  It will be therefore of 
particular interest to indicate possible lines of response to GT’s materialist arguments to help the student 
assess how strong they are when confronted with some responses from the perspective of a religious 
philosophy.  Obviously it is up to the individual reader to arrive and his or her own decision whether a 
particular reply is as strong as GT’s argument.
 
            Chapter 2, The Infinite.  Main point: We don’t have to assume that meaning in life necessarily 
depends on relating our life to God.  
            Expansion: this chapter argues not against the idea that God exists but against the idea that 
meaning in life is to be understood solely in terms of its reference to God (or the Infinite or the 
Absolute).  Pp. 17-19 challenge the idea of the authority of God being the basis of values.  The argument 
has important parallels with the Euthyphro dilemma; review the webnotes (http://www.personal.kent.
edu/~jwattles/dilemma.htm) and ask whether they help provide any answer to GT’s argument.
Note an important philosophical point: the “mere fact” of God’s (allegedly) having a purpose for human 
life doesn’t justify the normative conclusion [‘value judgment’] that we ought to honor that purpose.  
[Question: should a religionist accept the characterization of the (alleged) fact of God’s purpose as a 
mere fact without normative implications?]  In general, it is a mistake to conclude a value judgment or a 
normative claim about obligation merely from premises that simply state matters of fact.  If a religionist 
must make that kind of mistake, then this criticism on this point is incisive indeed.
Regarding GT’s claim about the “false dichotomy,” how might a religionist respond?
On p. 20 you see a critique of the idea that life has no real meaning except as a way to gain a better after-
life.  Would an intelligent religionist make such an extreme claim?  If not, how could the claim be 
modified?  
P. 22: would immortality make life boring and meaningless?  Necessarily?
Note the distinction between factual and normative claims toward the bottom of p. 18.  This will be a 
focus of later reflection.  
GT then argues that it imposes a false dichotomy to ask someone to choose between affirming an 
objective, divine purpose and settling for a merely subjective, human purpose.  There are alternatives.  
In more detail: Read the paragraph beginning at the bottom of p. 16 plus the following paragraph, which 
discuss Annie Dillard’s quoting the Bible: “What does the Lord require of you but to do justly, and to 
love mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?”  Is it necessarily an appeal to authority to quote the 
Bible?  What would be implied if she were in fact making an appeal to authority?  Have we evidence of 
that here?  What other possibility is there for using this quote?  
GT’s conclusion: Even if God exists and if He wills what is good, then His will does not constitute the 
good, but rather reflects it” (18).  If the issue could be reduced to the choice between two one-sided and 
simplistic alternatives, one might indeed prefer GT’s conclusion, but mature religious thought may well 
reject this way of setting up the question.  GT’s first chapter has well shown the importance of careful 
work on a question before trying to answer it.  In case the question here carries problematic assumptions, 
it merits comparable work.  In particular, if God’s authority is not merely that of an external but 
omniscient observer, but if our being and our good and the meaningfulness of our lives involve our 
relationship with him, and if his spirit presence indwells the mind—including the heart of our center of 
motivation towards our interests—then knowing him and seeking his will would have a major affect on 
our experience of intrinsic value in our daily activities—the key to the meaning of life for GT.
Comments on GT’s refutation of Nozick.  Finding meaning is indeed (at least often) a matter of placing 
something in a wider context.  Even the intrinsic values in GT’s meaningful life have to do with the 
self’s relation to something beyond itself.  Activities are interactions.  To substitute “value” for 
“meaning” doesn’t do the work GT wants it to do, since there are meanings of values, too.  There is no 
infinite regress since, for the believer, God is eternal truth and the source of eternal truth, the source of 
endless expansion of meaning.
 
            Chapter 3, Is There a Plan?  Main point.  Evolutionary theory makes it unnecessary to appeal 
to divine purpose to explain life and the characteristics we have as organisms.  
This chapter characterizes the personality concept of God (e.g., the Father concept of God or the concept 
of the motherly love of God) as anthropomorphic personifications (anthropomorphism—conceiving 
God, e.g., in human form).  How might a religionist reply?  (In case you want to read some more on this 
try http://www.personal.kent.edu/~jwattles/unifam.htm)  
How does GT manage to characterize the theory of evolution so that there is no possibility of accepting 
both evolution (natural selection + genetics + biochemistry of DNA) and the concept of a purposive 
Creator operating behind the mechanical causation traced by science?
            Because we’re a bit rushed for time, I’m going to allow you to skip the appendix—but read the 
first paragraph of it.  The argument there is, like most of the arguments in this book, very clear, very up-
to-date, very interesting, and very challenging to traditional religious thinking.
 
            Chapter 4, The Purpose of Goals.  Main point.  If we regard an activity as merely a means to a 
goal, then we will miss whatever intrinsic (non-instrumental) value it may have.  Example: you do a job 
you dislike merely to earn money for school.  If you could handle school bills without doing the job, you 
would do so.  Thinking of the meaning of activities only in terms of goals (surprisingly) takes away from 
whatever values of the activity that you could enjoy while doing it.  This is true for all goals, divine or 
human.  Being oriented toward goals serves the purpose of enhancing our activities, not the other way 
around.  "A person is not just a means to achievement" (51).
            First, note the critique of the idea that meaning in life is only a matter of turning your life into an 
instrument for serving the goal of God (as though there were nothing in your life that is “non-
instrumentally” valuable).  How can a religionist reply?  Notice GT’s important critique of the notion 
that meaning is all about purpose—as though purpose (divine or human) threatens to strip life of 
intrinsically worthwhile activities (49-50).  Note GT’s helpful discussion of the difference between two 
distinctions: the first between instrumental and intrinsically valuable activities and the second between 
means and ends (50-55; note the helpful summary of the argument of this chapter to this point on p. 55).  
Notice that the critique of a goal-oriented answer to the question of the meaning of life challenges 
human as well as divine goals as being able to provide the answer that one might seek to the question of 
the meaning of life.
 
            Chapter 5, Spiritual Development.  “The religious aspect of life needs to be reconceptualized 
to avoid the error of turning life into only a means to Heaven, Nirvana, or union with God.”  We are 
capable of “training our consciousness to pay attention to value, and this constitutes a form of self-
improvement.”  It may be, for all that has been argued thus far, that “part of the meaning of life consists 
in the contemplation or worship of the divine.”  But “rather than starting from the divine and 
understanding the meaning of our lives in terms of that, we should start from meaningful activities, such 
as contemplation and worship . . . and, from this, try to make sense of the divine.”
Enjoy the fine, brief summary of a certain kind of Buddhism, and note the conclusion that GT draws on 
pp. 66-67—which applies both to religious and non-religious persons.
 
Chapter 6, Happiness.  Pleasure theories (hedonism) define happiness in terms of pleasure or satisfying 
one’s desires.  But the fact that we’d miss something by plugging into Nozick’s “experience machine” 
shows that the meaning of life is more than pleasure.  Actually, our desires are, at best, just a guide to 
our interests—the motivational source of non-instrumental desires (e.g., desires for friendship and 
beauty).
Why does GT argue that happiness a poor candidate for the meaning of life—and what definition of 
happiness does he use?  Can you find the main lines of GT’s alternative theory?  How does he 
distinguish desire and interest?
In this chapter GT refers to his book, Needs (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987).  Here are a few 
quotations from the Introduction (n.p.).

 
1.  Needs are objective in the sense that it is a discoverable matter of fact what 

needs people have and this fact has an intrinsic bearing on what we ought to 
do.  ‘Need’ allows us to pass from an ‘is’ statement to an ‘ought’.

2.  Needs are unimpeachable values.  We cannot say truly that people ought to 
have different needs, and hence needs provide a bed-rock for evaluation.

3.  Needs are a matter or priority.  What we need is something which we cannot 
do without, and hence is an overriding reason.

  
Not all needs are instrumental; the notion of a fundamental or non-instrumental need is 
a normative concept because it pertains to serious harm.
Fundamental needs are inescapable.
Harm should be defined in terms of interests and not desires.
Harm is not indefinitely plastic.
The concept of a need is in a certain respect vague but this does not mean that needs 
are relative.
Needs must be distinguished from desires and needs override desires as prudential 
reasons.
The concept of a need cannot be analysed prescriptively.
‘Need’ makes a virtue of necessity.
 

            Chapter 7, The Invention of Meaning.  Main point: meaning is discovered, not invented.  An 
activity is meaningful because of the value(s) connected with the activity.  Evaluative statements, such 
as “the breeze is refreshing” can be true or false (this is the “cognitivist” position).
Much of the chapter is difficult, but worth working at; it’s GT’s argument against the idea that meaning 
is merely subjective.  Note GT’s first arguments against the “invention of meaning” view in the section, 
“Relevance” (83f).  How does GT argue against non-cognitivism and for cognitivism?  Note that when 
he comes to metaphysics in chapter 8, GT will argue that meaning and value do not exist, are not 
entities, are not real.  In what sense then doe he propose a realist theory of value?  Try to grasp his view 
of the alleged is/ought gap: that empirical statements can by themselves support evaluative conclusions, 
and that we cannot disentangle descriptive and evaluative components in terms that have both aspects (e.
g., “he is diligent”).
 
Chapter 8, Soft Reality.  We can agree with materialism that the universe (all that exists) contains 
nothing but things that are material) while still recognizing the meanings and values in human 
experience.  There are three ways to do this: (1) we can say that some properties of material things are 
non-material; (2) we can say that basic material properties give rise to non-material (“supervening”) 
properties; or (3) we can say that material things can be described in non-material ways as well as in 
material ways.  You may wish to read the final conclusion first as a clue to where the argument is going.  
Why might a religionist object to GT’s claim not to have a reductionist view?  For GT, statements of 
meaning and value describe matter.
 
            Chapter 9, Appreciation.  Realism is the view that we can perceive meaning and value; thus, 
statements of meaning and value can be true or false.  Thus, we can succeed in recognizing values, and 
we can also sometimes fail to be aware of values.  We can learn to experience more value by training 
our attention.
 
            Chapter 10, Beyond the Self.  We connect to people by (1) appreciating them through our own 
perception and feelings, being aware of their valuable character-traits and ways of being; (2) making 
some of their concerns our own goals; (3) gaining a sense of “we.”
 
Chapter 11, Metaphysical Expressions.  If human life in general says or expresses something, then it 
is to be interpreted as having expressive value.  Heidegger’s metaphysics claims to show what it means 
to be, or by revealing what human existence in general expresses.  According to Heidegger, to take up 
authentically and resolutely our being-towards-death takes us beyond our inauthentic ways of just 
saying, thinking, and seeing what our social group says, thinks, and feels.
 
            Chapter 12, The Novelist.  In addition to possible expressive value that human life may have in 
general, there may be ways in which a particular life expresses something.  Our lives are more than 
particular intentional actions following life plans.  There are patterns, changes, and aspects of life 
beyond the conscious mind.  Our life is not a text or a story, so hermeneutics does not exactly apply the 
way it does in the paradigm case of a text; but hermeneutics can be applied to some extent.  The parts of 
one’s life thus far make sense in terms of the whole (and vice-versa); there are many dimensions of 
meaning and interpretation, but it is also possible to have a mistaken understanding of one’s life; finally, 
to interpret well, one needs a critical self-awareness of one’s presuppositions.
 
            Chapter 13, Everyday Life.  Meaning in life has to be found in everyday activities, and 
focusing on the question, “What are the meaning of my life at this time, in this particular context” 
“requests one to specify the particular challenges and struggles that one faces.”  We have learned to 
avoid nine mistakes: (1) only the infinite (e.g., God) has meaning, and the finite can only find meaning 
in relation to the infinite; (2) the meaning of life consists in some goal or purpose; (3) the meaning of 
life is happiness; (4) the meaning of life must be invented; (5) life cannot have a meaning if the universe 
is entirely composed of matter, as science teaches; (6) the sole or primary purpose of evaluations is to 
guide our choice of actions, and value judgments are basically nothing more than reasons for action; (7) 
the meaning of a person’s life cannot extend beyond him or herself; (8) a person’s life cannot be 
meaningful since only linguistic terms have meaning; (9) the meaning of our lives consists in our living 
in accordance with a self-determined life plan.
            The overall positive lessons are (1) that the meanings of life are in the living, and it is the person 
that has primary non-instrumental value; (2) we can enhance the meaning and value of our activities by 
paying attention to untapped value possibilities around us; (3) we can also build a better world or life for 
ourselves by acting in accord with our interests rather than merely following our desires; (4) a realism 
about meaning and value saves one from subjectivism, and the fact that values correlate with our 
interests saves us from absolutism; (5) non-instrumental relations with others are essential; (6) goodness, 
beauty, and truth help us form goals; (6) interpreting what our lives express and reveal about ourselves 
enables us to understand ourselves more deeply and to live more in accord with the values mentioned 
above; (7) spiritual significance in life, if there is one, should be understood in the above terms of 
reaching out to values beyond ourselves with our attention and actions, not as becoming merely the 
instruments of a divine purpose or as having a transcendent goal as the source of our meaning in life.
 
 
Class notes for July 26, 2006 

Chapter 2  Here are some of Thomson's arguments against religious theories followed by beginnings of 
replies that a religionist might offer.

Appeal to authority is a poor ground for the meaning of one’s life (17).  [Is that all religion offers?]

Logically, there is an open question whether any command is good; we can give reasons in favor of it, 
therefore a command does not define meaningfulness (17).  [Correct, but a religious philosopher would 
not imply otherwise.]

Values are not based on authority (17).  [Does religion claim otherwise?  Let’s explore the relation 
between supreme truth, beauty, and goodness and divinity.]

We are not mere possessions of God, (slavish) obedience to whom would devalue ourselves (17).  [Most 
religious thinkers would not affirm what GT is criticizing.]

A factual claim that God has a purpose for our lives does not validate the normative claim that we ought 
to devote our lives to fulfilling it (18-19).  [Logically speaking, a good point; additional premises need to 
be supplied and the conclusion needs to be rewritten.  But note the contrast between this discussion and 
Thomson’s rejection of the is-ought distinction on pp. 90ff.

Moreover, it “claims exclusive authority,” seems final, important, and authoritative (19).  [Most 
religionists would acknowledge that a person may have a meaningful life without faith in God, but what 
about the a meaningful life in its fullness and depth?  And, in the end, might not the initial 
acknowledgment be in some way misleading?  This is one of the thorniest issues in the debate.]

To contrast God-originated purpose with merely subjective purpose is a false dichotomy (19).  
[Thomson’s commitments to scientific objectivity and to human need anchor this claim.]

The solar system and the universe will eventually be in ruins (20, quoting Bertrand Russell).  [To 
challenge this widespread conclusion of “scientific cosmology” is difficult, but possible.]

If not having eternal life makes it all meaningless, what’s the complaint?  There must be something good 
about the finite life we know! (21)  [There is something good about this life, and this life has everything 
to do with God and with the wider universe adventure to which this life is the antechamber.]

Moreover, an eternal life is arguably boring (22).  [This now popular claim shows remarkably little 
imagination and understanding of a religious conception of an infinite eternal God and creative 
potentials that should open up as one ascends in the universe.]

Next, I reconstruct an argument that Thomson makes, using a different reading of Nozick.  Finding 
meaning in something often a matter of connecting it to a wider context.  If one were to make that 
observation into a universal requirement or definition, then it would apply to that wider context as well, 
which itself could only be meaningful in terms of a still wider context, and so on, until the widest 
possible context were reached.  But that widest possible context could not, by this criterion, be 
meaningful.  This would make meaning contingent on its relation to something meaningless.  Nozick 
discovered this puzzle and considered the possibility that that the puzzle would be resolved if God were 
to exist as the widest context, since the infinity of God would keep any context from being the last one.

Nozick, followed by Thomson, observed another route to meaningfulness: a connection to value.  
Activities are meaningful not only because of their connections to wider spheres of meaning but also 
because of their values.  While these two approaches to meaning hardly exhaust philosophers’ technical 
notions in the theory of meaning, they do address what is of prime importance in meaning of life 
discussions.

GT’ claim: “Now that we have removed the threat of a regress, the motivation to posit a uniquely, 
inherently meaningful absolute has also been eliminated.” (25)  [This claim, as GT surely knows, is 
overstated.]

 

Chapter 3.  GT denies that there is forced choice between affirming either a universe as the creation of a 
purposive Creator and a universe in which life is explained by meaningless material forces and things 
forming life by chance and necessity, self-organization (Teilhard de Chardin vs. Jacques Monod).   

“Evolution” is often used as a blanket term covering the following theses.

1.  Early life forms were the ancestors of all later life forms; biological evolution is a process of 
“descent with modification.”

2.  Natural selection is an important process in evolution.

3.  Natural selection is the main process in evolution. 

4.  The origin of living organisms is an accident wholly due to physical and chemical processes.

5.  The continuities between humans and monkeys, chimpanzees, and other primates, make it 

wrong to think of discontinuities of mind and spirit between human beings and animals.
[i]

The first two theses are well supported, the third is controversial, the fourth is speculative, and the fifth 
is a philosophical claim going beyond biology; so it is understandable that conflating them spawns 
conflict.

What is self-organization?  See http://psoup.math.wisc.edu/archive/sosfaq.html.   Systems acquire 
organization without outside causes and a way that cannot be explained reductionistically in terms of the 
laws implicit in the system components.  Thus properties “emerge” that are not found in their component 
parts.  The phenomena are studied mathematically and are beginning to be compared empirically to see 
how well they seem to explain a host of phenomena at all levels of nature.  (Comment: the term “self-
organization” gives the impression of excluding the possibility of a Creator.)

What is Daniel Dennett’s argument?  He wrote this paper before his book, Darwin’s Dangerous Idea 
came out: http://gort.ucsd.edu/jhan/ER/dd.html  Here’s just one critique: http://www.bu.edu/wcp/Papers/
Meth/MethRick.htm.

GT emphasizes that arguments for evolution do not prove that God does not exist, but methodologically 
make purposive or teleological explanations of no empirical value.  He is particularly concerned to 
preserve the possibility of a meaningful life, indeed one including spiritual values, as we shall see, even 
if we accept what he calls “the materialism of science.”  

 

Chapter 5.  After presenting Theravada Buddhism as a religion of self-transformation without a Creator 
God, GT sets forth what he calls the paradoxical character of the Buddhist distinction between the 
higher, absolute truth (according to which Buddhism has no self and no aim) and the lower, relative truth 
(according to which a self has a goal to attain nirvana).  Then, after dropping the remark that if God 
exists he would be responsible for suffering of the world, GT returns to the notion of the divine and 
suggests that those who are so minded might better start from meaningful activities, such as 
contemplation and worship and try to make sense of the divine in this experiential way.  This, he 
proposes, would be superior to trying to start with a “transcendental” God.  (If God could be 
experienced, would he be transcendental?  If transcendental, could he be experienced?  This, by the way, 
is the problem alleged by Kant.) 

[i]
 This list is a variation on one in Alvin Plantinga, “When Faith and Reason Clash” in Robert T. 

Pennock, ed., Intelligent Design Creationism and Its Critics (Cambridge, MIT Press, 2001), 127.
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Joyous  Living

 

[This is a transcript, slightly revised, of a talk by Jeffrey Wattles, given to the spring 2003 conference on 
the theme, Joyous Living, hosted in Los Angeles by the School of Meanings and Values.  The 
transcription was done by Cheryl Boyles.  You can order a video copy of the entire conference for $30 
through The School of Meanings and Values, P.O. Box 3324, Camarillo, CA  933011-3324  http://www.
school-meanings-values.org/]

 

It’s an honor and a pleasure to be here with you on this fabulous topic with this group of remarkable 
people, and I’m looking forward to it myself.  In high school I had a luminous experience of the triad of 
truth, beauty, and goodness, but I didn’t take it seriously until, in 1971, I came across a passage talking 
about a need for a new philosophy of living to be constructed around the concepts of truth, beauty, and 
goodness. I made my decision.  I was in the middle of my dissertation at that time in philosophy grad 
school, and I decided that I had to begin all over again building my own philosophy. Now, 32 years 
later, I have been working on it pretty much nonstop all that time, no matter whatever else I was doing.  
I  weaved whatever I was reading—in science, in philosophy, in world religions, in the arts—into these 
studies, always working on this philosophy of living.  And I now offer it to you, 32 years in 40 minutes. 
 I hope to save you some time.

We are beings involved in thinking and feeling and doing.  As thinkers, we find that truth governs our 
progress.  And as beings who feel, we find that beauty governs the school of feeling.  And as those who 
engage in action, we find that goodness is the dominant value for us.  I thought what I would do today is 
to address the topic of joy by looking at, as it were, the stages in the philosophy of living, and seeing 
how they contribute to the theme.

Our previous speaker, Dolores Nice, spoke magnificently to the thought that I propose first: Supreme joy 
is our experience of the beauty of love.  I just picked some way of putting in one sentence together the 
terms that seemed to me to be central.  But we’ve already heard such a profusion of lovely expressions 
of that; I don’t need to add my own.  What I wish to emphasize at the moment is this.  This simple 
concept can be presented very simply—you can even say it in a single word; you can say, "Joy."  Or you 
can expand it.  Being able to move from the simplicity to the complexity, back-and-forth, not losing 
sight of the simplicity when you move into the complexity, and letting that complexity, over and over 
again, enrich your simplicity—that’s the movement of a philosophical concept that I wish to encourage 
in you during our time together this morning.

Joy in daily life is often more of an adverb than a noun, more of a by-product than a goal in itself; it’s a 
way of living.  First of all, this means, here, that joyous living is based on truth.  What’s that going to 
mean?  Again, we can think of truth as a unity, in simplicity, or we can begin to expand the accordion 
and think of it in a differentiated way.  You can ask yourself as you confront an opportunity, “Is my life 
presently based on truth?”  Referring to truth in this simplest way, the question will trigger awarenesses 
and responses that you may find helpful.  Now let’s go to the more complex form. To grasp truth, begin 
with fact.  But many facts are sobering.  Many facts are sobering, so there are no false promises here. 
 This is not a vision of life where you are just always smiling, thinking, “We’re so spiritual.”  That can 
be very artificial, very repressive, very psychologically unhealthy for our development.  So we don’t 
pretend falsely.  We let go of false expectations.  Regarding such facts, integrated spirituality goes not 
over and above, but into and through.  But there is a joy of being cleansed of false hope.  The fact is 
there; the mind is here.  It’s an odd kind of joy, if you will.  It’s not massive, cascading, pervading your 
mind; it’s one of those slender, narrow, stern joys.  But it’s there, and I think you know what I’m talking 
about.

When I think of truth in a differentiated way, I think of science, philosophy, and spiritual experience. 
 And so I’m going to start with science now.  How can science help?  There’s a cosmos of law and 
order.  We can roughly find this physical universe to be a place in which things are to a significant 
degree understandable, and to a significant degree work-with-able.  And as we reflect and understand 
causes, it gives us high leverage.  I’ll give you an example.  Suppose you are dealing with one of those 
sobering facts, one of those moments where you realize that your growth is not as advanced as you 
someday hope it to be.   The laughter assures me that I’m not alone in this; thank you very much.  There 
is some unwelcome emotion, let us say some fear, some desire, that we would rather not live to the 
extent that we’re living it now.  But we reflect, and what little fragments of science we have at hand are 
really enough to get high leverage out of this.  We recall, biologically, that this emotion has an 
evolutionary value for us.  The Creator put it there for a reason.  We reflect on our social situation, and 
sociologically we realize, well, this environment is such as stimulates that emotion.  We can be very 
plain about recognizing that.  And we can recognize psychologically in ourselves, well, here I’m a critter 
that responds to these stimuli in these ways.  There’s a personal history to that, and there’s a general 
psychology to that.  These are features of the human critter.  And if we add an historical perspective to 
that we can say: look at the blankety-blank situation that we’re in historically right now.  Isn’t all of this 
really quite understandable?  In so doing, in a very simple way, we have brought science to our aid.  And 
there is high leverage in doing that.

So the first phase of the reflection on science is to face facts honestly.  The next phase is explore causes.  
The third phase is look at things in a grand, broad, evolutionary perspective.  That’s when things really 
start to get fun.  This third phase of scientific reflection is a phase that involves philosophy and religion. 
 As we see, these categories in truth and beauty and goodness are not airtight boxes.  They begin to 
move and blend into one another, though not indistinguishably.  The highest phase of scientific 
reflection that I propose to you now is a phase that cannot be fully grasped without a philosophical and 
spiritual commitment as well.  But of a vision of a grand process of evolution one can say, “Look at this 
passing phenomenon; here we are going through one of these moments which are not so glorious, but on 
the way to a superb destiny.”  A superb destiny.  One of the things that a grand evolutionary perspective 
opens us to is the awareness that we are agents; we are not merely passive recipients in a causal chain. 
 There are things we can do.  We are free to choose, free to create, free to make a contribution, and 
there’s a joy in the very fact of that.  And we begin to ask ourselves what values can be actualized here 
and now?  So you see how the picture has begun to change?  We started with a sobering fact; we got a 
scientific perspective that expanded into an evolutionary vision, and we’re well on our way at this point.

We’re going to have our first look now at a matrix that we’ll see being filled in throughout the 
continuation of this presentation.  We’re just looking at truth right now.  We’ve seen fact in science. 
 Now we’re going to look at the philosophical level of this process, looking at meanings.  Philosophy 
approaches truth by interpreting meanings.  We have the joy of realizing that your mind is permeated by 
divine ministry.  The Creator does not simply, you know, dump a mind on you, then tell you, “Okay, go 
make it glorious.  I’m not going to have anything more to do with you until you hit perfection.”  My 
favorite passage in the Bible that approaches this theme is Isaiah 11, chapter two – if you’ll turn . . . .  
The idea is that there are a number of gears of the human mind, and for each of these gears we can 
realize that we’re working with a circuit of divine ministry.  We have intuition, quick perception.  You 
can see my hands; you can hear the click of my fingers; you respond.  If I click too close to you you’ll 
have an instinctive protective reaction.  That’s because of the gift of mind function that we’re given at 
that level.  There’s a divine ministry to that function.  We don’t have to walk around adding fear to 
protect ourselves.  There’s already a divinely ministered to function of mind that helps us there.

The next one is the spirit of understanding.  As I go through on one of my long sentences you can, for 
the most part, hold it together.  You can keep together the meanings of the words, from the beginning to 
the end.  As I talk you associate ideas to make coherent sense of most of what I say, and you do it 
quickly.  For example, you’re driving, and you see the red light and you don’t even have to spell out the 
words in your mind to say, “Oh, it’s time to stop.”  You put on the brakes.  You can do that because of 
quick reasoning.  Organisms wouldn’t be effective if they were without that ability to associate ideas 
that way.  Isn’t it nice to reflect that there’s a ministry to that? There’s a spirit of understanding that 
helps us.

Next there’s the spirit of courage.  It takes courage, you know in Los Angeles, just to get out of bed and 
cross the street.  It takes courage to get here—congratulations to every one of you.  But there are times 
when you could use more of it, and times when you could use a finer quality of courage.  When you 
open up the mind, let yourself become more permeable, more permeable, something starts to come in, 
and it stays with you throughout the course of action that you’re about to undertake.  

There’s also the spirit of knowledge.  You’re here seeking more information, more understanding. 
 You’re curious.  You’re exploring.  You’ve got a spirit of adventure just to be here. That’s ministered to.

Consider the spirit of counsel: we cooperate.  There’s so much teamwork that has happened in getting all 
of us here together now for this particular event, professional high-tech teamwork, and then there are 
people like me.  We’re all cooperating together.  That spirit of counsel enables us to share, combine 
ideas, and work together.  

Beyond that, there’s the spirit of worship.  So many people ask, even though they’ve been religiously 
active for many years, “How do I worship?”  Just to realize that you can is a helpful and encouraging 
assurance.  And realize that there is a spirit ministry from God that helps us do that. 

Last, there’s the spirit of wisdom.  We’re all seeking divine wisdom here.  And, again there’s a ministry 
that helps us do that.

The next point that I’ll touch on in this quick summary of philosophy is that there’s the matter of 
cultivating the quality of thinking, and philosophy specializes in that, helping us learn to sharpen 
intuitions into insights that are really clear and really strong and really reliable, and helping us in logic 
so that we make more accurate deductions from those starting points, and then helping us to make sure 
that we have a sufficiently broad set of premises, set of starting points, so that we don’t end up in a one-
sided, narrow-minded, polemical situation.  We’ve heard of Miyuki Harley’s work in helping groups to 
unify when there’s tension.  I expect she’d say that there are experiences where one group has got a very 
clear intuition of something that is a genuine value, and they’re making very good deductions on the 
basis of that grasp, and another group has got hold of another genuine value; they’re making very good 
deductions based on the premise that they’ve got.  But many people in both groups don’t have a full 
enough set of premises, and so what’s necessary for your wisdom synthesis is to start from enough 
realizations of enough meanings and values that when you come to your wisdom synthesis it gets a 
whole lot easier to work together.

Then there’s the satisfaction of achieving a mature concept.  Now I want to emphasize: concept and idea 
are different.  I know this is going to come as a shock, and this is going to be a real disappointment: you 
can get ideas as fast as you can turn the page.  I can give you 32 years of work in a series of ideas that 
you can get as fast as you can hear me.  But an idea is not a concept.  A concept is something that comes 
after years of—I’m sorry—struggle.  And, for a concept to be formed, through that struggle you 
gradually acquire virtues, qualities that enable you to cope with situations.  So I think you’ll begin to 
understand that I can give you ideas this quickly, but I can’t give you concepts that quickly.  Part of the 
joy of being here with you all today is hearing so many different people giving voice to what they’ve 
found in the concepts because our concepts of great things will be different.

Let’s move into the area of spiritual experience.  Don’t you hate these lists?  These handy dandy, never 
fail lists?  I’ve got a list for you.  Look out for the list: If you feel in need, acknowledge it, and take your 
need to God.  That’s a little moment of simplicity.  So often we go through life with a sense of need.  
“Oh, I need this; oh, if only that; oh, my friend is just in this terrible situation; oh, the planet is just. . . .”  
And so we have this need consciousness. And that is a great step forward because it shows sensitivity.

But joyous living moves beyond just this phase of need consciousness, and how to make that transition 
from what I sometimes call the life of prayer to the life of worship is what this little sequence is about. 
 So you take your need to God and there you are; you don’t run away.  How often in our prayer life we 
just say something quick and then, boom, our mind is off on some different topic.  That’s normal.  I 
mean, I’m not here to make you feel guilty about something that is characteristic in the lives of every 
one of us.  But here’s the movement that I’m trying to teach myself to make, and sharing with you: 
having expressed that need, we stay with it.  We listen.  We remain open.  And in that openness, the 
more we grow, the more we realize that God is responding.  Some of that response we’ll never notice 
because our awareness is too dim, and it’s going to be in the future.  It doesn’t come all right away, but 
some of it does start right away.  And as we feel that, oh—there’s a wonderful sense of satisfaction and 
relief and release—and then we give thanks.

Thanksgiving is a very important next step in this transition.  Then there’s a phase in which we let that 
indwelling divine spirit gift take us further.  A prayer, it has been said, is sublime thinking.  Worship is 
super-thinking.  And that super-thinking is not something we can do.  That’s the illusion of a seven-step 
list.  You think, “I can do all these steps.”  No, you don’t do these steps.  This last step is something that 
you let be done.  You assent to it; you consent to this process.  And that spirit then lifts you up to the 
heights of worship, and that’s where you find the divine, beyond verbally expressible aspects of truth 
and beauty and goodness.  And it’s bringing those into your life, bit by bit, is where the joy comes more 
and more and more.

Now, the next thing I want to emphasize is that we all have our ideals.   Especially as we start to study 
religion, we all have these great moments where everything is just clicking and we’re on a roll, and the 
challenges come and we can handle everything.  And then there are those other moments.  And it’s at 
those other moments where we feel, “I’m so far from my goal.”  Even though we have more of those 
good ones, and they last longer, and so on, we still know we are very far from the destiny of perfection 
to which we’re called.  But, it’s very important to realize the satisfaction, the joy, if you will, of just 
going in the right direction and learn to find a joy in that, a joy that is just breathtaking – just 
breathtaking.

Now I want to talk about a subtle topic in the spiritual life for just a couple minutes: what about 
something beyond joy?  Since God is so far beyond the mind, pursuing spiritual worship sometimes 
leads beyond the conscious experience of joy.  When you let that indwelling divine spirit take you where 
it wants to take you, sometimes the mind doesn't find itself in any graspable territory anymore.  And 
some of those moments are in some sense beyond joy.  I want to honor that moment, but I also have 
another comment, and that is that the soul thrives not on mysticism but on interpersonal communion 
with the giver of the indwelling spirit gift.  What am I trying to say?  I'm trying to say that we don't 
make a goal of a kind of blank-out state where we are out there in this space in nothin' of nothin' of 
nothin', even though that sometimes happens.  But it's the soul's wholehearted pursuit of God that takes 
us into and through, and keeps us going and keeps us alive and keeps us oriented toward God and not 
toward a particular state.  Worship is about God, and not toward a particular state.  And it's an 
interrelation and it's a back-and-forth, and there's a vitality to it, so that's at the moment what I want to 
say about beyond joy.

Consider our matrix.  As we look at the truths that we recognize as we look at facts honestly, as we 
reflect on meanings philosophically, as we approach the delights of the experience of the family of God 
in our spiritual experience, we begin to realize the beauty of truth on all these levels.  When I've talked 
about joy, it's another way of saying we're picking up on the beauty of truth.  You with me?  Okay – 
beauty of truth.

Now, that gets us ready for beauty – put simply.  I started out a little while ago saying that joyous living 
is based on truth.  Now I want to add that joyous living is sensitive to beauty.  That's the main theme.  Is 
joy merely one spiritual feeling among many?  If we reflect on that question for a moment we could say 
that sometimes there's joy, and sometimes there's solemnity, and sometimes there's righteous 
indignation, and so on.  There are a lot of different emotions in the religious life; and one doesn't want to 
take one emotion only, and make too much of it so that we feel, “Ooo, if I'm not feeling this particular 
emotion, there's something wrong.”  How often does it happen in a worship service that we're put 
through a programmed sequence of emotions: “Now we're all going to feel guilty, and then we're all 
going to feel—ah— now I'm forgiven, and then I'm going to feel morally exhorted, and so on.”  There's 
this pat, time-after-time-after-time set of emotions that we're put through.  And there's a terrific logic in 
that, a terrific validity, and there's a terrific depth in the sequence.  And well-played, it can be a 
magnificent experience, even over and over again.  But let's remember that we do not want to crystallize 
sentiments and stereotype things.  In the realm of beauty, think of the arts and how diversely the arts 
carry us through emotions that do not lend themselves to a stereotyped description.

Joy is full in the direct sunlight of love – our most immediate experience of beauty, human and divine.  If 
we're going to take joy in the broad concept that I think is being suggested by today’s theme, then we're 
going to see joy as a feeling that underlies other experiences that can be there while these other emotions 
are also a part of our consciousness.  The life of feeling is very diverse toward the beauties of nature, for 
example.  How diverse they are.  The body is part of nature, and as we enjoy our bodily being in this 
environment—breathing, and walking, and perceiving, and interacting—that too is part of the joy of the 
beauties of nature.  And one of the most remarkable characteristics of the human body is that it is 
capable of progressively, slowly, bit by bit, coordinating and integrating such that our body supports a 
mind whose basic capacity is to host one of these spirit gifts, and to have an integrated life, mind, body, 
spirit, working together in harmony.  When we're living at our best, that's what it feels like.  And when 
we're not, we have the joyous assurance that we're on the way, and sooner or later we'll get there.

There's so much we can say about artistic living, about play, about humor, about the fine arts.  When 
thinking I'm remembered the quarterback for the Green Bay Packers, Bret Favre.  He has more joy in 
playing that game than anyone I've ever seen.  And sometimes Green Bay is doing well, and sometimes 
it's not doing well, and sometimes he is slammed to the ground.  And that guy just gets up grinning.  He 
loves it.

            Consider the fine arts.  We could go into this area for a long, long time.  My favorite sculpture is 
Rodin, the Burgers of Calais.  The story behind the work is that the English had surrounded the city of 
Calais, and they said, “We're going to slaughter the whole town unless you delegate six to die on behalf 
of the city.”  And there were six volunteers.  Rodin did a number of sculptures of these six, and I 
recently saw a breathtaking version.  What I'll recall to you about these six is that some of them were 
just distracted as they faced death, and some of them were wandering.  But there were two who were 
going forth to meet this English king, and leading the others with them.  The way Rodin showed these 
two was that the leader of the group had one leg forward, the right leg forward and the left leg back. And 
his associate right next to him had the left leg forward in a way that was immediately next to the other 
man’s leg.  It was as though the legs had fused, a symbol of teamwork, a symbol of solidarity.  The end 
of the story is that the English king was so moved by these six that he forgave them all and no one was 
killed. 

Artistic living. You've chosen to be here; you busy, busy people have chosen to take your precious time.  
I can predict with confidence, knowing enough about enough of you, that you people have many good 
things to do with your time, and you've made a choice.  And the artistry of living is to make these 
choices in a way that preserves space and balance.  You've chosen to balance by being here.  I hope 
you'll feel at the end of the day, that was an artistic choice.  One of my images for artistic living is 
something that I call seven eighths.  There was a track coach who was working with a high school 
runner.  The coach said, “Go around the track once, and give me your best time for 440 yards.”  The 
runner set off and ran his fastest.  Then the coach said,, “Now go at about seven-eighths of your best 
time.  Take something off; relax into it.”  The runner went around, relaxed into it, and came in at a better 
time.  Enough said.

Joyous living is dominated by goodness.  Often we venture into truth and delight in the movement of 
truth.  Truth is dynamic and active and flowing, and we pick it up with this fact, and the meanings start 
to consciousize, and we move up to the values, and the worship starts to happen.  And we can, some of 
us—here’s a confession—some of us can spend so much time focusing on that upsweep of truth from 
philosophy and the move to religious experience, some of us can specialize to such an extent that we 
forget the importance of goodness, the importance of action, the importance of duty, and what high 
leverage there is in the goodness side.  So joy is complete only with a supreme commitment to goodness. 
 Goodness in its fullness, the beauty of goodness, if you will, you will only taste insofar as you make and 
achieve and live a supreme commitment to participating in divine goodness.

The flight from duty jeopardizes happiness.  Here’s a question: can joy be a duty?  I think about 
Immanuel Kant, and before he got wiser he wrote a book that most ethicists read without reading the 
later work, a book called the Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals.  He talked about whether love 
can be commanded.  And Kant said, “No, it can't be commanded insofar as it's an emotion, because 
emotions rise and fall, and we can't command that.  What we can command is action, doing good to 
others.”  He had more to say in 12 years, but that's what people remember.  

I want to share with you a parable of Jesus' that I think reflects on this question.

 

"The kingdom of heaven may be likened to a certain king who made a marriage feast for his son 
and dispatched messengers to call those who had previously been invited to the feast to come, 
saying, `Everything is ready for the marriage supper at the king's palace.'  Now, many of those 
who had once promised to attend, at this time refused to come.  When the king heard of these 
rejections of his invitation, he sent other servants and messengers, saying: `Tell all those who 
were bidden, to come, for, behold, my dinner is ready.  My oxen and my fatlings are killed, and 
all is in readiness for the celebration of the forthcoming marriage of my son.'  But again did the 
thoughtless make light of this call of their king, and they went their ways, one to the farm, another 
to the pottery, and others to their merchandise.  Still others were not content thus to slight the 
king's call, but in open rebellion they laid hands on the king's messengers and shamefully 
mistreated them, even killing some of them.  And when the king perceived that his chosen guests, 
even those who had accepted his preliminary invitation and had promised to attend the wedding 
feast, had finally rejected his call and in rebellion had assaulted and slain his chosen messengers, 
he was exceedingly wroth.  And then this insulted king ordered out his armies and the armies of 
his allies and instructed them to destroy these rebellious murderers and to burn down their city. 

            "And when he had punished those who spurned his invitation, he appointed yet another 
day for the wedding feast and said to his messengers: `They who were first bidden to the wedding 
were not worthy; so go now into the parting of the ways and into the highways and even beyond 
the borders of the city, and as many as you shall find, bid even these strangers to come in and 
attend this wedding feast.'  And then these servants went out into the highways and the out-of-the-
way places, and they gathered together as many as they found, good and bad, rich and poor, so 
that at last the wedding chamber was filled with willing guests.  When all was ready, the king 
came in to view his guests, and much to his surprise he saw there a man without a wedding 
garment.  The king, since he had freely provided wedding garments for all his guests, addressing 
this man, said: `Friend, how is it that you come into my guest chamber on this occasion without a 
wedding garment?'  And this unprepared man was speechless.  Then said the king to his servants: 
`Cast out this thoughtless guest from my house to share the lot of all the others who have spurned 
my hospitality and rejected my call.  I will have none here except those who delight to accept my 
invitation, and who do me the honor to wear those guest garments so freely provided for all.'"

 

It's a challenging parable in many ways and I simply want to draw one lesson from this.  It’s my 
interpretation; yours will surely be different, but my interpretation is that the wedding garment is our 
joy.  If we only grasp spiritual truth of the kingdom of God on the level of fact and idea, we don't yet 
have the beauty of truth.  We don't yet have the joy of truth.  And the truth hasn't really sunk in unless 
there's that wedding garment that comes with it, if you will.

Now, the last topic to discuss a bit is character.  Happiness, said Aristotle, is the more or less lifetime 
enjoyment of acquiring and exercising a noble character.  And I think that because time is growing short 
and I want to have time for questions, we'll space through some of the next of this rather quickly.

            Jesus taught about happiness in the beatitudes.  There's a particular dynamic to which I wish to 
draw your attention and that is that the first one is all in the present tense; "Happy are the poor in spirit 
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven."  This is now.  This is a happiness now; this is a joy now.  To think 
of oneself as being “poor in spirit” is a way of saying, “Yes, I'm aware that I'm not yet at the perfection 
to which I am called.  And yet, just by turning that way, I already know this kingdom of God, this family 
of God; it's my own experience now.”

The next one is, "Happy are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be filled."  It's 
the happiness of being on the way.  Do I have that fullness of righteousness that I desire to attain one 
day, that utter consistency where temptation cannot reach me anymore?  No, but I'm on the way!  I can 
be happy now just being on the way.  And that wholehearted desire, that hungering and thirsting, is 
already such a blessing that it's present happiness, even just for being on the way.

We'll look again at the matrix.  The matrix looks like nine little boxes, and the boxes have their integrity. 
 They are the focus of disciplined investigations that can last as long as you care.  But as you go into one 
of these boxes, you'll find that there are relations to all the other boxes.  And you can take them in 
groups of three, and you can start to weave them, and you can start again to see how truth dynamically 
brings you aloft.  And when you get to that summit level of truth, that spiritual truth, you're realizing the 
truth of God, of God's love for us.  And once you hit that, you're beyond the matrix because this matrix 
is an organization of what is fairly comprehensible to us.  But when we hit love, we're in personality 
relationships, and personality is a mystery, and that's beyond our comprehension.  So, because this 
matrix leads to love, and because it orients toward personality and personality relationships, in a way it 
deconstructs itself because the pretensions to total comprehension fall away in the presence of 
personality, in the presence of love.  I thank you.

http://www.school-meanings-values.org/
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Preface

          Students are a fulcrum for the transformation of the community, the society, the nation, the 

world.  It has to do with power.  College and university instructors have the power to oblige students to 

do something.  The classes in which I am privileged to participate are becoming places of transformation 

because students engage in projects.

          Is it necessary to do this in a formal setting?  Absolutely not.  The magic can happen wherever 

people gather in a commitment to learning.  And it is surely possible that a person could take the 

solitary, self-help approach to reading this book, and I fully expect that many readers will have the 

imagination, initiative, and decisiveness to follow through with the projects proposed here.  But I well 

know how easy it is to read about great ideas passively.

Philosophy by itself lacks the power to change the world.  But philosophic concepts, brought into 

experience, can promote transformation in the lives of those who can and do make a difference.

            A student reports that his life was “jumpstarted.”  Another tells of a breakthrough with her 

roommate.  Another writes of overcoming the barrier with her parents.”  The stories go on and on, and 

they are stunning.  People take on projects that develop an appetite for service and thus initiate a change 

for the rest of their lives.

I also know that sermons alone do not do the job.  As someone who occasionally has a chance to preach, 

I have been part of services that were very powerful . . . for the moment.  The congregation leaves 

thinking well of the preacher, and nothing further happens.  I have taught classes in church that were 

well received, and nothing changed.  It is totally different in a class where one can say, “We’re going to 

be working on this philosopher/religious tradition for three weeks, and here is the project we’ll be doing, 

and you’ll be handing in a paper at the end of that time.”  You should see what happens then!

            Does it happen for everyone?  Of course not.  Do some people occasionally have poor 

experiences?  Yes, that happens, too, but rarely.  Conservatively I would estimate that a majority of 

students have a strongly positive growth experience in at least one of the projects we do in a particular 

class.  The word “transformation” is too strong for many of these cases, but it is not too strong for many 

of the experiences I see reported.  The more I grow in my ability to assign projects and to help students 

move through them, the more unanimously students report significant growth.

            Crucial to the success of the project is supporting students for whatever they feel comfortable 

believing or not believing at the present time.  Thus there is, for example, no religious presupposition in 

the projects.  Students are free to revise, reshape, adjust, or reject the concept proposed for the project.

The men and women, young and old, whom I meet as a teacher are a diverse lot.  Though a majority are 

Christians of various sorts, there are also Jews, some Hindus and Muslims, neopagans, wiccans, many 

interested in Buddhism or Native American traditions, and a sizeable proportion of atheists.  A growing 

number are non-traditional, that is, men and women who return to study after some years of working and 

raising families.  The older students are a treasure, indeed, seasoned by mistakes and suffering and 

discoveries and values gained in genuine success.  The experiential orientation of projects helps keep 

everyone in the conversation.

            What’s the trick?  I will share it with you as much as I can in the following pages.  You will see 

the projects that have prompted people into amazing discoveries.  You’ll see projects for introduction to 

philosophy, world religions projects, and ethics.  You will see projects having to do with putting 

scientific thinking into practice in daily life, and with “walking in beauty.”

            The projects go along with some text we are reading.  In the Kent State University Department of 

Philosophy, there is an unwritten rule that we read the great texts, often in their entirety.  We do not let 

any one professor’s text synthesize everything for the students.  Even an excellent professor cannot 

replace the stimulus of the diverse, great literature of the ages and the best of challenging current 

writing.  And those voices need to speak for themselves, even if only in translation, in a book.  So this 

text is not intended to be the centerpiece of a course, but a supplement.  In fact, the philosophy of 

education here moves away from text-centered and instructor-centered education toward education in 

which the student’s experiential discoveries in truth, beauty, and goodness become central.

            This book has been written to be able to stand on its own, but it is not a substitute for the great 

wisdom traditions, the classics of philosophy, or contemporary analyses of perennial issues.  This book 

is a bridge, designed to assist the reader to take diverse sources of idea and inspiration and help them 

come to life by integrating one’s dialogue with them into daily life.
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CHAPTER ONE

THE WAY OF SIMPLICITY AND THE PATHS OF 
THOROUGHNESS

 
If you've ever been on a trip, asked for directions, and gotten bad directions, you wish the person 

had said, "I don't know."  Directions for the journey into truth, beauty, and goodness are 

different.  You can estimate as you hear them, since you are not a stranger in this land.  You 

already begin with some familiarity.  You can see whether the directions make sense of what you 

already know and you can discover for yourself whether they take you closer to your goal.  Of 

course you are free to reject or modify any of the directions offered.  If I tell you how to get to the 

bakery, your nose can confirm that you are getting closer.  It's the same with this journey.  We 

start with facts and then go on to meanings and values.  The aroma should get stronger every step 

of the way.

Truth, beauty, and goodness touch our entire existence as beings who think and feel and act.  

Whenever the mind begins to realize anything, it engages truth.  This can happen by taking time 

to really learn from a magazine article on science and technology or by stopping to ponder an 

insight coming from a mouth of a child or by getting a realization during a spiritual practice.  

Whenever we feelingly enjoy anything, we experience beauty, whether in a garden or a poem.  

Our actions enter the domain of goodness, touching our relationships and the groups we belong 

to.  Truth, beauty, and goodness are the values that quietly govern these regions of our lives.  

These are values to be lived.  When we are at our best, our spirit of inquiry is awake, we are 

guided by down-to-earth wisdom, we are spiritually alive.   Sensitive to natural and artistic 

beauty, we are vigorous but not rushed.  Generally cheerful, we maintain a hearty sense of 

humor.  Alert to the needs of those around us, we are morally active.  Neither prideful nor 

obsessed with our own growth, we have superb respect for self and others.  A spontaneous beauty 

of character begins to emerge, and love motivates our relationships.  Even amid the staggering 

problems of today's world, we exhibit health, sanity, and happiness.  We each taste this level of 

living at times, but how can we cultivate it more fully?  For that, we need a philosophy of living.

 

The way of simplicity

            To cultivate the better way of living there are two approaches.  The first is the way of 

simplicity.  Start living in truth, beauty, and goodness right now.  Don't make a resolution for the 

coming year; don't wait to finish this chapter.  The wisdom is already available to you, and your 

present intuition is enough to begin with.  Be true to the best you know.  Walk in beauty.  Above 

all, let goodness prevail in everything you do.

There are times when the way of simplicity is the only honest teaching, and any other approach 

would be evasive.  Don’t dodge the issue by asking, “How?”  Don’t ask for a method, a list of 

easy steps that reduces the noble ascent to something that the mind can breeze through, promising 

wonders without effort.  Dare to come into Presence right now.  Let go of creeds and dogmas and 

books.  Truth is here.  Wake up.  Beauty is at hand.  Let yourself feel it.  Goodness beckons.  

Follow in freedom.

The way of simplicity is the altar call, the Zen gesture, the revelatory proclamation, the decisive 

act of service, the enthusiastic hug.  It intimidates the cautious, those who fear presumption, and 

those who doubt that which is genuine.

 

Paths of thoroughness

            Simplicity unfolds.  A path opens up.  We can survey the path in the degree of 

thoroughness that fits our purpose.  We can explore details, handle difficulties, spend years in 

further research and discussion and silence, receiving and giving.  Did we really think we could 

climb the Mt. Everest of knowledge, wisdom, and truth without decades of devoted living?  To 

pursue paths of thoroughness is the second approach to cultivating the quality of living we seek.

Our concepts of truth, beauty, and goodness develop through experience and effort, study and 

struggle.  In a moment of illumination, insight arrives.  A synthesis crystallizes.  Then life takes a 

new turn, and we must add to yesterday’s triumphs and struggle to find the insight all over again, 

this time with a new twist.  The changed context prompts a fresh interpretation and an expanded 

synthesis.  In this process our concepts acquire clarity, depth, and power.  They become useful 

tools for putting us in touch with the energy and movement of reality.  In order to acquire that 

usefulness concepts must be more than static ideas.  Concepts go beyond definitions and even 

beyond the intellect itself.  The word “concept” comes from Latin, and it combines two words, 

“grasp” and “together.”  We must grasp together the full spectrum of human experience, material, 

intellectual, and spiritual, in order to form worthy concepts.  Thus concepts have a transcendent 

dimension.  Facts of the immediate environment are critical, but we dare to envision a cosmic 

perspective.  Earthly beauties delight, but we contemplate beauty on a universal scale.  Human 

goodness merits respect, but it only reaches its height by linking with divine goodness.

            Reality is neither chaotic nor rigid.  Therefore our path, our sequence of chapters and 

series of steps, can be neither arbitrary nor dogmatic.  The basic distinctions we use—truth, 

beauty, goodness; material, intellectual, spiritual—are not watertight boxes.  Life blends what the 

intellect distinguishes.  Nevertheless, we can map the territory and chart a course to touch a 

satisfying range of essentials.  Shifting from one to many, singular to plural, truth is articulated 

into the truths of science, philosophy, and spiritual experience.  Beauty into natural and artistic 

varieties.  Goodness into morality and character.  Each of these topics is further differentiated 

into principles and exercises that make key concepts easy of approach.  So, yes, there are steps 

that anyone can grasp.

            Though you can explore these topics in any order, there is a reason for the sequence of the 

coming chapters.   They lead through an ascending and descending path, a journey inward and a 

journey outward.  A truth seeker aspiring to cosmic flight must first prepare the spacecraft with 

scientific care before philosophic ignition and spiritual lift-off.  Once the truth venture is aloft, 

the time to enjoy beauty is optimal, and the mission of goodness gains its required orbit, a 

mission to be completed only upon return to earth.

 

Combining the two approaches

Can we combine the way of simplicity with the paths of thoroughness?  We must.  This is done 

by bringing a wholehearted grasp of simplicity to the paths of thoroughness.  Such 

wholeheartedness opens up discovery and creativity.  The way of simplicity and the paths of 

thoroughness complement each other.  The long path to mature love takes patience and 

pondering, and it is designed to complement the short path—the immediate availability of love 

found in communion.  The long path depends at all times on the short path, and the short path is 

enriched by each forward step on the long path.

            In daily life, we normally rely on the simplicity of intuition, only occasionally having the 

time to do our best thinking in thoroughness, but study and reflection sharpen intuition.  Great 

spontaneous responses are the fruit of great decisions, and great decisions come from our best 

thinking.  The depth of genuine simplicity comes only from laboring in the fields of 

thoroughness.  Simple concepts become meaningful through experience with complexities, while 

ventures into thoroughness are kept on track by commitments expressed in simple terms.  Thus 

we move back and forth between simple affirmations of major concepts and more thorough paths 

of structured exploration, between intuitive, right-brain simplicity and methodical, left-brain 



complexity.  This movement is the life of our very concepts of truth, beauty, and goodness.
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CHAPTER TWO

SCIENCE IN DAILY LIFE

 

            To cultivate lives based on truth, we develop an increasingly scientific understanding of 

ourselves and our world.  In practice, scientific living involves intelligently exercising 

responsibility for the physical and material aspects of life.  For example, we learn what health 

requires in exercise, nutrition, and rest—and act accordingly.  We do our part in reducing 

pollution.  Since the sciences also help us understand the human person, we bring social science 

and a historical perspective to the understanding of human affairs.  The philosophy of living 

embraces scientific realism.  How else can love become intelligent and wise?

            Science begins and ends with facts.  The laws of science are higher-order facts.  The 

hypotheses and speculations of science are attempts to lead to facts.  Facts are the building blocks 

of wisdom, for without them thinking lacks traction.  Even the most sublime values become 

manifest to us through facts.  When we are alive to our surroundings, the mind brings questions 

to experience.  We notice things.  Involved in a course of action, we remain alert to little 

surprises, clues to correct our path.  We positively enjoy soaking up information relevant to our 

purpose.  We are more sensitive to others, to how they look, to the implications of their tone of 

voice, to the way their stories piece together, and to a thousand things we could never catalog.  

Though we customarily take in our surroundings in a passive way, when we focus with active 

attention, we organize our experience of things so as to recognize facts.

            We speak of humble facts because they force us to be humble, to adjust to reality.  The 

key facts themselves, however, are not humble.  They demand to be recognized, and they wreck 

action that overlooks them.  They prompt anxiety and avoidance.  How often do we turn away 

from honestly facing the front-burner issue in our personal growth—the issue that deserves 

primary attention—and divert attention to some problem that is easier to work on?  At the same 

time, we know how liberating it can be to confront unwelcome facts.  Acceptance of them 

cleanses mind and soul.  Intelligent action becomes possible.

            Though we may flee them, facts are not a threat.  Unwelcome facts are part of a larger 

web, a web that is on our side.  The great facts, the enduring facts, the grand and glorious facts of 

our creation in space and time, the cosmic facts to which faith alone gives access—all these facts 

are rooted in something higher and more universal.  Awareness of the greater facts enlightens our 

response to the lesser facts.

            In a universe of constant change, it is remarkable indeed that there should be any such 

thing as a fact.  A fact is a reliable piece of knowledge, a stable element in thinking and acting.  

In order for there to be facts, there must be something more than just a flux of energies.  There 

must be stable things and laws of nature.  Many facts are only temporary, but some changes are 

slow or delayed, and some facts are about patterns and processes that remain constant throughout 

countless changes.  The river flows continually, but the riverbanks stay enough the same to chart 

the river on a map and build a bridge across it.  The waves on the ocean rise and fall, but the 

atomic composition of a molecule of water remains unchanged.  The tides come in and go out, 

but they are predictable.

            Science grows out of the normal, everyday process of carefully and critically establishing 

facts.  Facts anchor the stability of science, but facts are not isolated.  Seeking the connections 

between facts, science discovers causes.  Just noticing a fact is not yet science.  When we speak 

of scientific truth, we imply that some methodical process has been performed to satisfaction.  

Our human ancestors countless generations ago began the process, trying things out, correlating 

observations, making predictions, learning to harness the energies of the elements and work with 

the powers of the living things around us, remembering failures, building on successes.  When 

science is successful, random guessing is replaced by intelligent foresight.  People who had been 

at the mercy of natural forces gain a degree of mastery over the natural environment.  

Superstition and fear diminish, clarity and confidence grow, and it is a delight to understand 

cosmic process.  For all the mystery of life, there is much that we can figure out.  We need not 

witness the spectacle of terrestrial phenomena dumbfounded, staring helplessly at the panoply of 

events around us.

 

Scientific action for the non-scientist

            Seeing a book about "the artist within you" made me want to speak up for "the scientist 

within you."  The point is that ordinary people have the capacity to use scientific thinking in daily 

life.  Someday it will be common for people to cultivate and enjoy this capacity.  Unfortunately 

though, many people see science as an ever-growing pile of incomprehensible results made by 

others, rather than an aspect of living for us all.  Scientific thinking operates on the basis of 

confidence in the mind’s power to determine what the facts are, to separate the factual from the 

non-factual.  Why do we underestimate and underutilize our scientific abilities?  We intuitively 

accept the motto, "Good decisions are based on good data"; but the avalanche of data staggers the 

mind.  Some people have bad experiences in school and get intimidated by science or math or 

computers.  Some react against science's image of unemotional, white-coat objectivity.  Some 

people feel helpless in the face of rapid technological change.  Science has advanced so far and 

fast that, unlike the people of earlier generations, we no longer understand most of the devices we 

rely on every day.  But even the most complex processing a computer does still breaks down to a 

series of on-off switches, handling the eight-bit units of information called bytes.  We forget that 

there is a step-by-step path leading from ordinary observation to the most complicated scientific 

reasoning.

            People can do surprising things once they believe in their capacities, but being self-

conscious of one's deficiencies makes even a moderate task into a personal trial.  Then it takes a 

breakthrough to abandon self-consciousness and concentrate on the task in hand.  I recall 

installing a new roll of paper for toweling in the men's bathroom near my office.  There was the 

large roll of brown paper standing next to the plastic dispenser.  The cabinet door was down.  

Someone had already started to solve the problem and left the job undone.  The device was not 

too complex, but it was unfamiliar.  Usually I would tell myself that I'm not good at dealing with 

that sort of thing and struggle at the task or more likely avoid it, citing "other things I have to 

do."  This time, however, before the feeling of awkwardness could grow strong, I set right to it.  

Feeling a fresh surge of clear attention—it felt like a gift of divine grace!—I accomplished the 

task with ease.  This small success brought a taste of the delight of scientific action.

            By contrast with my suburban upbringing in the United States, my wife Hagiko grew up 

in rural Japan and developed great resourcefulness.  She tackles practical problems head on, 

confident of her ability to figure out and fix just about anything.  With a minimum of scientific 

education and a maximum of the "I can" attitude, she builds, knits, paints, and creates in the 

ceramics lab much of what she wants to use.  Her crafts join art with science.

 

A simple guideline for scientific thinking

            In the widest overview, an enlightened process of scientific thinking includes three steps. 

1.     As the situation requires, face facts honestly, establishing them with scientific 

care as needed—and be lucid about the degree of certainty of the facts.

2.     Explore past causes and possible future effects.

3.     Take a broad perspective on the evolution of the situation.

Working through these steps can be time-consuming, but with practice the process can move 

quickly, and it enhances perspective and facilitates growth.  For now it is more important to grasp 

these steps’ three themes—fact, cause and effect, and evolution—than to grasp any one detailed 

account of facts, any particular analysis of causes, or any specific vision of evolution.

Any simple guideline is deceptive if it glosses over major problems.  What starting point could be 

better than to establish the facts?  However, note that scientific living does not mean beginning 

each day by asking, “What are the facts of this situation?”  You may be in one of those times 

when things are going smoothly.  You are living true to the best you know, sensitive to beauty, 

pursuing good goals, and there are no outstanding problems at present.  You keep moving 

forward until your inner voice or some obstacle rouses your attention.  Only then does a focused 

search for facts begin.  One is not even aware of being in “a situation” until some awareness of a 

challenge has arisen.  The Chinese philosopher Jangzi tells of observing a cicada complacently 

sitting on the branch of a tree, unaware that it was about to be seized by a praying mantis.  In 

pursuit of the cicada, the praying mantis had totally forgotten itself, though it was being pursued 

by a bird.  In pursuit of the praying mantis, the bird had forgotten itself, even though it was being 

hunted by Jangzi.  Engrossed in the hunt, Jangzi himself was lost in amazement over this scene, 

until he realized that he was about to be caught by the park warden for poaching.  Discovering his 

own situation, he fled and pondered the affair for months.  As we discover our human situation 

with its vulnerability and uncertainties, we bring forth strategies for coping.  For example, we 

formulate guidelines to orient further inquiry.

 

For example, the fact of material emotions

            As we go through this chapter we will illustrate the use of the three steps with an 

example.  Because we humans are very material but not entirely material, we need more than 

material science to understand ourselves, but science can tell us a lot about ourselves, so using 

science in daily life can help us greatly in dealing with human problems.  We see the common 

consequences of certain types of action.  Consider, for example, material emotions such as fear, 

anger, lust, and hunger—as distinct from feelings of the soul such as joy, liberty, and love to be 

discussed later.  What happens when we let our lives be run by material emotions?  There are 

consequences to be faced.  When material emotions are in control, we often regret the results; but 

when our best thinking is in the driver’s seat, the results are far more satisfying.  It seems as 

though the human mind can operate from either a material center of gravity or a spiritual center 

of gravity.  Since human experience mingles the spiritual with the material, it may not be obvious 

which center of gravity has the upper hand.  Sometimes, though, we can look back and see 

clearly.       

            Scientific thinking opens a liberating space to allow higher thinking to prevail.  Consider 

an unwelcome level of fear or desire.  The first thing to do is to recognize the fact honestly.  

Consciously and unconsciously, the mind is caught up in the emotion.  Seeing the fact is the first 

step toward liberation.  Sometimes just peacefully contemplating the fact allows the problem to 

go away on its own.  At the very least, the simplest level of scientific thinking has begun, and it 

feels good to start gaining an objective grasp of the problem as fact.

 

When facts are problematic

            When facts are obvious, uncontroversial, and easy to accommodate, we let our attention 

move on.  When facts are hidden, controversial, or challenging, it becomes easier to avoid facts, 

skim facts, neglect facts, and consume half-truths from advertisers and politicians and journalists 

because it takes energy to do otherwise.  We read passively without learning, without doing the 

work needed to make knowledge useful for action.  Nevertheless, when the blood is up, when our 

energies are roused for the pursuit of truth, we push beyond ordinary observation toward the 

quality of inquiry that we call science.

            Once inquiry awakens, new difficulties emerge.

●     Finding reliable sources of information can be hard.

●     The avalanche of information from the media, in libraries, and on the internet forces us to 

ignore all but a tiny fraction of it.

●     Much of what passes for knowledge is in a state of rapid flux.  

●     Advanced knowledge can be grasped only by elites who have mastered specialized 

methods of inquiry.

●     The experts disagree.  

●     Facts are distorted by commercial interests and by the drive for political power.

●     Facts are distorted by perspectives based on gender, race, class, culture, and attitude 

toward religion—and there is no formula to correct for such distortions.  

●     To know which facts are primary, which are secondary, and which irrelevant takes a sense 

of proportion, a seasoned perspective.

●     When we cannot be certain of our facts, the best we can get is a merely probable 

understanding, and probability is a matter of degree.

Thus the ideal of scientific action haunts the conscientious citizen of the information age.  Not 

every problem is worth the effort to establish the facts in an ideal way; usually a moderate effort 

is all that is reasonable.  Nevertheless, it helps to know the obstacles and methods for dealing 

with them.

 

Ten qualities of great scientists

            When difficulties surface about of establishing matters fact, if there is no formula for 

resolving the problem, another path of approach must be pursued: to cultivate and exercise the 

qualities of character that we see in great scientists and other adventurers in truth.  Though the 

average person cannot hope to develop the high degree of knowledge, analytical ability, or 

technical skill of a great scientist, we all can grow in these qualities.

            Shifting our minds into their scientific gear develops the following virtues of inquiry.

1.  Confidence.  The fine scientists I have known exude a special flavor of happiness, partly 

thanks to a long and disciplined experience in a particular area of study.  They also have an 

implicit trust in the mind as capable of discerning facts and causes.  There is a smile on the face 

as well as alert attention in the eyes.  Their self-confidence implies trust that the material realm is 

intelligible and reliable.  Scientists feel at home in a universe that is friendly, at least in the sense 

that they can, to a significant degree, know and work with the things and energies of the universe.

2.  A spirit of inquiry and an appetite for solving problems.  The best scientists I have known are 

happy problem-solvers.  They have a positive appetite for dealing with difficulties.  Their spirit of 

inquiry leads them to notice much more in their daily experience.  Others may passively move 

through a scene, but they actively pick up details.  In a balanced character, virtue is not taken to 

extremes, not used when inappropriate.  Free of compulsiveness, scientific thinking heeds a 

seasoned sense of when it is timely to pursue, suspend, or conclude an inquiry.

3.  Concentration and patience.  Fine scientists concentrate on the question at hand.  They 

mobilize their full resources of mind, soul, and body.  Their focus, however, is not a laser-like 

narrowness of attention, because they are able to notice relevant items in the background.  

Scientists' desire to establish important facts with care and explore causal connections gives them 

patience, freedom from anxiety about extraneous issues.  They refuse to be rushed.  They have a 

different sense of time, not the compulsive time of modernity.  They dislike a mere temporary fix 

and prefer to keep working until they find a lasting solution.  Albert Einstein said, "If people 

knew how hard I work, they wouldn't think I'm a genius."

4.  A well-informed and organized mind.  Ideally, a scientific thinker begins early in life to 

accumulate a large stock of clearly understood information and to organize it for practical use.  

Learning is not restricted to a particular specialty, but embraces a broad spectrum of science, 

from humble fact to universal law and grand theory.

5.  Methodical procedure.  Fine scientists work in a way that is methodical, formulating and 

testing hypotheses.  In daily life, using reason more thoughtfully can be surprisingly helpful.  

Countless seminars are based on what some experienced person has formulated as a rational 

method for dealing with a particular type of problem.  Then participants are asked to clarify their 

goal, plot how to reach it, and mobilize to do whatever is necessary to accomplish it.

6.  Openness.  Great scientists are open in at least two ways.  First, they realize that methodical 

work is not everything, since method does not itself produce the innovative flash of insight that 

generates the successful hypothesis.  The apple’s falling on Newton’s head occasioned his 

realization of universal gravity.  The structure of the benzine ring came to German chemist 

Frederick Kekule in a dream of a snake circling with its tail in its mouth.  All realms of the mind, 

including symbolic and unconscious aspects of mind, contribute to creativity in solving 

problems.  Second, great scientists are open to the beauty and mystery of the cosmos.  They are 

aware that science can only go so far in explaining things, and they do not put take analyses as 

final explanations that make further inquiry obsolete.

7.  Teamwork.  Scientific discovery is the fruit of teamwork.  This is obvious when colleagues 

collaborate; but there are also ways that community contributes, for example to the education and 

financial support of the researcher who works in isolation.  Any scientist builds on knowledge 

acquired by others; and discoveries do not become accepted as such until being reviewed by the 

scientific community.

8.  Humane sensitivity.  Great science pursues ethical goals by ethical means.  In particular, 

studying human beings, science makes classifications and general statements.  However, when it 

is time to speak in generalizations, the scientist does not mistake generalizations for a universal 

judgment, for example, about the difficulties borne by children of divorced parents.  Statistics do 

not predict the behavior of the next individual you meet from that category.  Moreover, a great 

scientist avoids a simplistic image of what it means to be a human being.  As science describes 

and classifies people, it cannot be expected to do justice to the mystery of unique personalities.  

As important as scientific generalizations about human beings may be, an adequate study of 

persons needs a philosophic and spiritual perspective.

9.  Courage.  It takes courage to embrace unwelcome facts and to pursue unpopular inquiries.  

Great scientists manifest independence from pressure to agree with others, and they are prepared 

to accept evidence that conflicts with their own beliefs and desires.  Their resourcefulness 

indicates that the entire personality is engaged.  Such persons are stimulated, not threatened, by 

difficulties.

10.  Humility.  Scientists are realistic and wary of idealizing descriptions such as the ones given 

in this list.

            These ten virtues are needed to get genuine inquiry up and running, not only in science, 

but also in philosophy and religion.  Additional virtues are needed as we go further, but these ten 

are a basis for every pursuit of truth.

 

Ideals and how to live with them

In speaking of the qualities of great scientists—and the same observation applies throughout this 

book—the purpose is not to exalt the gifted and accomplished, but to understand ideals well 

enough to take further steps on the path from mediocrity to excellence.  We should take 

encouragement from ideals.  "Seek and find," they say.  "You can!"  Ideals lure, command, invite, 

invigorate.  Ideals teach us who we can become.  They are more than ideas; they are values.  

Perfection is the ultimate ideal.  However, an ideal imposed with force kills the sense of 

adventure.  Then ideals become oppressive, spawning contempt for self and others, inviting 

rebellion against the ideals themselves.  I have spoken with teens who were clinically depressed 

because they could not fulfill their parents' expectations.  Wisdom never expects too much too 

fast.

 

Exploring causes 

            Facts are not isolated and self-contained, and scientific thinking involves more than 

establishing facts.  Present facts are explained by past causes; and present facts carry implications 

for future possibilities.  For example, when you see the couch in your living room, you are seeing 

the effect of the couch’s being manufactured and moved to its present location.  There is a story 

of causes lying behind the simple fact that the couch is in the living room.  When you lift the 

couch and feel how heavy it is you can sense the effect of dropping it on your foot.

            A sense of cause and effect pervades daily life.  Our language is full of words that imply 

making something happen: “break,” “fix,”  “build,” “soothe.”  Children learn to use such words 

long before they form a general concept of cause.  We take countless regularities for granted, say, 

in turning on the heat to boil water.  We use the concept of causation whenever we ask, “What 

will happen if we do this?” or “How can I get that result more efficiently?”

            One of the most general truths of science for a philosophy of living is that science 

discloses the trustworthiness of nature's fidelity to law.  To say that the universe operates 

according to law is to express confidence about discovering cause-and-effect relations among 

facts.  It means that we understand that events of one type cause events of another type, as long as 

there are no overriding factors.  Our perceptual and mathematical powers disclose a realm of 

order.  Scientists tell us that at the subatomic, quantum level, we do not have strict regularities, 

only statistical laws; and this fact makes the causal regularities of daily experience even more 

wondrous.

            It is when people think about facts in terms of their causes and effects that scientific 

thinking becomes effective in scientific action.  Happily, scientific action often does not require 

advanced scientific knowledge.  A pioneer woman, faced with a husband shivering in bed with a 

fever, a crying baby, and work that needed doing in the field, put the child on the bed so the 

husband's shaking would soothe the baby to sleep, as she went out to do the plowing.  An author, 

just prior to a television interview, was having difficulty with his hearing aid.  He pulled the thing 

out of his ear, examined it closely for a minute or so; he then blew strongly into one end of it and 

fixed it.  He explained that an air bubble had gotten into it.  (The common response would be 

panic, and a call for expert help from "someone who knows about this sort of thing.")  A cancer 

patient did research and formulated the hypothesis that laughter could help him recover; he 

designed a successful experiment in which he supplied himself with large doses of humor, and 

regained his health.  All these achievements exemplify scientific thinking in a broad sense.  To be 

sure, laboratory conditions would require special controls, so the examples mentioned do not 

illustrate science in the professional sense.  Nevertheless, they do manifest keen, practical 

thinking about causes.

 

Causes and effects of material emotions

            When material emotions predominate, material consequences ensue.  One person's 

outburst provokes an angry response.  On a larger scale, we can observe that a company that 

pursues profit unfairly stimulates competitors to retaliate in kind.  Aggressive nationalism rouses 

the defensiveness of other nations, and as nations line up in opposition and military forces build 

up, the miseries of war await them all.  Reckless sexual indulgence leads to heartache, disease, 

broken relationships, and a weakening of the family, the basis of civilization.  Actions have 

personal and social consequences, and something like a law of karma operates: as you sow, so 

shall you reap.  Honesty about causes and effects sets a stern agenda for the present age.

            These sobering thoughts are designed to lead not to discouragement and pessimism but to 

scientific action and progress.  When we act from the spiritual center of gravity, the harvest has a 

very different quality.  We return good for evil, whether on a personal, corporate, or international 

level.  This does not mean returning nothing, shrinking from vigorous and creative response; but 

it does mean moving beyond mere instinctive reaction.  How then shall scientific thinking help us 

move beyond merely material reactions to situations?

            Dealing with our material emotions in daily life, the goal of scientific thinking is not to 

mount an assault on the self in an attempt to eliminate these inherited emotions, but to see their 

place and to promote harmonious change.  Thinking about the causes of emotions reminds us that 

they are a normal and natural part of our life as creatures on this earth.  Fear stimulates organisms 

to protect themselves; sex and hunger have an obvious place.  Some emotions may well be 

replaced.  Anger, for example, which is implicitly murderous, could be supplanted by righteous 

indignation, an ethical attitude that regards the wrongdoer as someone capable of taking 

responsibility.  On the whole, though, emotions are not to be replaced, and the way of wisdom is 

to find healthy ways to satisfy emotion and to integrate the energies of the lower self with the 

energies moving toward higher meanings and values.

            How can we develop better habits of response to provocative situations?  Taking the next 

step of scientific thinking, we go beyond recognizing the fact of the emotion to consider the 

causes and effects of the material emotion at hand.  It adds to our freedom from the emotion to 

realize, “This emotion arises from my biochemical nature and my psycho-social history.”  We do 

not need courses in evolutionary biology, genetics, biochemistry, nutrition, psychology, 

sociology, and history to be able to recognize the emotion and to realize in a general way the 

kinds of causes that go into it.  It may be helpful to probe one or more causes of the emotion, but 

the point of this reflection is not to launch a research project or a campaign of self-examination.  

Just recognizing the emotion for what it is helps us mobilize our best attitude in the situation.  

Psychology talks about conditioned responses, and undoubtedly there are habits of mind and 

customary neural pathways in the brain that largely determine our response to stimuli.  Our 

freedom to grow includes the creativity to shape better responses and form new habits.

 

The cosmic drama of evolution

            Reality looks linear when we interpret facts only in terms of cause and effect.  One thing 

follows another again and again.  The consistency has an austere beauty, like the flatness of west 

Texas.  The motion and mass of the cue ball determine the motion of the billiard ball it strikes.  

Thinking of all events on this model gave rise to a determinist fantasy when Laplace claimed that 

he could calculate the entire history of the universe backwards and forwards if only he were told 

the location, mass, and state of motion of every particle in the universe.  Growth, life, and liberty 

are unthinkable in a deterministic universe where classical physics usurps the truth of the fact of 

evolution.

            Events flowing according to causal laws do not merely perpetuate static arrangements, for 

they are woven into the drama of cosmic evolution.  Something beyond linear sequences of cause 

and effect is going on.  Though nature, from the level of atoms to that of galaxies, operates 

according to the principle of cause and effect, it is striking how well the causal properties of 

inanimate nature fit the requirements of life.  Universe wonders are concealed in everyday 

phenomena.  Consider water, a substance that performs so many life-supporting functions.  It 

covers three-quarters of the earth and makes up 90% of our body mass.  Water stores heat and 

helps maintain the temperature equilibrium required for planetary life, both in the individual 

organism and in the environment.  When an animal perspires and the water evaporates, the heat 

carried off with the vapor brings efficient cooling to the skin.  Water, unlike other materials, 

expands when it freezes, and so, as ice, is less dense than its liquid form, and floats.  Ice insulates 

the deeper water from heat loss and thus protects marine life.  Each molecule of water is a system 

of one atom of oxygen with two atoms of hydrogen; the bonds between these atoms are the 

primary forces within each molecule, but the hydrogen atoms tend to form weak and momentary 

bonds with oxygen atoms from other molecules.  These atomic flirtations give water molecules 

mutual cohesiveness.  As a result, sap can rise in plants against the force of gravity.  Water vapor, 

finally, is one of the atmospheric devices for filtering out harmful radiation from the spectrum of 

radiation that the sun pours forth, and for transmitting just the light that life requires.  Do we not 

sense, however dimly, some wondrous purpose being pursued in the physical creation?

            Science unfolds to us the knowledge of a magnificently structured universe of 

unimaginably enormous proportions, whose evolution in time proceeds as galaxies and clusters of 

galaxies whirl about in space.  The human mind has achieved a considerable understanding of the 

mathematics of physical particles and forces, of living organisms, and of the tendencies of the 

human psyche.  Evolution appears to be at work on all levels that we can observe.  Galaxies have 

a history; stars, so far as we can tell, go through birth, maturity, and death.  Our earth's history of 

a few billion years is a story of a fiery, molten sphere, gradually cooling, condensing, shaken by 

decreasingly frequent volcanic eruptions and earthquakes, developing its mobile continents, salty 

oceans, and breathable atmosphere, becoming ready for planetary life.

            Combined processes of geologic and biologic evolution have interwoven age-long, 

gradual changes with sudden, forward leaps.  Species arise which are not only more complex 

arrangements of units of mass in space; species evolve nervous systems with higher receptivity, 

supporting higher capabilities of consciousness.  The animal-origin human organism supports a 

mind that can wonder whether we are merely material.  Humankind can cope in a multi-

dimensional environment of facts to recognize, meanings to grasp, and values to strive for.  

Humankind, the heir of millions of years of struggle for survival, have developed capacities for 

cultural progress undreamed of even five thousand years ago.  We must now take responsibility 

for our planet’s physical environment and cultural evolution.  And let us not omit our individual 

evolution, from zygote to infancy to maturity, and our departure from planetary life, in the hope 

of life after death as we heed in faith the call to perfection.

            Cosmology, trying to narrate this vast scenario beyond our grasp, arouses the deepest 

questioning.  What is our origin?  What is the meaning of human life in the cosmos?  In a 

universe of mind and spirit as well as matter and energy, the full concept of evolution involves 

philosophic and religious dimensions beyond the scope of science.  Today scientists try to avoid 

implying that evolution involves progress, since "progress" implies a value judgment beyond the 

scope of science; but it’s hard to resist the impression of progress from stellar furnaces to a planet 

suitable for life, from one-celled plants to human beings.  The concept of evolution implies some 

direction, and direction implies a goal, near or remote, vague or definite.  In short, the concept of 

evolution raises the question of destiny.  Could there be a grand destiny working itself out in the 

cosmic process?  The universe remains a place of wonder.  Cosmic and biological evolution are 

not gentle operations.  The past is marked by starry cataclysms and catastrophic losses of 

species.  Eventually, sometimes because of, sometimes in spite of such disasters, things move 

forward again.  Things work out.  Things work together for good.  At least some such belief is 

connoted by talk of evolution in a broad sense.  In this sense, “evolution” connotes hope.

            Where does it all end—or does it end at all?  The intriguing story of the universe told by 

astronomy and physics stimulates the human imagination to generate a range of cosmic 

scenarios.  Taking the fact of the expanding universe as the major clue, some scientists deduce an 

“inevitable” future of universal destruction.  Religious wisdom, by contrast, challenges us to 

integrate our changing cosmology with the promise of cosmic stability and eternal adventure.  

                        

And creation?

            Some people believe in creation but not evolution, and some believe in evolution but not 

creation; but what if someone wants to see how to accept both evolution and creation?  How 

might science, taken at its best, and religion, taken at its best, fit together?  An integrated view 

does not treat ancient scriptures as though they were written to answer the questions of modern 

science.  An integrated perspective challenges seemingly scientific statements that enter the realm 

of philosophy, advocating materialistic views of the cosmos and humankind.  

            One can use the word "evolution" for its breadth of application, yet reject some of the 

word's current connotations.  For example, one can reject the story of living organisms arising 

initially by material accident as a result of chemical evolution in which amino acids in a 

primordial soup are catalyzed by a lightning bolt.  One can believe that something beyond the 

gradual accumulation of small, random variations is needed to explain the leaps in the fossil 

record.  Even if the parents of the first humans were sub-human, the new creatures made a 

connection with a new order of mind with capacities for philosophy and religion quite beyond the 

gazing of a chimpanzee and the fawning of a dog.  Thus it is possible to speak of evolution 

without accepting every hypothesis based on naturalistic nineteenth- or twentieth-century 

conceptions of evolution.

 

Material emotions and evolution

            Evolutionary thinking in daily life emphasizes personal growth and planetary progress.  

With this broad and useful concept of evolution, the pursuit of truth in science reaches its limit.  

To be complete, to do its job in a philosophy of living, the concept of evolution must incorporate 

elements of philosophy and religion.  Regarding personal growth, return once more to the 

problem of material emotion.  Factual honesty led to recognizing the problem.  Causal analysis 

helped understand the factors of the problem.  Now we take a step back to gain a broader 

perspective, to look at the big picture.  We put the problem in the context of a process of 

evolution, and we entertain a vision of our progress toward our destiny.  This reflection leads to 

an adjustment in the mind.  Groundless fear is replaced by faith, while genuine concerns that 

prompted fear are handled by alertness and prudence.  Sexual desire settles down to a normal and 

natural responsiveness, gracefully subordinated to higher moral and ethical commitments.  Pride 

relaxes into superb self-respect and good-humored self-forgetfulness.  In general, the fight is 

over.  The inner conflicts, the struggles with the impulses and urges and passions of the lower 

nature subside, lost in harmonious living where spiritual motives guide the entire system.  We do 

not expect to gain this advanced state tomorrow by means of some impossibly heroic resolve, but 

we can envision a process culminating in self-mastery.  This vision energizes our faith that 

intelligent, persistent, and wholehearted efforts will succeed.  We imagine the path of growth in 

“fast-forward” mode.  The process is speeded-up in the imagination, so that we can anticipate the 

triumph and get a foretaste of the goal of destiny.  All of a sudden, it doesn’t matter how long it 

takes.  The foretaste that we enjoy today is a surprisingly satisfactory substitute for the remote 

goal of constant and reliable character achievement that awaits our gradual attainment.

            Regarding planetary progress, the process of imagination is more complex.  Nevertheless 

we envision the fulfillment of the requirements necessary to break up the logjam of current 

biological, social, economic, political, and other problems.  We envision our planet moving into a 

stage of advanced civilization.  Faith teaches that the realization of destiny for humankind is not a 

question of whether but a question of when and how.  Our individual and cooperative efforts to 

make the world a better place are envisioned in their truth—taking the human steps in 

cooperation with the divine, making this world eventually a lovely place for all to dwell.

            Nourishing ourselves with the vision of destiny does not invite us to lie down in the face 

of present challenges.  An evolutionary perspective gives warning as well as hope.  In a 

progressing universe, that which refuses to progress cannot endure.  Consider the ancient 

Assyrian empire.  It was oppressive in the manner of ancient empires, but when it raised tyranny 

to an utterly outrageous degree, it provoked its enemies to unite to defeat it, even though it took a 

hundred years to do so.  Tyranny rouses a powerful combination of revenge and moral 

indignation, thus creating the seeds of its own destruction.  Systems that become outrageous get 

recycled.  Like a crop that cannot be harvested, such systems get ploughed under and used to 

fertilize a new generation with a fresh chance to progress.  On the scale of personal conduct, an 

evolutionary perspective teaches the danger of self-destructive, high-risk behaviors.  Wrong 

action has unfortunate consequences for everyone affected.   An evolutionary perspective gives 

reason to act to help turn a bad situation around.  At the same time an evolutionary perspective 

teaches patience in the pursuit of ideals.  Combining scientific realism with spiritual idealism 

suggests the folly of trying to implement ideals too fast.  Growing too fast leads to unstability in 

on a personal level as well as on a broad scale.  For example, after the breakup of the Soviet 

communist regime, market-oriented reformers tried to impose revolutionary change, not just at 

the top political level, but in the behavior of the society at large.  Surveying his country beset 

with poverty, greed, and organized crime, Russian President Boris Yeltsin, resigning from office, 

acknowledged that his great mistake was to think, in the wake of the political collapse of the 

Soviet Union, that major social and economic changes could be accomplished quickly.

 

Summing up: Truths of science in a philosophy of living

What truths of science are relevant to a philosophy of living?  We could never enumerate the 

background knowledge and foreground knowledge needed in all the things we do, but some 

general statements can be made.  The more we understand the cosmos, the more we can 

participate intelligently.  Even a beginner can enjoy confidence in increasing cooperation with 

universe law.  Science gives us a picture of the universe with several leading features.  The 

general truths of the universe most relevant for this philosophy of living include the following:

1.  The universe is dependable.  Facts can be understood in terms of causes.  For all that is 

unpredictable in nature, there are laws and constants.  Pattern may be discerned.  Gravity 

holds things together as galaxies whirl in their orbits.

2.  The universe is evolving.  In the portion of the universe accessible to our observation, 

there has not always been life or any planet capable of supporting life.  Only long, gradual 

development, punctuated by sudden events, has enabled complex forms to arise with the 

intelligence to realize their own responsibility in the process.

3.  The universe is friendly to the appearance of life, to scientific attempts to understand it, 

and to efforts to work with its energies and materials.

            Scientific thinking develops certain qualities: confidence in one's capacity for discovery, a 

spirit of inquiry, concentration, diverse knowledge, methodical procedure, originality and 



teamwork, ethical goals and methods, courage, and humility.  Even though most of us cannot 

hope to attain the level of a great scientist, we can enjoy growing in these qualities of responsible 

living.  The joy of scientific living is to participate in the evolution of a friendly universe.

            What concept of scientific truth emerges from these thoughts?  Scientific truths include 

facts, causal laws, and generalizations about the course of evolution.  Facts are not isolated and 

self-contained, for we understand them in terms of causes.  Chains of causes and effects, 

moreover, are woven into an evolutionary drama in which suns give birth to planets capable of 

hosting living organisms, which, over time, develop wondrous potentials of consciousness.  

Scientific truth, then, is a movement through these three phases of the realization of universe 

process.  The universe is evolving, so are we, and so is our science.  Science is revisable in the 

light of new research and theory, but many results are solid.  Since the work of William Harvey 

in the seventeenth century, the circulation of the blood is no longer debated.  Recognizing the 

stability of facts, the dependability of causes, and the progressive sweep of evolution prepares the 

mind to search for philosophic and spiritual truth. 

            Clearly the concept of evolution is not only a scientific concept, since it so deeply 

involves perspectives in philosophy and religion.  This concept is one channel through which the 

whole shapes the part; the integrated perspective of a broader philosophy shapes our account of 

the earliest steps, even as our growing grasp of fact, cause, and evolution shape our view of the 

whole.



[ Up ]

CHAPTER THREE 

THE SEARCH FOR WISDOM 

The present age quivers with a reawakening quest for wisdom.  When you are not preoccupied with the 

struggle for survival, when you enjoy a degree of security and comfort, you may turn to the next 

frontier: cultivating a quality of thinking.  Seekers comb over ancient wisdom traditions for insights; 

books pour forth on cosmology and the integration of science and religion.  Wisdom comes in proverbs 

and epigrams, in stories and poems, in the observation of nature, in humor, and in actions without 

words.  The search quickens as people begin to suspect that philosophy is the organizational 

headquarters of the mind. 

During the decade I spent in Berkeley, California, I felt a new age being born at the intersection of 

cultures.  We had the thrilling sense: We are shaping it!  East and west, north and south rubbed 

shoulders.  Jogging at the track near my home, nothing was easier than to start conversations with 

"strangers" whose interests ranged easily from science and nature and art to philosophy and religion.  A 

friend of mine who was earning a living at the time by painting houses went to a high school reunion.  

Former classmates swapped stories of the years since they had seen each other, mentioning marriages 

and children and jobs.  My friend, however, found that he got a special respect for telling that what he 

had been doing during the previous decade was building a philosophy of living. 

We who survey the facts and causes of the evolving physical universe are thinkers.  We are mind as well 

as matter.  Perception roots us in the here and now, while imagination and intellect range far beyond to 

remote past and future.  We inhabit an environment of thought as well as a physical environment; we are 

surrounded by ideas and cyberspace and books as well as wind and trees and animals.  The things and 

events of daily life do not confront us as utter strangers, because we continually live with some sense of 

them, some interpretation of their meaning.  Just as it takes scientific care to get a good grasp of facts, it 

takes philosophic care to get a good grasp of meanings.  As there are principles of scientific thinking, 

there are principles of philosophic thinking.  We participate in both physical evolution and intellectual 

evolution. 

            Our thinking transpires in a sea of wisdom.  Our individual minds, swimming in this sea, strive 

to make sense, to interpret, to resolve the culture's conflicts and our own personal questions.  When we 

fail to appreciate our powers of mind, we hardly suspect the wisdom that is available.  We engage in 

partisan disputes, forgetting our commonality with all thinkers.  At such times, the mind feels isolated if 

not besieged.  However, when we enjoy a strong and full insight, the sense of isolation is lifted; we 

move with delight in the environment of mind.  Moments like that give rise to metaphors about a sea of 

wisdom surrounding us. 

At the same time, the men and women of quest for wisdom cope with the chaos of competing 

philosophies.  One book explains all of life in terms of natural selection or some principle of physics.  

Another teaches that we just need to realize that we are already spiritually perfect.  Many seekers spend 

years following gifted and accomplished teachers who nevertheless fail to open to them the fullness of 

the adventure of inquiry and dialogue.  Since each perspective does indeed attain some grasp of the real, 

we can learn from the best in these writings.  Since everything can indeed be viewed through the lens of 

a one-sided perspective, a certain sort of confidence flows to those who channel their thinking in this 

way.  But the seeker after wisdom is left in a noisy marketplace the problem that piecing together one-

sided discourses does not add up to wisdom. 

A few basic affirmations, a few confessions of humility, a few insights, and you transform the chaos.  

Not that you have ascended intellectual Mt. Everest, but at least the lines of philosophical adventure 

become unblocked.  Once the path opens out, thinking can become complex without leading you astray. 

The goal of this chapter is to give you a sound framework for your philosophic adventure. First you will 

begin your personal collection of words of wisdom--proverbs, epigrams, and so on--that you have 

already come to cherish.  There follows some examples of the leverage of philosophic reflection in daily 

life.  Then we shift into a discussion of the gears of the mind and the regions of reality they disclose.  

Next comes a discussion of the practices of philosophy and a new perspective on what this book is 

doing.  Finally we consider a technique of meditation that opens the mind to higher wisdom.  This 

chapter lays foundations for the rest of the book and gives you a rudder to stabilize your thinking. 

  

Collecting words of wisdom 

            In philosophy as in other areas it is true that simple beginnings can be great.  I would guess that 

you have seen some pretty wise and wonderful teachings in the past.  Now I propose to you: Create your 

own list of words of wisdom, a couple dozen proverbs or wise sayings that you appreciate.  Go back to 

teachings that you have cherished for years.  Harvest from the past the sayings that have proven 

themselves for you.  Add to your list as you discover new things.  Look for the gems in what you read.  

You can draw on any source--a commercial, a popular song, advice from a friend, a book of quotations, 

a story from another culture--anything.  Create your own motto.  "Gold is where you find it" was a 

slogan of miners during the gold rush in California.  They fail to find gold in places they expected to 

find it, and they would find gold in unexpected places.  Truth is where you find it, too.  One of these 

days, there is going to be a truth rush, and when that day comes, all credit to the person who is ready to 

recognize and use truth from any source. 

            Have the courage to modify what you find so that it satisfies your inner sense of truth.  The 

wording you find may need an update, a revision to make it fit your situation, your generation, your 

vocabulary.  In excerpting a sentence or two from a book, do not hesitate to do a paste-and-scissors job 

on the book you are using.  You do not even need to have complete sentences in every item on your list.  

You might find a phrase that expresses a concept or a sequence of ideas so beautifully that you don't 

need it in the form of a sentence.  Rephrase something if you like.  Next year you will be wiser, and you 

may want to go back to the original wording or create another wording.  You may want to remove some 

items and add other items from your list.  Once you have really learned a lesson, you can go on to 

something else.  The greatest teachings you find, however, may well last you a lifetime.  Look for 

thoughts whose value is more than momentary; look for eternal truth.  I used to collect cartoons from  

New Yorker magazine; I found that at least a third of the jokes that would strike me as funny and 

insightful and useful would lose their luster quickly, while others continued to express an insight 

delightfully. 

            You may want to make a special collection to help you deal with some problem you are facing, 

some personal growth issue.  I know this technique is helpful. 

            Let your collected words of wisdom sink in.  Memorize them.  Meditate on their meanings.  Take 

time with them repeatedly.  Share them with friends.  Live anew in their light.  Without living the 

wisdom you find, you can hardly comprehend it.  Make a project of living the gem of truth you find 

today--for as long as it takes for that gem to transform by becoming a part of you, integrated as a 

layer in the Grand Canyon of your evolving character. 

            One of my favorites is the golden rule, "Do to others as you want others to do to you."  For many 

reasons, my interest in this simple teaching grew, and I spent a dozen years researching it in Chinese, 

Jewish, and Christian texts and writings of psychologists, philosophers, and theologians.  Contained in a 

very plain package I found a wealth of life (presented in The Golden Rule (Oxford, 1996). 

            Proverbs, epigrams, jokes, stories, and parables pack so much wisdom that philosophers would 

do well to pay more attention to them.  Philosophy, etymologically speaking, is the love of, or the 

striving for, wisdom.  And you make an important beginning in your quest for wisdom by creating your 

personal collection of gems. 

  

The leverage of reflection 

            In addition to the mottoes and proverbs that give wisdom for daily living, philosophic reflection 

enables you to do many things: 

  

•        Find meaning in ordinary activities. 

•        Improve the quality of your thinking generally. 

•        Make better decisions. 

•        Become aware of your own reactions to situations so that you can improve them. 

  

            Finding meaning in daily life is as necessary as food and drink, according to psychiatrist Viktor 

Frankl, who survived his years as a prisoner at the Nazi death camp in Auschwitz.  In those unthinkable 

conditions, the prisoners appreciated the beauties of nature as never before.  They added richness to their 

lives by recalling bits of poetry and philosophy.  The spark of religion burned brightly in the camps, and 

many prisoners managed to keep going out of devotion to a loved one in another camp, despite utter 

uncertainty about whether the beloved was still alive. 

To shift to an incomparably more conventional setting, imagine that you are working in a large factory 

where your contribution to the planet seems trivial.  You have to mobilize all your philosophical 

capacity to think appreciatively of your role in the company, the role of the company in the economy, 

the meanings of economic activity generally, and the value of these activities for the emerging well-

being of humanity.  Nevertheless, you make the effort, and for the duration of your employment there, 

you are able to banish the sense of meaninglessness about your job so you can enjoy your co-workers 

and concentrate on doing quality work. 

            Improving your quality of thinking lets you avoid needless conflicts.  Suppose you are involved 

in current discussions about the relations of men and women; some are speaking up for equality and 

others for the idea that women and men are different and complementary.  You refuse to be captured by 

just one side of the discussion, and you propose to think equality and complementarity together.  You 

affirm unqualified spiritual equality while noting biological and psychological complementarity.  Or 

imagine that you are studying a book written by a variety of authors.  You notice apparent contradictions 

and wonder whether the authors disagree.  You realize that the fact that the same word is being used 

does not imply that the same meaning is being attached to the word.  You begin to study more deeply 

what the authors mean in context.  Perhaps an author deliberately uses the same word with different 

meanings in different situations to try to teach a lesson about the related meanings of a word or a lesson 

about the flexibility of language.  You learn to listen to others better, not to jump to conclusions when 

you hear key words used. 

            Philosophical thinking culminates in better decisions.  When you drive a car, you have to decide 

how fast to go.  You consider the facts of the traffic conditions, the likelihood of being caught for 

speeding, the privilege of obeying the law in a republic where laws are made by the people's 

representatives, your purpose in traveling, and your being on the road together with your neighbors.  

You come to a decision based neither on impulsive haste nor on rigid legalism.  The mind is the arena 

for making decisions, and philosophic decision-making brings all factors into consideration. 

            Philosophy concerns the fundamental powers of the mind, one of which is the capacity for self-

awareness.  "Know thyself," said Socrates, to which Nietzsche added, "Of ourselves we are not 

knowers."  Yes, our self-knowledge is incomplete, distorted; but this is not the whole story.  We are also 

capable of honest insights into our motives and our conscious life.  Reflection, one of philosophy's most 

powerful tools for growth, enables you to become aware of your own reactions.  For example, 

  

•        Once you become aware that your blocked conduct in a situation results from fear, you can open 

up to a higher perspective and set fear aside. 

•        Once you notice that your attraction for someone is basically sexual, you can choose to rechannel 

your physical, mental, and spiritual energies in a helpful direction. 

  

Of course it can be difficult to let the higher perspective prevail in our mind and conduct, but that work 

cannot even begin until reflection makes us aware of what is going on and gives us a bit of distance from 

the emotion, a bit of room to maneuver. 

  

The cardinal philosophic virtue 

Although we can say that a sea of wisdom surrounds us, the limit of the metaphor is that floating in the 

ocean may be easy, while philosophy takes effort.  Philosophic work, like physical labor, has its skills, 

its problems and satisfactions, its teamwork.  The next several sections offer some general lessons in 

thinking.  They deal with the gears of the mind and the areas of reality they disclose.  I want now to take 

you through a somewhat thicker part of the forest than you may feel you need to go through.  The 

culture, however, is in crisis, and when you are challenged on your most basic affirmations, I want you 

to be able to handle yourself so as to avoid humiliation.  When you are up against the wall, or when you 

are in doubt, unable to justify your affirmations any further, I want you do know the moves that keep 

your adventure from shutting down.  My aim in this section is to help you mobilize the affirmation: I 

CAN. 

            Your quest is already under way.  You bring some wisdom that you have already gathered as you 

take this present step in your ongoing quest.  You have already begun to recognize and cherish wisdom.  

You can reflect on your own experience now.  Ask yourself: What qualities are needed for engaging in 

philosophy? 

There are many fine answers to that question.  The virtues mentioned previously first in connection with 

science are relevant here, too, since they are virtues in any inquiry.  The special virtues of philosophy 

are specific developments of the general virtues of inquiry already listed. For example, logical rigor 

should be mentioned; of course it is a virtue in science, but it is a specialty of philosophy.  We can also 

mention clarity in thought and expression, sensitivity to possible objections to one's line of thinking, 

depth, and the wisdom that comes from broad experience with an area.  The attitude of adventure gives 

direction to all these activities. 

What I want to emphasize here is the quality I take to be the cardinal philosophic virtue.  This quality 

expands the idea of confidence in your ability to investigate. 

            Since philosophy is the quest for wisdom, its first virtue is an affirmation: 

  

The quest is meaningful.  There is wisdom to be found, and the human mind can find it.  Further 

progress is always possible. 

  

Thus the first virtue in philosophy is a choice of attitude.  We previously distinguished the attitude of 

adventuresome thinking from dogmatism and skepticism.  Now let us examine these attitudes in greater 

depth.  If dogmatism speaks of truth, beauty, and goodness, it regards them as having been definitively 

embodied in the past.  Dogmatism constructs its system too well.  Its static concepts cannot do justice to 

diverse sources of truth, the many-sidedness of reality, the mystery of personality, the fluidity of 

language, or the fact that the truth as we know it is relative to our experience.  Religious dogmatism 

tends toward fanaticism, suppressing the freedom of thought and confusing the impulses of the mind 

with the divine inner voice. 

Skepticism denies that there is any real meaning and value to be found.  It attacks the pretensions of 

dogmatism but carries critique to such extremes that it contradicts itself.  It denies that there is such a 

thing as truth--as though it could survey all thought from its own mountain peak of insight.  And any 

claim to insight, however, is an implicit claim to truth.  Skepticism rejects the ideal of beauty--with 

aesthetic disgust.  And aesthetic disgust expresses a judgment about something as not beautiful.  

Skepticism spurns the notion of goodness--as repressive and authoritarian; and a critique of 

authoritarianism is an ethical protest.  When skepticism becomes lucid about its own self-defeating 

tactics, it turns cynical and makes art and humor into vehicles of self-assertion.  For skepticism science 

is revisable, philosophy mere opinion, and religion superstition.  Morality is a denial of life, interfering 

with the freedom to do whatever one pleases.  In such an environment, beauty's links to truth and 

goodness are severed.  Rejecting higher norms for thinking, feeling, and doing, skepticism tries to 

operate as its own cosmic center. 

            Skepticism masquerades in relativism's slogans of tolerance and sensitivity to diversity.  "It all 

depends on how you look at things"; "Beauty is in the eye of the beholder"; "It's all relative."  We tend 

to greet such statements with a smile.  They function almost like trump cards in some conversations.  

But relativism denies that talk of truth is meaningful, and relativism deprives us of all standards that 

could help us work through differences together.  It is a fact that people disagree, but it does not follow 

that each person is equally justified in his or her view.  Furthermore, we agree that it is often appropriate 

for people to act on the basis of very different convictions, e.g., in voting.  But to assert the value of 

tolerance or the principle of "Ballots not bullets" is not a relativistic assertion.  Relativism seems 

attractive because it highlights the value of diversity, that people should not be made to be alike.  But 

relativism challenges all standards of value, and thereby subverts the values of liberty and diversity it 

appears to uphold. 

The relativist correctly points out that the same house would be differently regarded by a carpenter, an 

artist, a real-estate agent, a tax assessor.  To insist on asking "whose house" is the real house conceals 

the truth that everyone involved realizes that there is one house, the focus for all these different 

interests.  Each perspective presupposes that there is a house that everyone can refer to.  But a house is 

fundamentally a dwelling, and those who live there, together with the neighbors, have the privileged 

perspectives that make the various professional perspectives possible. 

Sometimes the appearance of skepticism is but a shell.  When I spoke to students at Beijing University, I 

could not help feeling that behind the skeptical surface of their questions they were eager for positive 

answers. 

            In daily life the three attitudes of thinking--dogmatism, skepticism, and adventuresome thinking--

can operate actively or passively, in speaking or listening, writing or reading, in leadership or teamwork. 

  

Options in philosophy 

            Different philosophies compete and mix chaotically in the present age, stimulating creativity and 

confusion.  One man told me that the philosophy department in his university had filled him so full of 

negative thinking that his life was "messed up for several years."  I have seen lives degenerate into 

immorality and insanity under the influence of chaotic philosophies. 

            One way to classify philosophies is in terms of their approach to spiritual experience.  Some 

philosophies are science-centered.  They explain spiritual experience in biological, psychological, and 

sociological terms as an evolutionary product of factors including fear, superstition, wish fulfillment, 

and social influences.  They interpret the joys of religion as brain events. 

A second type of philosophy is humanistic.  The humanist accepts the data of the sciences, but goes on 

to affirm special values in human beings, culture, and the life of the mind.  This perspective views the 

spiritual as the noblest side of the human mind, expressed, for example, in the arts and activities to 

relieve the suffering of human beings and other creatures.  Humanism recognizes peak experiences as 

beneficial, but not as coming from a higher source. 

A third type of philosophy is religious.  Religious philosophy acknowledges all that the science-centered 

and humanistic philosophies affirm and more.  The third perspective insists that the first two tell part of 

the story but not the heart of the story when it comes to spiritual experience.  Religious philosophy 

affirms the reality of God or some transcendent reality. 

  

The mind's three gears 

            Philosophy offers an idea of the powers of the mind.  The mind, I propose, has three gears, 

capacities to operate in three dimensions of reality: matter, mind, and spirit.  These are capacities for 

developing our intuitive contact in these realms.  One of the great choices in constructing a philosophy 

of living is whether or not to acknowledge their validity.  Each kind of experience correlates with its 

own dimension of reality. 

  

        1.  Mind has a sense of the reality of the material domain and an ability to perceive facts and 

understand causes. 

        2.  Mind senses the meanings of things and is conscious of itself.  Mind has, for example, an 

awareness of the meaning of the situation and a sense of what should be done. 

        3.  Mind enjoys experiences of spiritual levels of value--realizations of truth, feelings of beauty, 

and actions in which we participate in goodness.  We all have had moments of being wondrously 

touched by supreme values. 

  

            Meaning and value are more difficult to grasp than fact.  The human mind would like to define 

them in terms of more basic realities, but they are too basic to define in this way.  Instead meaning and 

value must simply be grasped in experience, in correlation with the activity of the personality that 

recognizes them.  On all levels the correlation between consciousness and its "objects" is so intimate that 

key terms are sometimes used interchangeably: thus science is identified with thing, fact; philosophy 

with meaning; religion, with value. 

  

•        Meanings are what the intellect understands in single words, sentences, and discourses. 

•        Values are what the soul feels and the will pursues.  Values are potentials for striving and 

actualities for rejoicing.  

  

            In the triad of fact, meaning, and value, philosophy specializes in meaning, which bridges 

between the other two.  Philosophy considers facts and values, but its reflections do not appeal to the 

empirical evidence found in science, nor does it exalt ideals with the power of religion.  Rather, 

reflecting on the meanings implicit in facts and the meanings implicit in values, philosophy offers its 

own kind of satisfaction to the mind.  Most of all, a satisfactory philosophy can be lived out. 

            We can realize meanings dimly or with stunning clarity.  Two experiences unforgettably 

impressed upon me the reality of meanings.  In the middle of a seminar on Plato, studying the 

Parmenides with Mitchell Miller's commentary, I was totally mobilized in a sustained quest for 

comprehension.   Plato taught that such simple ideas as largeness and motion are realities that can be 

grasped in intellectual insight.  One day, driving over the bridge to school, I suddenly had a revelatory 

grasp of largeness.  Then, a week or so later, taking a break from work on the computer, looking blankly 

out my office window at a group of students passing by on the sidewalk, I was suddenly seized by an 

insight into motion.  It was scary to be able to see a crowd in such total abstraction from the fact of their 

humanity.  The purpose in relating these experiences is not to encourage anyone to strive for them--how 

could one strive for such an unusual moment?  The purpose is to emphasize that even very simple words 

can indicate meanings with cosmic reality and that it is well to respect them.  The difference between an 

initial, intuitive sense of meanings and an unchallengeable insight into meanings may be compared to 

the difference in the magnitude of the brightness of stars as seen from the earth.  Astronomy classifies 

stars according to their degrees of brightness, the first magnitude stars being the most bright, the second 

magnitude somewhat less bright, and so on until the human eye can no longer discern them.  In the light 

of a first magnitude experience of largeness, it was evident how faint the ordinary grasp is.  I could not 

believe that such ideas or meanings were merely cultural constructs or abstractions.  Our ideas of many 

things may indeed be socially constructed, but there are core meanings for us to discover.  Meanings, I 

saw more clearly than ever, are real! 

The quest for meaning leads to careful reading.  Let me briefly summarize the themes from a successful 

conference on reading I organized a few years ago.  Look for gems of truth.  Recognize that there may 

be truths that surpass the capacity of the human mind to grasp them fully.  The best teachings you find 

are worth your utmost efforts to comprehend them.  Stop and ponder.  Memorize and meditate on them.  

Read with a mind open to facilitate the work of the inner spirit, helping you realize their meanings and 

values.  Balance the study of spiritual truth with other studies to avoid one-sidedness.  Acquire a large 

supply of information.  Look for lessons in thinking, feeling, and doing.  Study with an eye to historical 

context.  Finally, look for the creative design, in this case, the purpose behind the sequencing of 

chapters, sections, paragraphs, sentences, and words in phrases and items in lists. 

            What are the values that are the content of spiritual intuition?  It is not easy to characterize what 

becomes clear only gradually and can only partly be put into words.  Prophets and artists, more 

successfully than philosophers, evoke a sense of spiritual intuition.  The best spiritual writing is a 

trampoline, not a paved road. 

Spiritual values have a fluidity unlike the stability of facts, a vitality that may well express itself in 

speech but resists confinement in doctrines and dogmas.  Spiritual values approach and vanish, illumine 

and recede.  They stun and chasten and refocus.  "The wind blows where it wants."  

            In the experience of higher values our consciousness feels as though it is in a different gear.  

Strolling through a crowded market, one may get caught up in the shapes and colors and movements of 

some momentarily fascinating scene.  One can analyze--what kind of marketing strategy is behind this 

advertisement?--or criticize--what kind of culture is manifest here?  Or one can attune to the qualities of 

soul disclosed in the faces and manner of the people nearby.  An utterly different "gear" feels engaged in 

the soulful look.  The intuitive grasp of value or lack of value is a feeling.  We get a feel for the quality 

of happiness or unhappiness, spontaneous generosity or anxious need, in a person.  If we observe 

someone interact with others, we get a sense of character.  To be sure, these are first impressions, and it 

takes more than one meeting to know someone.  The point is simply that soulful attention involves 

feelings of a higher order.  Spiritual values feel good, not because the mind is emotionally gratified and 

released from responsible dealing with reality, but because the soul feels values and these values engage 

us, empower us, and ennoble us. 

            A philosophy affirming that values are real needs flexibility to allow for the variety, many-

sidedness, and non-static character of values.  Some disagreements about values are legitimate, since 

unique individuals with different histories appropriately differ in their views of what is true and beautiful 

and good.  Children and adults appropriately prefer different kinds of music.  Not everyone can 

realistically be expected to grasp value at the same level.  Moreover, the universe of value, for all its 

unity, is also endless diversity.  Despite differences, people have much in common: all make value 

judgments, have a personal investment in these judgments, agree in many cases, and even when they 

disagree about a complex case agree about aspects of the situation.  Two people may disagree about the 

rhythm section in a certain popular song.  The first person calls it energizing, and the second calls it 

monotonous.  They agree that energizing is a positive quality and monotony a negative quality.  Or they 

may dispute the merits of the song, while agreeing that the lyrics are great but the tune is mediocre, 

because the lyrics matter hardly at all to one person and most of all to the second.  The point is that there 

is an objectivity or reality to values that can be seen even when disagreement arises.  Often there is 

hardly any disagreement at all.  Who really believes that the difference in value between the life work of 

a dictator and a humanitarian is merely subjective?  We assume there is something real worth exploring 

and discussing, whenever we investigate values at all.  The quest begins only for those who assume that 

there is a goal for the striving. 

            As spiritual intuition grows, the feeling develops of a wonderful something or someone, usually 

felt as personal, most commonly referred to as God.  Awareness grows of an indwelling spiritual 

presence.  Spiritual perception is notoriously fallible, as the mind takes emotions or striking inputs from 

the unconscious mind for spiritual revelations.  And much fanaticism results from conversion 

experiences where a genuine spiritual breakthrough becomes associated with an entire text and its social 

context and tradition.  The convert then confuses the riverbed with the river.  Nevertheless, there is a 

spiritual flavor to divine truth, and the more you explore, the more your discernment grows. 

            Those who do not affirm the reality of God can translate the concept as follows: "God" is a name 

for a figure that we project, for evolutionary psychological and social reasons, personifying our highest 

ideals.  Religionists can acknowledge each aspect in this definition as part of the story, while continuing 

to affirm that evolutionary and subjective aspects as part of the Creator's plan for our religious growth. 

            Of the three kinds of intuition, the spiritual is most a matter of choice.  One can live and die with 

only a minimum of experience in this realm.  Evangelists proclaim that the most important decision of 

life is whether to accept some central spiritual truth.  Secularists regard that option as of secondary 

importance.  For both, however, it is a choice whether to accept the validity of what experience appears 

to teach: that perception and the body and the material energies of nature are real; that mind and 

meanings are real; that the soul and the spiritual levels of the truth we realize, the beauty we feel, and the 

goodness we participate in are real, too. 

  

Sharpening Intuition 

What a difference it would make in education if students were encouraged to believe in their intuitive 

capacities!  Instead, so many teachers give lectures and assign readings, giving the unspoken message 

that student should leave their previous experience at the door. 

            Our intuitive capacities are gateways to reality, inherent in human thinking, making experience 

in various regions possible, and their operation is observed in all cultures.  Without an intuitive grasp of 

reality you would be hopelessly at the mercy of any bold teaching that comes along.  You sense when 

something rings true. 

Intuition is not static.  It grows with experience.  Intuition gives a continuously updated and simplified 

summary of the results of previous experience and thinking.  Reflection revises intuition.  Knowing what 

refined sugar does to the body reduces the appeal of sugary foods.  When you are disillusioned about 

someone you had trusted, you see the person differently next time.  Your intuitions about the person 

change. 

Intuition thus incorporates the harvest of one's best thinking.  When the careful work has been done, the 

results, especially if repeatedly put into practice, may be symbolized in a simple phrase or image.  Thus 

our mental efficiency increases.  We thus pack additional meanings into familiar words.  Advanced 

problem solving sometimes goes on in the creative imagination, combining images representing key 

concepts. 

Dealing with facts, meanings, or values, intuition is neither a mere hunch, since it is already a grasp of 

reality; neither is it infallible, since errors occur.  Nevertheless the mind's entrance upon reality is 

intuition, and it is by sharpening intuition that errors are discovered and corrected.  For example, we 

discover a perceptual mistake by looking more closely.  We discover self-deception about being angry 

or depressed by relaxing into more honest self-awareness.  We need intuition in daily life when there is 

no time for reflection.  We also need it to tell us when to reflect.  In logic we need intuition to help us 

choose first principles, validate rules of inference, and see the point of arguments.  We also need 

intuition to grasp the situation we are in. 

            If it is rare for people to acknowledge their own intuitive capacities, it is even more rare for 

individuals to undertake the patient labor required to clarify intuition.  This may be called a meditative 

process.  Typically we are in a hurry.  We want fast food, fast sex, fast business transactions, fast 

political solutions, fast education, fast religion.  We skim what we read, in order to decide whether the 

material is worth reading at all.  There is so much else waiting to be read.  When we do read, we read 

quickly, with limited goals of comprehension, and we expect the message to be right on the surface. 

            The desire for insight lures the mind into the adventure of sharpening intuition.  Even a 

momentary intuitive glimpse carries an initial claim to insight, even though it may be overturned by 

further inquiry.  The more experienced a person is, the more likely that quick perceptions will be 

insightful.  Although insight may still be amplified and its expression be adjusted in minor ways, it is, by 

definition, a grasp of reality adequate to its given situation.  Even a divine being using a human mind 

would find it adequate.  We can be mistaken in thinking we have insight, but when we have insight we 

do not doubt.  Insight depends upon adequate length and breadth and depth of experience.  Further 

experience may embellish, but not overturn, insight. 

            Sharpening intuition involves two additional phases of philosophic thinking, drawing inferences 

from the intuition and gaining a balanced perspective by synthesizing the other relevant intuitions and 

lines of reasoning.  

There is an ideal sequence to the process: Begin by clarifying an intuition and formulating it as a 

proposition.  Continue by drawing implications from that intuition.  Culminate by considering other 

relevant intuitions and the inferences that may be drawn from them, combining all into a balanced 

picture of the topic.  In practice, however, it takes reasoning and a sense of perspective to clarify and 

formulate intuitions in the first place.  The appeal to other relevant intuitions and lines of reasoning is 

important, since it is all too easy to be incisive and brilliant when working from a narrow set of 

premises, axioms, or commitments.  

In politics and many other areas, speakers for the "right" or the "left" speak forcefully on the basis of a 

one-sided view of the issue.  Even when, on balance, the direction they are advocating is correct, their 

quality of thinking is deficient.  Thinking that gains the needed insights is the product of sustained work. 

            When teaching reasoning, I propose the following questions.  Here, in other words, is a one 

paragraph logic lesson.  What is my purpose in working with this piece of text (or our purpose, insofar 

as the inquiry is a team project)?  If there are multiple purposes, which purpose is dominant?  What does 

the author's purpose seem to be?  Are there any empirical claims or assumptions which can be 

confirmed or disconfirmed in daily experience or science?  Are there claims or assumptions--positive or 

negative--about religion or spiritual realities?  What words or phrases convey key concepts?  (Do not 

overlook articles, prepositions, verb forms, etc.)  Is there any term, phrase, or sentence that is 

ambiguous?  What interpretations are possible?  What interpretation is most plausible?  Or is it the case 

that more than one meaning is involved (whether or not the ambiguity is deliberate)?  Note that what one 

finds to be clear depends partly upon the categories one is accustomed to using.  Is there any problem 

with the concepts being used?  In the sentences where key affirmations are made (assuming, for the 

moment, that they are not questions, exclamations, commands, or invocations) is the grammar clear?  

Are the subject and predicate presented as possibly linked, actually linked, or necessarily linked?  Does 

a sentence express a necessary condition or a sufficient condition?  What other possible relationships 

might obtain between subject and predicate?  Do not overlook the interesting structures of paragraphs 

and groups of paragraphs.  Examine the arguments.  The term "argument," as used in philosophy, does 

not connote an angry dispute between persons; it simply means that a conclusion is being proposed on 

the basis of one or more reasons or premises.  In reasoning it is common to use words called inference 

markers.  "Therefore" indicates a conclusion.  "Because" indicates a reason for a conclusion.  Other 

conclusion indicators include "thus" and "hence."  Other reason indicators include "since," and (in some 

uses) "for."  (Argument is not the only way to achieve a strategic sequence in writing.  Authors also use 

descriptions, accounts, and narratives.)  Identify the conclusion(s), stated and unstated.  What is the text 

driving at?  What is the main point?  There may be several arguments in the text.  Having summarized 

the text as a whole, you may focus on just one line of argument.  Identify the reason(s) or premise(s) for 

each conclusion.  Are the premises true?  Identify any unstated assumptions.  Attribute to the author only 

those assumptions that you may reasonably expect him or her to be assuming (on the basis of the text).  

These are not necessarily the same as the assumptions that are logically required in order for the 

argument to be valid.  Are the assumptions true?  Construct a diagram of the argument.  It helps to 

visualize it.  Do the premises and unstated assumptions, if true, constitute strong evidence for the 

conclusion?  Consider other arguments that are relevant but not mentioned in the argument you are 

examining.  Give the argument an overall evaluation.  It's easy to pick flaws.  Were your criticisms 

significant or minor?  Could the author easily fix the argument and make it strong?  What can you do 

constructively with your analysis that goes beyond the immediate critique? 

            In any area of inquiry, a question arises: How do you know when enough is enough, when your 

evidence is sufficient?  When is it justifiable to claim insight?  There cannot be an indubitable criterion 

for eliminating error, for doubt could arise concerning that criterion.  Thus in every realm of intuition, 

the mind is engaged in adventure.  Each discipline--physics, history, ethics--has its own methods for 



refining judgment, but at the very least this minimum guidance might be generalized: Become familiar 

with the critical methods developed in the relevant disciplines, and be open to approaches outside the 

mainstream.  Get in there and work at it with perseverance; it may take decades. 

  

Humility and limits of proof 

            Children sometimes ask for explanations and persist in asking "Why?" and after each answer 

they receive.  "Why is the sky blue?"  "Because of the way the light goes through the air."  "Why?"  

"Because the light is bent in a certain way."  "Why?"  Even a scientist talking to colleagues would 

encounter limits in being able to keep answering such questions.  The child's persistent questioning only 

expresses continuing wonder and desire for more interaction. 

When the ability to keep answering the "Why?" question is exhausted, philosophy faces a choice.  

Nature, mind, and spirit are all evident, albeit in different ways: something shows up, something 

expresses itself, something gleams in one way or another.  Nevertheless, logically speaking, the intuitive 

capacities to grasp matter, mind, and spirit, are assumptions, and they are so basic that we cannot prove 

them.  The humility of philosophy is to acknowledge its inability to prove its basic assumptions.  Any 

attempted proof--or disproof- assumes too much or proves too little.  (Of course most philosophers who 

believe one way or the other think that reason is on their side, so they mount up arguments to persuade, 

giving the other side ceaseless opportunities to keep the conversation going.)  Note that the assumptions 

in question are not dogmas, but affirmations of access to regions of reality.  Inability to prove basic 

assumptions does not mean they are arbitrary, lacking evidence to motivate them.  There is evidence, but 

one remains free to reject what experience appears to teach.  It is not unreasonable, then, to use 

unproven assumptions, since the very structure of reason requires it.  The most sophisticated formal 

system has to begin with axioms. 

Logically, then, the primary intuitions are axioms.  Experientially, they are self-evident.  Practically and 

personally, they are commitments.  The practical dimension to these primary intuitions is a dedication to 

explore these regions and to act in harmony with what one discovers. 

Philosophy can be visualized as taking place half-way up the mountain on a journey from a basic grasp 

of fact toward a remote and uncertain spiritual peak obscured by clouds.  Half-way up the mountain, one 

may speak little, or skeptically, or diplomatically about the possibility of there being any worthwhile 

vista to attain.  Philosophy can also be visualized as an integrative discipline for those who have 

journeyed to the peak and who now, descending the far slope, are coordinating their understanding of 

the entire terrain. 

            Suppose there is a gorgeous sunset, and you say to me, "Turn around and have a look at that!"  If 

I refuse to turn around until you prove to me that there is a beautiful sunset, I'm going to miss the sight.  

Each of our three assumptions is a window to experience, and this point is most dramatically illustrated 

in the case of spiritual reality.  Those who debate the existence of God may choose to suspend 

judgment.  But fear of error may conceal fear of truth.  If knowing God has similarities to knowing 

another person, then it is reasonable to expect that the evidence will grow bright only for the person who 

makes the adventuresome turn.  The turn is not a leap of blind faith, however, because of the intuitive, if 

dim, glimmer of spiritual truth that motivates the question. 

  

How do you know? 

            Don't we all crave to grasp cosmic reality and to transcend the ordinary human perspective?  

Wouldn't it be ideal to be able to approach any problem by thinking about things in terms of their high 

origin, evolutionary history, and ultimate destiny?  As philosophers build systems to satisfy the demand 

for such a perspective, however, ideas get complicated.  Writers and readers get confused.  Then the 

skeptical reaction sets in, charging that metaphysics, the human attempt to conceive of ultimate reality, 

is presumption and folly. 

            What can justify "metaphysical" talk about matter, mind, and spirit?  The most basic assumptions 

and categories for thinking are ways of organizing experience, and it seems as though they may be just 

useful tools, even human constructions.  The pragmatic answer is easiest: working with these concepts 

promotes growth, as each person is invited to validate in the laboratory of experience.  Life based on 

these assumptions is more livable, more satisfying, than trying to live out their denial.  I believe, 

however, that the reason that experience so broadly supports these categories is that they are real.  In 

other words, we don't only say they are true because they work; the reason they work is that they are 

true. 

            Belief in a Creator offers a profound justification for the basic structures of the human mind.  

The God who created the heavens and the earth also created the basic powers of the human mind.  Even 

though the divine mind is vastly superior to the human mind--"as the heavens are higher than the earth, 

so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts higher than your thoughts"--we still have some 

grasp of reality.  Mind and universe we survey come from a common source. 

            What a fresh sense of thinking results from this outlook!  Each of us can say that we, as thinkers, 

are operating with what the Creator has given us.  No matter what our level of education, no matter how 

incomplete our understanding or how confused our culture, no matter how much own minds are torn by 

fear and anxiety, we still have basic capacities for reality recognition provided by the Creator.  If 

religion warns of how sin distorts the mind, it also testifies to the rejuvenating results of faith, 

repentance, and forgiveness.  As we do our best to pursue truth, we are opening ourselves to whatever 

higher assistance there may be to help us along our way. 

The mind's framework for thinking, then, though it is shaped by culture, is not totally dependent on 

culture.  Culture shapes our understanding of material thing, moral duty, spirit, and so on.  But the deep 

structure of the human mind reflects a higher source.  

            A further assurance of the validity of our basic intuitions is available for those who believes that 

revelation has occurred, that a superhuman source has expressed truth in a way we can understand.  For 

Jews and Muslims, the very fact that revelation utilized the Hebrew or Arabic language validates the 

serviceability of human language and thought-forms.  For Christians, the personality of Jesus unites 

divine nature and human nature.  Hinduism has a comparable belief in Krishna and other avatars; and 

many Buddhists believe in one or more Buddhas as having descended from a heavenly realm.  For the 

majority of religionists in these traditions, the thought that such extraordinary persons worked with the 

powers of the human mind gives a profound validation of what human thinking can be at its best.  To go 

out on a speculative limb, at the frontier of the ability to conceive such things, assuming that it is 

meaningful to even think of mind on such a high level, what could the divine mind be doing?  Various 

answers have been given.  God knows himself.  God knows the creation.  Within the unfathomable unity 

of God there is sufficient complexity, sufficient self-articulation of Deity, that it is meaningful to think 

of God as revealing himself to himself.  Thus the ultimate metaphysical meaning of our basic intuitions 

is that they participate in the process of cosmic mind as the infinite reveals itself to itself.  The practical 

significance of this idea is to encourage the quest to live the maximum of divinity that the mind can 

comprehend--truth and beauty and goodness. 

            One more reflection supports the dignity of the mind's basic intuitive capacities.  I may consider 

myself to be a small and lowly creature.  When I define myself as finite, I may imagine, however 

vaguely, an infinite beyond me.  Religiously speaking, I imagine the Creator as an awesome infinity, 

altogether beyond my poor powers.  It is as though there is a great fence, a barrier between me, the finite 

creature, and the great infinite.  But look.  An infinite that is located on one side of a fence is thereby 

made into a finite being.  In order to be truly infinite, the infinite must somehow encompass the finite.  

However difficult it may be to explicate that "somehow," the finite as it cries out in despair is already 

included in the infinite.  This idea is already on the books: "In Him we live and move and have our 

being." 

  

The social side of thinking 

            Although thinking is often a lonely vocation, it is a matter of teamwork far more than we usually 

think.  First of all, we think (most of the time) in language.  Language involves us in culture.  We use 

most of the terms and assumptions of those with whom we interact.  We went through some school 

system.  We read things, and discuss with people.  Our flights of independent thinking occur against a 

backdrop of community participation.  This is not regrettable but inevitable.  Study and experience lead 

us to gradually alter the way we view things, and we may spiritualize our thinking.  But we remain 

minds of our age.  Our intuitions are shaped by our location in culture. 

Some writers emphasize the fact of different perspectives, different cultures, and different locations in a 

given culture.  Acknowledging differences--sex, race, class, religion, sexual orientation, language, 

education, condition of health--reminds us that our own cultural location is not universal, our own 

perspective not absolute.  In this light, it may seem as though the hope of insight just went out the 

window, that "truth" is a title for presumption, and that wisdom, synthesis, integration must be regarded 

as premature or totalitarian until every voice has been heard and understood--an impossible task.  The 

erroneous impression that wisdom is unattainable, however, comes from insisting on impossible ideals. 

Though deeply inconsistent perspectives force us to choose between them, different perspectives often 

complement each other.  If language and social location were everything, there would be no hope of 

communication with "outsiders," and nationalism would be the last word in politics.  But people find 

kindred minds across "barriers" of culture and language.  This is not surprising if the mind that expresses 

itself in language comes from a common source.  True, there is no way to express that common 

humanity other than in some particular language.  Today the teamwork of thinking involves participating 

in a global culture of cultures where differences sharpen intuitions, challenge hasty reasoning, and make 

the synthesis of wisdom an ongoing process.  However chaotic that culture has been, it remains our 

mind's immediate home, the "place" from which we attempt our interface with divine mind. 

            Dialogue often rouses the hope that perspectives will converge.  It feels wonderful to expand 

areas of agreement, to find common ground.  The movement toward harmony and unity is thrilling.  

Nevertheless, when the perspectives do not converge, people should be able to enjoy contributing to the 

common good by expressing their particular angle as well as possible.  If group action must be taken, 

then we can work for fairness in the political process that composes differences. 

            Cultural differences cannot block the quest for truth.  Even divine truth can only be 

communicated to us in ways that we can understand.  If Krishna or Buddha or Moses or Jesus or 

Muhammad or any other prophet ever brought a higher-than-human truth, the gift arrived packaged in a 

particular language at a particular time, and it takes wisdom to apply it to the needs of another place and 

time.  Even eternal truth must be applied.  And the insight sufficient for today may not be enough for 

tomorrow.  This in no way denies the cosmic validity or eternal truth of the insight, but it does show the 

magnitude of the adventure. 

  

Forming and integrating concepts 

            Philosophy achieves its wisdom synthesis by bringing together many lines of reasoning.  All 

reasoning begins with propositions.  All propositions link a subject term and a predicate term.  The terms 

can stand for anything--objects, persons, ideas.  The key terms in the central propositions of this book 

stand for concepts. 

What is a concept?  A concept is an idea plus.  It is an idea that has become invested with rich 

associations through experience.  It has become linked with high values.  You can pick up ideas as fast 

as you read, but you cannot pick up concepts without the labor of thoughtful living. 

My favorite example of a concept comes from the story of an eleven-year-old Jewish boy who went 

through a three-year struggle.  On the one hand, he had a supreme desire to be loyal to God and to live 

according to his understanding of the highest religious standards.  On the other hand, he recognized an 

obligation to conform to his parents’ demands.  It might have seemed easier to solve the problem one-

sidedly, by letting go of one side of the tension, dismissing one group of duties; but he stayed with both 

sets of legitimate requirements, and day by day he worked out the needed adjustments as best he could.  

At the conclusion of that period, he had formed a concept of group solidarity, a concept with several 

interesting components.  These ingredients were virtues and qualities of relationship: loyalty, tolerance, 

friendship, and love.  His story illustrates the kind of struggle involved in forming a concept and the 

kind of ingredient that goes into one.  As I pondered the sketchy story it seemed that the boy solved an 

immediate family problem in a way that applied to other groups as well.  This shows the universality of 

concepts.  He could speak of group solidarity, not just the solidarity of his immediate family.  Next, the 

first ingredient was loyalty to God.  In other words, group solidarity has its ultimate foundation in the 

members' loyalty to divine ideals.  Group solidarity also requires tolerance, since there are always 

imperfections that you see or seem to see in others that you simply have to put up with.  On the basis of 

accepting people for who they are now, a friendship emerges that binds the members of the group 

together.  And we can save the word love to denote that divine experience that integrates the previous 

phases and uplifts the relations among the members to their dynamic maximum. 

            To set forth a network of concepts is the goal of this book, as stated in the introduction.  The 

book's conclusion can be put in the form of a thesis: 

  

A full exploration of truth embracing fact, meaning, and value culminates in spiritual experience, 

whose beauty opens up a fresh experience of nature and the arts, whose inspiration invigorates 

you for a life devoted to goodness, whose result is a character dominated by love. 

  

            This huge thesis sentence actually contains several propositions: A full exploration of truth 

culminates in spiritual experience.  Experiencing the beauty of truth opens up a wonderful new 

experience of beauty in nature and the arts.  Realizing truth and enjoying beauty prepare you for the 

practices of goodness.  Noble character draws on all these values, and love is its crowning virtue. 

            This thesis can be taken as a promise: Follow this path, and you will know fulfillment in a life of 

love.  It could be stated as an empirical prediction ("If you try out this experiment, I expect you will find 

consequences like these") or as a command ("Follow this path . . . ").  The thesis implicitly contains a 

testimonial: I have walked this path far enough to become assured that the promise is trustworthy. 

            These chapters try to show links between truth, beauty, and goodness of truth.  While trying to 

avoid a contentious spirit, I show how to defend religious affirmation of a Creator God against 

objections based on considerations that every religionist needs to take into account.  Most of all, 

however, I rely less on logic and more on trying to convey experience. 

            The practices of philosophy may be put in a logical sequence: 

  

1.  Sharpen intuition to the level of insight. 

            2.  Use reason to draw logical inferences. 

            3.  Synthesize a wisdom perspective. 

  

These three stages intermingle in practice, and excellence in each is required for excellence in any one 

of them.  

  

  

1.      Forming concepts. 

2.      Stating propositions. 

3.      Drawing inferences. 

4.      Synthesizing various lines of reasoning. 

  

Excellence in any one of these steps requires excellence in the others.  My main goal is to give you 

concepts of truth, beauty, goodness, and love that are radiantly alive.  To do so requires the other steps, 

too. 

  

Meditation 

            "Meditation" is a word with many connotations in many traditions.  Meditation can be giving a 

gentle focus for the mind on its path to transcend every finite object of experience.  Meditation can be as 

simple as conscious breathing.  The most remarkable insights and experiences can arise in meditation.  

But these practices are optional, not essential to the philosophy of living that is my object here.  In 

addition, I believe, some practices of meditation may be harmful and lead people to mistake psychic 

alterations for spiritual experience.  It takes a well-balanced path to promote the well-balanced physical, 

emotional, social, intellectual, moral, and spiritual character that we desire. 

Here, when I speak of meditation, I am thinking about taking time to stop and ponder, to think things 

over.  Meditation may focus on striking words, phrases, sentences, the meanings of events, passages of 

scripture, spiritual realities.  In meditation we contemplate some reading or teaching whose personal 

relevance we sense without yet fathoming it.  In reading and listening the adventurer looks for the gems 

and lets their attractiveness be a magnet for attention. 

Meditation is not in a hurry.  Meditation lets associations come to mind, not in a random and chaotic 

way, but in a creatively purposeful way.  When the mind glimpses higher meanings and values, we 

customarily move on quickly, thinking that we have gotten the message.  We do not let the message 

establish roots in the heart, so it has almost no transformative effect on our behavior. 

Taking time for thorough meditation increases mental efficiency later on.  For example, in the process of 

forming habits of spiritual response to a recurring problem, for example, dealing with uncertainty, it may 

take considerable reflection and inner "work" to acquire (receive) the attitude that gives the necessary 

leverage for coping with the problem.  It may take something like a meditation, repeated time after time.  

For example, you may bring to mind the alternative possibilities, think through their consequences, and 

prepare yourself at length to face whatever has to be faced and to act constructively in response.  You 

acknowledge the human tendency to react to uncertainty with fear, but you seek and find a dynamic and 

positive attitude, an actual appetite for uncertainty.  But gradually, with consistent practice, a habit 

forms, an ability to summarize and move quickly without going again through all the steps.  Gradually it 

is not just the uncertainty of this or that situation that can become the occasion for rousing (receiving) 

your positive appetite; uncertainty itself becomes a stimulus.  Eventually, as soon as you recognize 

uncertainty, the new and better attitude leaps forth. 

Meditation moves in an unhurried way from quietness to openness toward a higher source.  Somewhere 

along the path from thinking to prayer, meditation gives an opportunity to become permeable to 

meanings and values that the spirit is trying to bring to mind.  A cousin of mine used to fly the enormous 

airplanes that refueled B-52s in flight.  A long pipe would extend to connect "the flying gas station" with 

the B-52.  In meditation, we open ourselves to an input of higher wisdom.  As we saw at the close of the 

previous section, philosophy functions as an interface between our material, social, emotional, and 

cultural concerns and our spiritual dimension. 

Philosophic reflection enables blind struggles to be recognized as problems, and enables problems to be 

conceptualized in a way that prepares the mind most effectively to seek higher wisdom.  For example, 

you are tired, but there is a task you need to finish.  You can simply persevere and drive yourself into 

needless exhaustion or you can put up your periscope of reflection.  Recognizing the fact, you say, "Oh!  

I'm exhausted."  Recognizing the meaning of the situation in its generality, you consider that this is the 

sort of experience that a mortal goes through who has been doing the things you have been doing 

recently.  You open your faith-receptivity for the divine presence and its refreshing energies, and you 

gain a new sense of purpose, a new shape on the arc of the experience you are going through.  The 

fatigue might not disappear, but your experience will be altered, and you will not be enslaved by what 

you have to go through. 

In meditation, thinking gives way to spiritual communion.  Words surrender to the soul's expression of 

attitude.  In silent receptivity, uplifting and refreshing energies and perspectives infuse into the mind.  

Those with science-centered or humanistic philosophies may reinterpret this practice as physiologically 

soothing, idealistically socializing, and so on.  For believers, the practice of philosophy carries the mind 

toward divine communion, sharing the inner life with God, opening to prayer. 

  

Conclusion 

You now have in your hands the essentials for sustaining a ceaseless philosophic adventure. 

  

1.      Collect and cherish words of wisdom. 

2.      Reflect on your own course of thinking when you run into problems. 

3.      Affirm your capacity to gain wisdom, to coordinate your grasp of physical facts, intellectual 

meanings, and spiritual values. 

4.      Use your gifts to sharpen intuition, reason accurately, and synthesize wisdom. 

5.      Form and integrate concepts from your life and thought. 

6.      Meditate on problems so as to open up to higher wisdom. 

  

Integral, religious philosophy satisfies all sides of life.  It affirms all our powers to explore nature, mind, 

and spirit.  Nevertheless, science-centered and humanistic options remain possible, and religious 

philosophy, which wants to include the others in its wider synthesis, cannot prove that the others are 

wrong.  Those who choose, however, can let meditative thinking open toward communion with higher 

wisdom.  Their affirmation opens the door to spiritual adventure in the sea of wisdom. 

 



[ Up ] 

THE DOOR TO SPIRITUAL EXPERIENCE

           When you do something right, wonderfully right, spiritual experience plays a quiet role. Your 

sense of the persons and potentials in the situation had an extra quality to it.  Subtle rather than dramatic, 

its effect was in the deciding and doing.  Such peak experiences, however, are rare for most people--that 

is, until, according to psychologist Abraham Maslow, we learn what to look for.  Then peak experiences 

may become almost daily occurrences.  Though selfish and materialistic living puts calluses on the 

membrane through which spiritual experience must enter our lives, decades of devoted living make that 

membrane more permeable.  Everyone has spiritual experiences, though the response to them varies 

from fanaticism to hardened rejection, from conflict to cooperation.  Souls longing for spiritual 

realization search for truth beyond science and philosophy.

            With spiritual experience the adventure into truth gets off the runway and takes flight.  In 

spiritual experience, we touch the beauty and goodness of divine truth.  For a moment or a longer 

stretch, we live the divine life as much as a human being can.  The maximum experience in any realm 

connects with our personal center and becomes a spiritual experience.  For example, when Johannes 

Kepler discovered the elliptical path of the planets, he rejoiced in the revelation of the Creator's law.  

When Aristotle enjoyed theoretical contemplation of unchanging truth, he felt he was sharing in God's 

process of thinking.  Working a job can also become a spiritual experience.  A friend of mine was 

employed at Oakland's Children's Hospital, caring for babies who had been so neglected that they were 

literally dying for lack of affection.  Her assignment was simply to love them, to pick them up and hold 

them, to play with them and befriend them.  They so needed and absorbed all she could give that she 

found herself drained at the end of each day.  One morning, she prayed, "O.K., Father, you love these 

children through me."  That day she felt love pouring through her to the children, and in during her 

following months on the job she never again experienced that awful exhaustion.

What truths of spiritual experience matter most in a philosophy of living?  The first great truth moves 

beyond skepticism: there is spiritual experience.  None of us is a total stranger to it, and each of us has 

the capacity for further development.  You can know God, not merely know about God.  Religion need 

not be content with second-hand reports and with the repetitions of dogmas and creeds and rituals that 

have lost their life.

At the same time, our capacity for spiritual experience is embryonic.  Our spiritual vision cannot 

normally see the divine as clearly as our eyes can see rocks and trees.  Therefore it is easy to 

misinterpret, to think we have discerned more than we have.  The second great truth of spiritual 

experience moves beyond dogmatism.  Spiritual experience usually blends with inputs from various 

parts of the mind.  Therefore, in many cases, the sciences from biology to history can contribute to a 

fuller understanding of your experience.  Spiritual experience causes a version of what psychology calls 

"the halo effect."  When you have a peak experience associated with a particular book or tradition, you 

tend to accept the whole of that book or tradition uncritically.  Therefore the concerns that a good 

humanist will raise help you avoid fanaticism.  You evaluate spiritual experience, in part, by whether it 

helps you balance your life, promote your health, augment good social relations, add purpose to your 

work and spontaneity to your play.  Does it make your humor more hearty and inspire you with the love 

of service?  Even if you receive a revelation and commit to certain definite truths, you can ceaselessly 

explore to discover new meanings and values associated with those commitments.  The adventure of 

growing spiritual experience includes interdisciplinary and interreligious dialogue.

This chapter charts a response that moves past skepticism and dogmatism into the adventure of faith.  

We begin with a look at what spiritual experience is and explore faith as the cardinal virtue in this 

domain.  We locate places in experience to look for God, discuss the idea of revelation, and consider 

diverse responses to the challenge of suffering.

             Non-religious readers can translate the thoughts of this chapter into a biologically and 

psychologically based approach to satisfying peak experiences.

"Defining" terms: spiritual and religious 

Thomas Shotwell, a researcher in biochemistry, reported a remarkable experience.  Relaxing in a bar 

after work, he sat down next to a bay window overlooking the Mississippi River.  In the glow of the 

setting sun, the river was strikingly illumined, and he began piecing together the various layers of 

scientific description that, taken together, accounted for the scene--the astrophysics, the geology, the 

science pertaining to the flowing of water, the reflection of light, and so on.  As he synthesized the 

understanding gained by years of scientific study, he suddenly experienced a powerful unification of 

insight and an overwhelming feeling of beauty.  Tears of appreciation streamed down his cheeks; he 

tried to point out the glories of the scene to his friends, who looked but saw nothing extraordinary.  After 

a few minutes he was able to get hold of himself, and he began to turn his attention to the dancer on the 

stage whose reflection played on the window overlooking the river.  But, contemplating this girl, again 

he began to piece together what he knew scientifically about the spectacle, including biology and 

psychology, and once again his mind was flooded with a feeling of wondrous unity and ineffable 

beauty.  Later he concluded that the universe is so beautiful that the human nervous system, if exposed 

to it fully, would be incapable of functioning; therefore, evolution has made us so that we are usually 

insensitive to the beauty that surrounds us.  His thoughts made no reference to a Creator, showed no 

trace of religion.  Instead, he launched a campaign to promote the appreciation of universe beauty as a 

substitute for religion.

The experience of supreme beauty triggered by this synthesis of science shows that spiritual experience 

can occur without a religious context.  Science-centered and humanistic philosophies can acknowledge 

the fact that such experiences occur and can accept them as, in some cases, beneficial events in a human 

life.  At the same time the question remains whether that biochemist fully appreciated that gift of beauty.

It would be foolish to try to define--set limits to--God or to spiritual experience, but a few things can be 

said about how certain terms will be used here.  Spiritual experience is a robustly affirmative term.  It 

does not merely imply that someone feels a certain subjective glow.  The term assumes that there are 

spiritual realities such as God or the indwelling divine spirit and that spiritual experience connects with 

these realities.   Spiritual realities are true in the sense of being trustworthy, beautiful in the sense of 

giving the highest contemplative delight, and good.  (I stipulate this to address the concerns of those who 

hold that some beings we may encounter in the spirit world are evil).  Some religionists, East and West, 

see ultimate reality as beyond comprehension and language, beyond truth, beauty, and goodness.  

Nevertheless, as philosopher John Cobb urged in a series of talks bridging Buddhism and Christianity, 

Buddhists who progress in centering their lives on an ultimate reality they regard as impersonal 

nevertheless show more compassion and other qualities associated with a personal God.  This fact, said 

Cobb, suggests that what they are getting in touch with has more to do with God than they realize.

Sometimes people speak of religious experience.  As I distinguish these terms, religion has a traditional 

and cultural character.  When I speak of religious experience, I am thinking of how a particular religious 

tradition prepares people for a specific type of experience and plays a role in how they interpret their 

experience.  Most spiritual experiences are religious, inasmuch as some religious tradition has helped 

prepare for and interpret the experience.  For example, consider five religious interpretations of the 

indwelling spirit.

•       The Hindu concept of the atman, the eternal spirit Self.

•       The Mahayana concept of the Buddha-nature within.

•       The Jewish concept of "the spirit in man, the candle of the Lord, searching all the inward 

parts."

•       The Christian concept of "the kingdom of heaven within you."

•       The Islamic concept of God who is "closer to you than your jugular vein."

All these concepts, though they point to the same reality, have different historical contexts.  Their 

associated scriptures and religious practices differ, and the resulting experiences blend culture with 

spiritual experience.  Looking at the history of the religions of the world, we find the sublime and the 

distorted, sometimes side by side.  I can imagine that the indwelling spirit, generously rewarding our 

seeking, sometimes bestows spiritual experience in spite of our context rather than because of it.  The 

spirit encourages us, meets our upreach or inreach, even though it is predictable that we will take the 

reward, the feeling of experience, as a confirmation not only of spiritual reality but also of the context, 

the tradition within which we have the experience.  The spirit works within the available context and 

helps us move forward.

A smile spreads across the face of someone who recognizes the indwelling presence of God.  The smile 

fades upon thinking that that very experience is more or less conditioned by the texture of our own mind 

intertwined with other human minds.  The smile returns when it dawns on us that in that long journey, 

the spirit is with us every step of the way.

            Some people would like to have spirituality while doing away with religion, context, and 

tradition, but there is in fact no experience of God outside some scheme of interpretation.  Spiritual 

experience does not come with a tag on it saying "This experience is brought to you by a divine 

Person."  The indwelling spirit does not come in a package with a card saying, "A gift from a loving 

God."  Spiritual experience often has a touchingly personal flavor, but this fact does not, in and of itself, 

prove the personality of God.  This is why it takes faith to move beyond skepticism.  You can neither 

prove nor disprove the validity of spiritual experience or the reality of God.  Discarding religion as many 

people do today because of the worst aspects of the history of religious institutions means disengaging 

from much of the human adventure toward God and from much of God's adventure of communicating 

with people enmeshed in our historical cultures.  To discard religion is in fact to embrace an alternative 

culture, but one lacking much of the best the planet has to offer.  To discard religion is to say, "I already 

have enough inputs from others; the world's religious traditions have nothing more to offer me."  There 

is moreover a great diversity of spiritual experiences, and familiarity with others' experiences helps you 

realize that your own experience doesn't represent all facets of the kaleidoscope.

            If religion is man's relation to what is limitless and therefore cannot be defined, religion cannot 

be defined either.  Nevertheless some definitions of religion highlight facets of a many-sided theme.  

Many define religion by taking their own religion as a paradigm and then generalizing its features to 

make room for other religions.  For example, we could generalize a paradigm and define religion as the 

worship of God and service of humankind.  Another way to define religion is in terms of its function in 

motivating the human personality.  For example, religion is wholehearted devotion to what the believer 

regards as of highest importance for humankind.  Each kind of "definition" picks up something the other 

omits.  Using a paradigm may mask the religious character of the lives of some professed secularists.  A 

functional definition may be blind to the One to whom the religionist turns.

The adventure of spiritual experience in love and service makes religion real.  According to psychologist 

C. Daniel Batson, there is no correlation between religion and altruism in people whose religion remains 

self-centered and external.  At the surface level of religion, the religious person is no more altruistic than 

the average nonreligious person.  What about people for whom religion is intrinsically worthwhile?  For 

this group, psychologists had expected to find more altruism, since religion teaches concern for those in 

need.  Even with these subjects, however, religion did not make a statistical difference.  Then Batson 

and his colleagues came up with the concept of religion as a continuous adventure of growth.  When 

they tested people in this category they finally did find an appreciable increase of altruism.

The topic of spiritual experience is often studied under the heading of mysticism.  In the literature, many 

classified as mystics fall into two partially overlapping groups: those with abnormal mental disorders 

and those who supremely devote themselves to loving God and the neighbor.  Some mystics practice 

extreme self-denial and cultivate trance or euphoric imaginings, confusing subconscious and 

superconscious sources of inspiration.  In some cases, the spiritual progress that these mystics achieve 

occur in spite of these practices, rather than because of them.  Then the spirit responds to their 

wholehearted quest, not their obedience to unfortunate instructions.  Studies in mysticism often 

overemphasize brief and extraordinary experiences and underemphasize the lives of ordinary men and 

women of faith.  Most of us are more like the sparrow than like the eagle.  A philosophy of living does 

well to emphasize garden-variety experiences of sincere prayer, intelligent worship, and loving service.  

Spiritual experience, in the end, is a way of living the whole of life, not a collection of dramatic 

moments.

Therefore this philosophy of living emphasizes a sane and well-balanced approach to friendship with 

God and better communion with the indwelling spirit.  A commitment to health, sanity, and happiness 

promotes a sound response to that great law of the spiritual realm: Seek and you will find.

  

Faith: Entering the door 

Faith is the single most important key in really living.  Faith lets life into the mind, linking the life-

energies of the organism with the dynamic and eternal life of the spirit.  Faith is the ticket for the 

adventure of time and eternity, the price of entry into the kingdom of heaven, the family of God.

Faith has two phases, a phase of gift and a phase of accepting the gift.  In the first phase, you are given 

some recognition of spiritual truth.  You know the import of what is before you.  You see it on the page 

or you feel it in your heart or you are singing or walking in the woods and some realization dawns.  You 

intuitively grasp its truth.  For the moment at least, doubt is not even on the horizon.  The phase of 

accepting the gift is your response--to put yourself into, appropriate, authorize, and act on what you have 

been shown.  Once the gift has been offered, scientific sorting and philosophic weighing only postpone 

the essential: wholeheartedness.  Without haste or anxiety, you mobilize the full powers of your 

personality.  Truth invites, "Come on in, the water's fine!" and you jump in.  Your life becomes a YES.  

Anything less will not satisfy your soul.

Faith is the door to spiritual experience.  We each need to enter and re-enter many times until we abide 

permanently in the house of faith.  We begin our spiritual career in faith, and every forward step along 

the path takes faith.  In a worldly sense we can accomplish much without faith, but cosmically we 

cannot advance without faith.  The need for faith is obvious in a dark night of the soul where our normal 

capacities collapse.  Our need is equally acute in a noonday of the soul when our physical, social, and 

intellectual capacities bring outward success.

Faith means relating in love and trust.  We can have faith in one another.  Ultimately, however, faith is a 

relation to God.  In faith personality reposes trust in Personality.  This can be seen even in Buddhism, 

which emphasizes divine personality least of the great international religions: "I take refuge in the 

Buddha, I take refuge in the Teaching, I take refuge in the Community."  Although faith in yourself and 

other human beings, particularly in the supreme desire to do the will of God, is part of the fullness of 

faith, faith is primarily relational.  Mere willingness to act on an unproven hypothesis is not yet faith.  In 

faith, philosophy, having carried the seeker as far as it can, yields to religion.  Philosophy contemplates 

meanings; religion interacts in relationship.

People's experiences of beginning to exercise faith vary greatly.  Some grow up in a loving and religious 

family and from early childhood feel close to God.  They do not spend years of their lives in deliberate 

disobedience to God.  Their process is more smooth; they may have no conscious rebirth, no watershed 

moment that demarcates a committed future from a wandering past.  The quality of consistency in their 

character is a powerfully attractive testimony to the potentials of a positive family life and the 

momentum of a young person who stayed on the path.  Nevertheless they too come to a time when they 

must focus more seriously and individually on what has been affirmed in their social environment.  

They, too, must enter the family of faith.

Others go through a rough and dramatic process.  Their childhood may have been unhappy; they may 

have acquired destructive habits.  Everyone must go through a more or less rough transition from living 

with a material center of gravity to living with a spiritual center of gravity.  Nevertheless, children of 

these backgrounds may well need to repent--honestly acknowledge wrongdoing and seek forgiveness 

before they can enjoy the life of the better way.  Although we all have occasion to confess and receive 

forgiveness, those who have seriously wandered have before them an extra treasure of rehabilitation 

awaiting them in the joy of being deeply and thoroughly forgiven, forgiven in friendship and cleansed in 

light.  Those who stray far are more grateful to be found.

Faith goes beyond appreciating the truth, beauty, and goodness, though, since faith is a personal relation 

to their Personality Source.  Spiritual experience is not merely a self-contained enjoyment of inner 

depths.  Much of the meaning in practice of the concept of the God as Parent and the concept of the 

indwelling spirit is that we can experience God.  Faith, then, is our initial experience of God.[i]

Spiritual experience is thus in orbit around God.  True, each individual is a center of consciousness; but 

faith affirms that the subjective experience is a response to something beyond self.  Whoever accepts 

spiritual experience for what it appears to disclose cannot do justice to that experience without speaking 

from the standpoint of its truth.  It is necessary to relinquish the seemingly humble position of claiming 

that we merely seem to experience such and such, although we "don't really know" and "shouldn't 

presume" to assert what others may find unwelcome.  Being aware of human limits, then, does not mean 

regarding oneself as cut off from God and the knowledge of God.  It means that whatever divine truth 

and beauty and goodness we do recognize we grasp imperfectly and that there is infinitely more ahead of 

us in eternity.

In scientific and philosophic discussions of spiritual experience there has been a tendency to distinguish 

"the experience itself" from the faith-interpretation as though the faith-interpretation were mere opinion 

surrounding a core whose validity is essentially psychological and subjective.  Experience then becomes 

an inner occurrence, ripe for interpretation in biological or cultural categories, without any essential 

reference to any realm beyond the psyche.  Once we open an inquiry into the truths of spiritual 

experience, however, we find a viable alternative to the modern divorce of a psychologic core from its 

interpreted meaning.  Religious philosophy accommodates the insights and cautions of scientific and 

humanistic thinking while affirming a more complex, full, mysterious, interactive, and satisfying 

universe.

In throwing a ball, countless micro-events of neural transmission and muscular contraction and 

extension occur, though the event is lived as a single smooth action.  Knowing the intermediate steps in 

the action does not oblige anyone to correct a statement about throwing the ball.  It is not necessary to 

say that what we really do is get our neurons to move our muscles.  The sense of immediacy in throwing 

the ball is mediated by biological processes, but the mediation is successful: a person can throw the ball.  

Seeing a tree, light waves of various wave-lengths impinge upon the eye, setting up a chain of events 

from the retina, through the optic nerve, to the occipital lobe.  Perception, analytically regarded, is a 

complex affair, and yet it is lived as a simple and obvious event.  It is possible to deny that we see a tree 

and insist instead that what we really see is a pattern of radiation.  But again, the mediation is successful: 

we do see the tree, and a sense of the reality of the material realm pervades perceptual experience.  In a 

similar way, faith is the first human awareness of spiritual realities, however much analysis may disclose 

about the mediation of such experience in mind and brain.

Lacking the attitude of faith, the striving of the human intellect that wants to see God only yields a blank 

as its object.  Indeed, some people mistake that blankness for the ultimate revelation instead of taking it 

as an occasion to reopen the self to a personal relationship with the invisible, divine Person.  Spiritual 

experience needs to accept the fact that perceptual and intellectual vision does not deliver the spiritual 

"object."  When experience in the spiritual domain occurs, spiritual faith spontaneously conveys its 

sense of reality.  It took faith for the biochemist to affirm his ecstasy as a revelation of universe beauty.

  

Divine personality

Can anyone prove that the experience of a loving God is not one whose overtones of personality are 

merely humanly projected?  Some types of spiritual experience imply the existence of a loving Person.  

When such experience dawns there is a spontaneous tendency to infer or assume that the event is an 

experience of a loving Person.  But strict proof is not available.  Faith opens our relating to divine 

Personality. 

To emphasize the personality of God is to affirm that God knows and loves--and can be known and 

loved by--the individual human personality.  The great religious invitation is into a personal relationship 

with the God of all personality.  We, as whole personalities can thus relate "wholeheartedly" with the 

God whose wholeness we relate to as Personality.  In inter-human relating, it is possible to reflect that--

or pray for enhanced realization of the truth that--self and other are embraced in universal Personality.  

This knowing is not of the order of scientific or philosophic knowing.  French distinguishes connaitre, 

personal acquaintance, from savoir, scientific knowing.  German does the same with kennen and wissen.  

Knowing God involves a growing ability to discern God's presence and activity.  To say that God is 

personal implies that we can not only know theological propositions; we can know God.  Our limits in 

comprehending the Infinite do not impede the personal friendship that can grow up between the creature 

and the Creator.  Philosophers may envision God as a universal goal for the aspiring intellect, but 

communion with the God of religion is something that anyone can enjoy in the present.

Philosophers, striving to formulate a concept of ultimate reality to surpass immature, popular images, 

have not only removed merely human qualities from Deity, such as fickleness and wrath; they have also 

tended to depersonalize the concept of God.  True, any human concept of personality will fall short of 

the infinite and eternal nature of God.  But unfortunately our concept of divine personality has usually 

had no room for other and newer, emerging ideas of Deity--for the source of energy, the origin of 

gravitation, the first cause of evolution, the controller of quantum events, the primal pattern of all things.

God is eternal truth and the source of truth, and thus beyond truth.  God is beauty and goodness and their 

source and thus beyond them.  All that we could ever comprehend of God falls into these categories.  

The glory of personality, divine and human, is that there is always more than we can comprehend.

Human personality expresses the composite nature of human beings, body, mind, and spirit, as little 

integrated as these may be.  When we speak of the personality of God, we mean the unified expression 

of all aspects of original reality.  To deny personality to God is to shrink, not expand, the concept of 

God.  The tendency is to try to become like whatever we conceive God to be.  To deny personality to 

God, therefore, leads people to devalue their own personality and to try to identify themselves with some 

impersonal, intellectual dimension of being.  In consequence, the person tends toward a dissociated and 

abstract sense of self in which feeling starves and relationship wanes.

If the validity of spiritual experience is challenged, it is not possible to prove it in general.  The whole 

spiritual realm correlates with a capacity of the mind that is so basic that, to repeat the thought, any 

attempt to prove its validity will assume too much or prove too little.  This is not to say that one must 

simply accept a particular experience at face value.  Not at all.  To sharpen one's experience, to grow in 

discernment, even to develop spiritual reason and wisdom--drawing conclusions and coordinating 

diverse insights--are all worthy projects for the adventuresome soul.

One could try to defend the validity of spiritual experience by appeal to revelation; but even an appeal to 

revelation leaves open the question of why a particular person or text is to be regarded as revelation.  

Any answer to that question will have to appeal to experience of one sort or other.  So revelation can 

provide assurance, but there is a circle of justification with no absolute resting place, even though the 

higher source, if correctly identified, should surely be regarded as a more trustworthy anchor for 

justification.  Such a circle is not embarrassing to those do not presume to refute skeptics.  Indeed, it is 

through advancing spiritual experience that one becomes more discriminating in accepting data as 

revealed, even as continued reflection on revelation stimulates the growth of spiritual experience.

Even to speak positively of God, then, implying the unity of God and the personality of God, requires 

faith.  Faith is required to sustain a vision of the sovereignty of God in the face of events that do not 

manifest divinity.  When in a beautiful moment we glimpse a personality at its best, we see the inwardly 

illumined masterpiece of the Creator's art.  But it takes faith to affirm an indwelt creature whose mind is 

distorted by mental poisons.  Life brings challenges that no human power can handle, only faith.  But 

when faith is living, its strength and power are stunning.  God calls the individual from the tomb of 

indolence: Come forth!  And faith summons spiritual power to respond by breaking through every 

obstacle.

At any stage of spiritual growth, we can profit by returning to the basic faith that enables us to enter into 

the relationships of the spiritual domain.  Sometimes the term faith  is used in contrast with the 

unchallengeable clarity of spiritual insight or the radiant evidence of God-consciousness, where the 

cosmic or divine or spiritual reality is so manifest that doubt is unthinkable.  Only after the peak of 

presence subsides may one question it at all.  Thus there is the prospect that spiritual insight will 

supplant faith.

Our ability to perceive things becomes sharp in early childhood.  Our ability for moral discernment 

develops with the exercise of reason.  But, to repeat a point made earlier, our capacity for spiritual 

discernment is embryonic by comparison.  Because our grasp of spiritual realities is usually so dim, we 

need to rely on faith to grasp what our consciousness usually registers only faintly.  Even if we were in 

the very presence of God on Paradise and sufficiently mature to discern the Deity, it would still require 

faith to grasp God's infinity and eternity.

  

The question of revelation 

We can hardly find the personal God without consciously or unconsciously being beneficiaries of 

revelation, truth expressed from a higher-than-human source.  Without revelation, what source could 

there be for spiritual truth? 

How do you know when you find truth, spiritual truth, revealed truth?  Your spiritual intuition will let 

you recognize it.  You will find it coherent with the best of what you know and believe.  In addition, it 

will take you somewhere new and offer correction of some beliefs you previously held.

If faith does not undertake the disciplines of exploring and sifting alleged revelation, the job is left to 

skepticism.  Fear and doubt proceed from suspicion.  Those who specialize in searching out the shadows 

of power interests and shameful stories have material for a lifetime of critical study.  Faith, however, 

engages a higher quality of thinking, places sobering observations in a higher context.

Revelation is a great boon and a great danger.  The danger is the tendency to absolutize one's regard for 

a holy book or historic personage and become intolerant.  Those who grow up seeing Moses as one of 

the greatest religious leaders in human history usually do not recognize Mohammed as a prophet.  Those 

who see Jesus as a revelation of the Father usually do not celebrate Buddha's enlightenment under the 

Bo tree or search the Vedas for advanced concepts of God.

Sometimes revelation comes as a personal and subtle gift, perfectly adapted to the needs of the moment.  

But even when revelation comes as a gift for humankind for an age or more, its adaptation to its own 

historical context should be understood.  Even when eternal truth has spoken, it requires discernment, 

historical study, philosophic reflection, and prayer, to interpret its implications for today.  To bypassing 

the disciplines of discernment risks fanaticism.  To be sure, one can nourish oneself to eternal life by 

cherishing gems of revealed truth.  We all need to move between the complexities of inquiry to the 

simplicity of faith.  But putting revelation into practice--knowing when to say what, how, how much, 

and to whom--all this remains an art.

  

Perspectives on suffering

Spiritual progress depends on moral sincerity, a fact that shows an interesting connection between 

goodness and truth.  We do not simply load up on truth and then go forth to do goodness.  The higher we 

ascend in truth or beauty or goodness, the more closely we find them intertwined.  Moral sincerity 

requires us to share in relieving suffering, bringing joy, and coping with those moments when suffering 

is inexplicable.  Joy does not come from fleeing suffering, and spiritual heights do not open to those who 

shun life's depths.  Indeed, it is often in the hardest times that the brightest insights dawn.  Those who 

have tasted the goodness of God are ready to address one of the perennial questions.

The issue is crucial for a philosophy of living.  A person enmeshed in inexplicable suffering needs a 

philosophic perspective in order to participate wholeheartedly in worship.  Talk about the beauty of truth 

breaks down if there is no philosophic bridge between the unwelcome fact and the experience of living 

truth.  In order to speak of truth in the fullest sense, embracing the entire spectrum from fact to spiritual 

truth, there must be a way for the mind to achieve an integration that provides at least a limited 

philosophic satisfaction.  Although we often cannot see how a particular episode of suffering fits into the 

wider story, but at least we may affirm some possibilities.

Some people refuse to believe in God because, they say, they cannot accept a God whose creation is so 

full of suffering.  A skeptic determined to press that objection cannot be refuted, even though the real 

issue may lie somewhere else, for example, in the skeptic's need to experience divine love.  An atheist 

may insist that this issue be resolved before saying "Yes" to God in faith, but without beginning to 

experience God, how will we know the one we are talking about?  How can we become open to possible 

answers and to the companionship that renounces explanation and passes all understanding?  On this 

issue, most religious philosophies rest their defense on just a few considerations, whereas a broader 

inquiry with an expanded concept of God can come up with at least a dozen.

Imagine a group of religious thinkers giving speeches at a banquet about what they have said to people 

in response to questions about suffering.  They can all recall times when their answers helped someone.

Thinker #1.  Think of all the reasons why things happen.  Some suffering occurs simply because the 

finite creature chances to get in the way of a material process, such as a fire or a flood—one of the 

accidents of time.  Such events are not acts of God.  Despite the natural human tendency to say, "Why is 

God doing this to me?” it perverts the character of God to make him into a pantheistic Deity who does 

everything that happens.  Let us organize to reduce the number of accidents and to cooperate to insure 

that victims' losses are lessened.

Thinker #2.  Some suffering occurs because we have misused our freedom and lived in violation of the 

laws of living.  We should accept responsibility and not blame the universe or God for the suffering we 

have brought on ourselves.  Some suffering occurs because we are part of a group that is harvesting the 

consequences of wrongdoing.  We should exercise patience and help teach the hard lessons to restore 

new paths for the next generation.

In addition, some suffering occurs because God chastises us.  We should learn as much as we can from 

the experience.  The chastising of God has none of the destructive venom of anger, none of the 

generalized contempt that undermines self-respect.  It is the purest precision surgery.  The fresh path 

ahead is open; hearty repentance and acceptance of forgiveness need not take long.  Get on with it.

Thinker #3.  We must never imagine that this world is the best God can do.  God created the heavens 

and the earth.  There is a Paradise of eternal perfection wherein the will of God is done.  Here it is only 

possible to glimpse threads of pattern and purpose and hints of perfection that suggest the Creator's true 

character.  What a wonder it is that the Creator chose to create imperfect beings who could participate in 

evolution toward perfection.  We should be grateful to exist.

Thinker #4.  The work of creation has been shared with subordinate beings who are not infinite and 

eternally perfect.   The subordinate creator personalities venture forth to replicate the heavenly pattern in 

time and space.  The imperfections of earthly life testify to the fact that the planet's immediate creator is 

less than the infinite, eternally perfect Deity.

Thinker #5.  In addition to the God of eternal perfection, there is an evolving phase of Deity, an evolving 

Supreme Being.  As the universe evolves, mind gradually gains control of matter-energy, and spirit 

gradually gains mastery of mind.  But the fulfillment of such an achievement is a very long way off.  Let 

us contribute to the process as best we can within our own personalities and in our own spheres of 

responsibility, trusting that our finite contribution will intertwine with the growth of the evolving God.  

Each one of us has the opportunity to paint a brush stroke, as it were, on the face of this God of 

evolution.  Let us be about making the best contribution we can.

Thinker #6.  The magnitude of human suffering indicates foul play on a superhuman level.  There has 

been a rebellion against God, a war in which the life and death of souls is at stake, and the consequences 

of the acts and attitudes of rebellion cause much suffering on our planet.  Let us get to work to help 

rehabilitate this planet to make it worthy of the Deity who has so generously bestowed freedom on finite 

creatures.

Thinker #7.  It is misleading to think of God as giving wrongdoers permission to afflict his children.  

Life is short.  Those who have abused others are in his hands more quickly than they imagine.  He is 

relentless in pursuing the wicked even in this life as he works to quicken the reactive forces of the 

oppressed and the moral conscience of those who can respond to the oppressor.  Although we cannot get 

involved in every issue, let us be sure that we are morally active in finding appropriate and effective 

responses to the abuses that are in our path.

Thinker #8.  "God's ways are higher than human ways as the stars are higher than the earth."  All things 

work together for good.  This does not mean that all things are good.  To bring forth the greater good, 

however, requires us to undertake any needed repentance and rehabilitation.  Whoever affirms that good 

prevails in the end must join in the labor to heal, educate, rehabilitate, and uplift humanity.

Thinker #9.  Why God permits suffering on the scale we observe on this planet we cannot fathom.  

Nevertheless, "in all our afflictions he is afflicted with us."  He never leaves us to go through things 

alone.  Call upon him, and you will find him near.  And as you are able, bring comfort to those who are 

suffering.

            Thinker #10.  God has come in the flesh to live a human life and to share the trials of human 

existence and undergo human suffering.  Such a one can truly comfort those who must endure misery on 

earth.  Let us bring that heartening story to others and live that courage and compassion every day.

Thinker #11.  Bring to mind an episode of your suffering that has come and gone.  The suffering seemed 

overwhelmingly real at the time, but once it is over, really over, you look back and, behold: the suffering 

is gone; you cannot feel it any more; it is a vanishing wisp of the past.  Only the lessons of the past 

remain.  In the truth of hindsight, we can say that suffering is not enduringly real.  This is not the sort of 

thing you say to someone in intense pain; but a person who can reflect without distraction can adopt a 

perspective that will be helpful when the need arises.  In the light of this perspective, even the suffering 

with which human life ends can be regarded as the moment just before awakening into new life.

            Thinker #12.  There is an unfortunate and widespread tendency today to appeal to self-pity.  

You'll never go broke telling people to recall how they have been victimized and how they need to go 

through a healing process of expressing their reactive emotions.  In the face of all that sentiment, there is 

a need to exhort people to strength and courage, a need to move forward despite the conditions of mortal 

existence.  Sufferings, actual and potential, are necessary for the acquisition of a noble character.  God 

did not create this universe to be a pillow.  It is rather "the vale of soul-making."  Once this is 

understood, the profound question about suffering melts away.  Let us learn the vigorous attitudes of the 

progressive faith sons and daughters of God, ascending in a mighty universe.

I imagine these twelve thinkers discussing how consistent their answers are with each other and enjoying 

a harmonious banquet together.  A complex theology can actually incorporate all these perspectives.  

Beyond theology, there is a more powerful testimony.  Some of the spiritually happiest people I have 

met have gone through suffering and live with handicaps that other people would use as evidence 

against the goodness and reality of God.  Faith harvests vigorous attitudes in response to suffering.

Conclusion

This chapter has led into the domain of spiritual experience, the encounter with spirit realities.  The 

leading message is, "Come on in, the water's fine!" and the message comes with the assurance that you 

already know what I'm talking about.  You are not a stranger in this realm.  The waters into which faith 

leads us sustains us even in the depths of suffering.  A variety of cosmic perspectives suggest how the 

misfortunes of our life on earth might have a place in the larger drama of eternity.

Religion interprets the meaning of spiritual experience, and only religious faith lets us enjoy a personal 

relationship with God.  Faith, the assurance of spiritual truth, is a gift of God.  We exercise faith, the 

primary virtue in this realm, by responding wholeheartedly to truth.  The mind of faith lets our life in a 

biological sense link up with the life of the spirit.

We can find God as a You to whom we turn in prayer and worship, as the Infinite that encompasses 

everything finite, as the very center of our selves, and as a transformative influence on the character of 

our experience.  The adventure of finding God takes us into a ceaseless quest for new revelation, inner 

and outer, and for better discernment in our understanding of the truths of spiritual experience. 

 

[i] The personal quest to find God has aspects that engage philosophers and theologians.  Consider that 

the very impulse to seek God is evidence that the divine spirit is already at work.  God has brought the 

lure of supreme values into the mind enough to attract the will into the quest.  If so, then all that is 

necessary for the finding to begin is to acknowledge the one who has already found you.  It is like 

recognizing a three-dimensional picture discernible in a two-dimensional colored surface.  Oh, that's 

You!  Realizing the fact that God is behind the urge to seek God enables one to faith-recognize the God 

who is thus subtly effective.

Waiting to be swept off one's feet will prolong the wait.  Fixed expectations of a certain type of 



conversion experience inhibit recognition.  A seeker needs some preliminary idea of what is to be 

found.  If I'm looking for iron ore but do not recognize its characteristic red trace in rocks and soil, I'll 

likely miss it even if it's right in front of me.  The situation is similar with spiritual seeking.  Expecting 

to be bathed in emotional light or to have a certain behavior become spontaneous makes finding God 

more difficult.  Misconceptions about God can also delay or distort finding.  God is nothing less than a 

true and beautiful and good personality, perfect in righteousness and brimming with love.  The 

experience of finding God is a growing and progressive, beginning in the mortal life and culminating, 

we may believe, on Paradise. 

Suppose we ask where to look for God by working with the following model of experience.  I see a tree 

against the background of neighboring buildings, ground, sky, and so on.  This experience has a four-

part structure: (1) the subject (I); (2) the visual experience; (3) the object; and (4) the background.  To 

give another example, I (subject) recall (experience) a conversation with my friend (object) against the 

background of associated past events to which I could turn in memory.  Or I (subject) chose (experience) 

a particular action (object) against the background of other possible actions.  Not every experience of 

transcendent reality has this structure; but the present focus is on prayer, worship, and service.

On this map of experience, the first place to look for God is as an object of a certain sort.  Actually, it is 

misleading to use the term "object" here, because the term suggests that the paradigm of recognition is 

the perception of a thing, whereas we are oriented to a personality, to one whom we address as "You."  

To continue using the four-part experience map, requires conceiving of the background in a more 

complex way--to include personal and non-personal aspects of the background.  God, to continue then, 

is the one to whom I turn, the one on whom I focus, the one to whom I pray, the one whom I worship.  

The grammatical occurrences of "whom" as a direct object or as the object of a preposition indicate God 

as being located in a certain region on the experience map.  Direct address is another way of orienting to 

God.  A beginner may pray such an elementary prayer as, "God, if You're there, please let me know it."  

The experience has a relational character; it is directed toward the other.  One speaks with God, tries to 

listen discerningly, tries to interact with divine Personality at the frontier of consciousness, the interface 

of mind and spirit.  Symbols may or may not be used to focalize attention, but the believer's 

consciousness is reaching out.  I think that if people were trying to locate their experience of God on this 

four-part map, the most common place to locate God is as the Person to whom one is directed.

But is it proper to locate God thus?  If God is infinite, is it not precisely a mistake to accept such a 

limited focus as the way in which God is to be experienced?  Should God not rather be conceived as the 

one who is, as it were, the infinite, all-encompassing background for any particular object on which we 

may focus?  The standpoint of analysis may give the misleading impression that we must sacrifice either 

the infinity of God or the personality of God.  However, if God is the self-focalization of infinity--the 

one who makes himself available to the finite creature for interpersonal relating, the one who awaits us 

on Paradise even as he fills the universe with his presence--then both the infinity of God and the 

personality of God may be retained.  God may be experienced as the most sublime level of the 

background in any experience whatsoever.  "In him we live and move and have our being."

Yet another place to locate God is within experience itself.  When prayer shifts spontaneously from a 

rote repetition to an expression of surprising sincerity, when worship swings from mere ritual to joyous 

participation, when service is transformed from an act of duty to an act of friendship, there is God in the 

very quality of the modified experience.  The spirit lives in the qualities of character, fruits of the spirit, 

such as love, joy, peace, patience, and self-mastery.

The last place to look for God is within.  In one way or another, each of the three previous "places" may 

be thought of as belonging to the inner life, not the outer life.  Nevertheless, in the rare moments when 

the spirit of God is heard within the mind, there is manifest a unique phenomenon of the indwelling 

spirit.  To describe this experience seems pointless except to insist that it not be confused with thoughts 

that seem to have an origin outside the mind, addressing us in second person discourse as a divine being 

might address us; nor is this a voice perceived as being immediately above us.  It speaks from within.  It 

is the nucleus of the personality, interior to the "I."  Its activities are beyond conscious recognition; its 

appeals we rarely sense.

Thus it is possible to answer the question "Where is God?" in many ways: God is in heaven on Paradise, 

and the fullness of finding God occurs beyond this earth.  God is everywhere.  God is within, and the 

results of the activity of the spirit are manifest in transformed experiencing.

Finding God may occur in a moment of perfect openness.  Progress in finding God is proportional to 

seeking; half-heartedness does not suffice.  It is all-out, no-holds-barred, whole-hog, downright 

tenacious seeking that eventuates in soul-satisfying discovery.  Wholeheartedness, of course, does not 

mean anxious straining, or haste, or eagerness to conform to religious expectations. 



[ Up ]

 PRAYER AND WORSHIP

A friend of mine, trying to get past a block that she felt about prayer and worship, went to a 

religious conference and spent hours plying with the participants with questions.  She reported 

finding that many of them had a beautiful relationship with God, while many others said they 

took no time for spiritual communion and confessed that they did not know how to go about it. 

            Prayer and worship are spontaneous expressions of the soul.  At the depth, they cannot be 

scheduled, and they go beyond words.  There are times when discourse about them is beside the 

point.  Even with these sublime experiences, however, there are paths of thoroughness, ways for 

reflection that help the mind prepare for the richest plunge into simplicity.  We can think of it as a 

process that begins in honest conversation and moves through thanksgiving to a "face-to-face," 

"heart-to-heart" relating with God. 

A word about terminology should prevent confusion.   In simplest terms, prayer, as I will focus 

on it here, is asking God for blessings, material or spiritual, for self or others.  I will focus on the 

prayer for wisdom.  Worship goes beyond asking for something.  Worship is our deepest and 

most direct enjoyment of God.  The terms "prayer" and "worship" naturally mean different things 

to different people.  In this chapter I do not try to cover the activities of group worship in 

community.  What I call worship some people classify as a phase of prayer, and what some call 

worship is a social, organized event where people sing songs, repeat a prayer, recite a creed, hear 

a sermon, and participate in a sacred ritual.  It is sad how easy it is to go through one of these 

services without experiencing what I call worship.  Such services may keep people so occupied 

with words and other external stimuli that the opportunity for the intimate experience I have in 

mind never happens except perchance alongside some other activity.  The conductors of worship 

do not give people time for a total, quiet, and sustained focus on God.  A minister let me address 

his congregation on the subject of worship one Sunday evening, and I told him that I was going to 

give the people five minutes of silence for worship at the end of our discussion.  The minister was 

worried about how his lower middle-class congregation would take it.  Would they be restless?  

Uncomfortable?  They loved it. 

In this chapter I share with you the principles of prayer I have found extraordinarily helpful in 

spiritual counseling and a concept of worship that I find promotes growth more than any other 

practice I know. 

            Science-centered and humanistic readers who may transplant this chapter into their own 

philosophies, taking the thoughts on prayer as suggestions for how to access the creativity of the 

unconscious depths of the human psyche, and taking the thoughts on worship as suggestions for 

celebrating the wonders of nature and the grandeur of the finest human achievements. 

Thoroughness in prayer 

Thinking is so useful that there is a tendency to think compulsively, so that any problem becomes 

an excuse for relentless thinking.  There are courses on critical thinking, seminars on problem 

solving, and volumes of information that require thinking.  Although the demands for thinking 

are greater than ever, it is surprising how little attention is given to prayer, for example, in books 

on management. 

Prayer elevates thinking and transforms it from a monologue into an odd kind of dialogue--odd, 

because the thoughts that form in one's consciousness in response to prayer are not normally the 

voice of God; they are one's best available thinking, done under the influence of spiritual 

attention.  Prayer economizes on thinking time, and it promotes the realizations at which 

thinking, working overtime, was aiming.  What is more natural than to walk around in a self-

centered perspective?  Just opening the door in prayer, however, releases that self-centeredness 

and lets a wider perspective shine in.  Any time of honestly opening toward God can be prayer, 

including writing in a journal or discussing issues in a family council. 

A philosophy of living should help us find better ways of fulfilling our needs and desires.  Some 

religious teachings, however, disparage desire.  Desire, they say, comes from the ego, and a 

spiritual path must overcome the ego.  They claim that a negative discipline of controlling the 

desires of the flesh must precede the higher phases of our spiritual journey.  The strategies of 

overcoming the ego are varied; they range from fierce psychological attack to gently refocusing 

the attention when we are distracted in meditation. 

Prayer, however, encourages the hungry heart to express itself.  Prayer helps us become aware of 

our desire.  Prayer helps us be honest about our feelings, lets them emerge fully into the space 

where we let them appear in that patient space of the mind that we surround with our trust in 

God.  We do not repress desires or merely change the subject.  We let desire become a theme for 

reflection and transformation.  Integral living brings together energies from all levels of the 

personality.  Prayer transforms desire by spiritual attention.  

What do I mean by spiritual attention?   Two things: first of all, when I am identified with my 

desire, when I am in the "I want" mode, I let that demand be pronounced as I look toward God.  

Second, when I am in a higher place, not identified with the desire, when I can say, "There is this 

desire," then I look at it with God in the background. 

It is surprising how much a momentary prayer, breathed on the run, can do.  It opens up the self 

to the stream of divine blessing and quickly enables the spirit to adjust your angle of approach to 

a challenging situation.  Nevertheless, some people know prayer only as a momentary verbalizing 

of wishes, and they attempt to use prayer as a sort of magical technique to get things to happen.  

The fact that prayer can become trivialized shows the need to take time occasionally for a 

thorough prayer process.  The insights gained from a thorough process make momentary prayer 

more effective.  Again, there are simple and thorough approaches here, and they should each be 

cherished so that neither obscures the other.  The trust and openness and directness of simple 

prayer are essential in the thorough process as well. 

In the spiritual counseling that I have been privileged to do, I have consistently found people to 

benefit from one or more of the thoughts mentioned here.  Nevertheless prayer is, in its essence, a 

heartfelt, spontaneous upreach to God.  There are dangers in proposing a series of phases or steps 

or principles, in that we may feel smug about touching every base when we may need some other, 

new teaching.  Or we may insist on systematically moving through a sequence when the soul is 

trying to shift into a different gear.  Prayer is relational, and the principles of prayer are offered 

not to domesticate a spiritual relationship to the walls of the intellect but to facilitate intelligent 

progress in that relationship, to catapult the mind toward authentic communion. 

Of the many types of prayer in religion, I will focus on prayer as a request, specifically, for a 

knowledge of God's will; and I will assume you are praying for your own insight.  It is true that 

these principles of prayer can be adapted to praying for others.  You can pray for their success in 

satisfying the conditions of thoroughness.  And you can pray for divine guidance in discovering 

how to help them.  But the focus here is on seeking wisdom for yourself. 

Since prayer addresses God, it takes faith, from beginning to end, in every aspect of the prayer 

process.  Sometimes I hear someone say, "God is so great, and I'm so little, I don't see how God 

could be concerned with my problems."  These people need most to experience the indwelling 

presence of God in prayer.  A little confession, a little honest expression of our desire for God's 

love, can open things up.  The experience of answered prayer shows us that God does care about 

details in our lives that we may think are not especially important.  It's a little scary, because it 

shows us that the way we live, even in little ways, in ways we hardly realize, does matter to God's 

purposes.  God is prepared to wash your feet, so to speak, to cleanse in ways that no one else will 

stoop to do, in ways so intimate that no one else can. 

It also takes faith to believe in yourself.  You can seek and find and choose and do the will of 

God.  God trusts a lot to us, and, as imperfect as we are, if we supremely desire to do his will, 

even though we might not understand it perfectly, we'll be moving in the right direction, and we'll 

remain teachable.  If we run into a wall, we'll be better able to figure out how to avoid that wall in 

the future or how to use a tactical retreat to get reinforcements and pick up a battering ram. 

The fact that we are praying to God has another important implication.  Orienting yourself to God 

imparts a new framework for prayer.  How natural it is, when beset by some pressing problem, to 

react in some degree of panic.  Our natural framework is the immediate situation that cries out for 

help.  It would be foolish to deny that an anguished cry of the heart may be an effective prayer; 

and yet, in a prayer process that has the chance to be thorough, a different framework is possible: 

"Here I am.  I have made my choice: I am on my way to You; I have begun the quest for 

perfection.  This situation I'm in is showing up a specific growth need that I have.  Please give me 

the wisdom I need to solve the problem."  It is a very different experience to pray in the 

transformed framework! 

To pray to God is to address the Source of reality, and prayer cannot be sincere unless we face 

reality's challenges.  Prayer gives provides a refreshing break from immediate involvement in our 

tasks, but it does not give an escape from life's intense testing or its monotony, its pain or its 

seductive ease, its inexorable logic or its baffling contradictions, its justice or its unfairness and 

cruelty.  To mobilize your stamina, first consider what you may have to go through.  The will of 

God may point in the direction of one alternative or another.  Look down the roads and try to get 

a sense of the difficulties they may bring.  If you are not ready to face the difficulties, you are not 

ready to ask openly for a revelation of the divine will.  Take the time to gather your forces.  Try 

to come to a sense of the beauty of the evolutionary struggle.  Come to that place where you can 

say, "I'm ready for whatever may come." 

Prayer is not a way of getting God to do your homework for you.  At the very least, we can think 

up possible responses to our situation.  Sometimes it is the divine way to enhance our attention to 

the desired alternative, to impart an extra luminosity to a particular thought that we are 

considering.  But spiritual encouragement cannot alight upon a project that has not yet come to 

mind, and doing our homework in a careful and creative review of the situation can bring a rich 

array of alternatives to mind.  Doing the homework of prayer involves the scientific and 

philosophic labor of gathering and facing facts and thinking about them as well as possible after 

conversation and study.  Sometimes the homework is not merely intellectual.  Sometimes you can 

fix a situation yourself with a little application of intelligence.  You don't tow your car in to a 

mechanic if all you need is a jump start.  In fact, doing your utmost to handle a situation is ideal.  

It can be exhausting, but exhausting yourself in a good cause is a badge of honor.  It would be 

convenient if a more moderate effort would suffice, and a modest effort often does enable good 

ideas to surface.  But the more you dredge out the channels of receptivity the more input you can 

be given. 

Having done one's utmost to make adjustments, to figure things out, one is ready to go onto the 

mountain, so to speak, to open up to the divine response.  This is not to say that one has not 

sought guidance in pursuing the earlier phases of the prayer process.  It is just that the dramatic 

posing of the question in the most direct way waits until the questioner is truly ready to receive 

and respond to the divine. 

This is the time for surrender.  Prayer listens as well as speaks.  In order to listen well, one must 

let go of all that one has been able to achieve in comprehending the problem.  Prayer opens the 

soul to be touched in ways that are not pre-determined.  Of course the mind has its desires about 

how things should work out.  Of course the soul has its cravings for supreme values that seem to 

be at stake.  It may take time to realize what these attachments are.  Then release them. 

Spiritual surrender is not the abject laying down of one's will by an individual longing for 

rapture.  The will of the faith child is ennobled, not abased, in prayer.  The reason for surrender is 

that even one's highest previously conceived ideas and ideals may not be what infinite wisdom 

aims to satisfy at present. 

Then what happens?  In the silence of listening there occurs an enhanced revelation of truth and 

beauty and goodness.  A shift occurs in the configuration of the meaning-value landscape.  I 

recall the story of the nineteenth-century visionary who so well charted on foot the path for the 

first railroad to be built through the Rocky Mountains.  I imagine him trying to plot his course 

when a summer storm would come up.  Not being able to see which path to choose through the 

mountains, he simply had to be patient until the weather would clear up.  Even then he would like 

to have been able to see miles and miles ahead, but could only see the next pass in the mountain 

range. 

I have been describing ideals: the divine revelation is evident and the decision to be taken is 

clear.  But when the ideal does not occur, if listening discerns nothing, should one persist in 

receptive openness or return to earlier phases of the process or act on the best we know thus far?  

It can be hard to sort out these alternatives.  Sometimes a period of mental quiet is granted just 

for the purpose of communion between God and the soul.  Sometimes a question is posed in a 

given situation that is not well oriented to what God is wanting to give the person; front-burner 

growth needs are not being addressed, and the prayer is inappropriate.  Sometimes there is the 

divine wisdom of a delayed response.  As we grow, our prayers become better attuned to the will 

of God: we know more what sort of blessings he is in the business of providing, and we 

increasingly perceive the answer to our prayers. 

The quest to know the will of God is often frustrated because the focus is too exclusively on what 

is to be done, whereas the will of God has two other dimensions that are at least as important.  

First, the will of God is first and foremost that we supremely desire the will of God.  If our desire 

is not supreme, then discovering what to do will be harder.  Second, how we do something may 

be more important than what we do. 

The question also arises of how to interpret the input into the mind.  After going through all the 

indicated preparation, there is a tendency to regard any alteration of the meaning-value landscape 

as coming from God.  And there are experiences which are such compelling presentations that we 

cannot honestly doubt that they furnish grounds for immediate decision and action.  Nevertheless 

the subconscious is also a source of fresh energies and creative syntheses.  When we contemplate 

the situation as we comprehend it, with its landscape of meanings and values, it has a certain 

configuration or Gestalt.  Certain features are highlighted and certain features are in the 

background or not consciously present at all.  In the response to prayer, there is a shift in this 

configuration.  My point is that it is possible for such a shift to come from subconscious factors 

as well as from the superconscious divine spirit.  What is to be done about this predicament?  The 

question arises not only in prayer but also with regard to a variety of phenomena including 

dreams and various mystical experiences.  To begin with, we can be glad that prayer is so 

effective at tapping the deep psychic sources of energy as it reaches toward the spirit for spiritual 

strength and divine wisdom.  Thus prayer can assist in unifying the human life, coordinating our 

energies. 

It is here that the individual must assume the responsibility for recognizing the caliber of the 

meanings and values on which decision and action is to be based.  Set aside speculations about 

the source.  Set aside worries about the possible admixture of subconscious and superconscious 

factors.  Set aside worries about the inability to sort things out analytically.  Discernment grows 

slowly.  God does not expect anything more than our responsible best, and God does not will that 

we make a decision for an option that we are incapable of discerning at a given stage in our 

growth.  We are beginners.  To know and do the will of God is as lofty a goal as may be 

conceived, and working even with the best prayer process cannot short-circuit the course of 

experience needed for discernment to grow. 

Prayer culminates in decision and action and commitment to actually accomplish the will of 

God.  Without a follow-through a tennis stroke is impotent.  And how can God give guidance to 

one who is not prepared to respond by making a decision?  Prayer without decision readiness is 

like asking God to submit a recommendation for the individual to study and dispose of.  Now 

there is no more time for delay.  Decision does not merely resolve to do something; it is already 

the beginning of the action.  And the course of action may require considerable vigor to see 

through to the end, the full accomplishing of the divine will.  Marshalling one's determination to 

get the job done is the final stage of the prayer process. 

Self-forgetting worship 

Prayer can lead into service or into worship.  Once the hungry heart has unburdened itself and has 

been satisfied in prayer, once it feels its deepest needs being filled, it is ready for a level of 

relating to God that transcends need, hunger, desire.  It is ready to express love with all the heart 

and mind and strength. 

Prayer leads to thanksgiving.  When we pray well, we can already begin to feel the divine 

response.  As that response fills us up with happiness, thanksgiving comes very naturally.  In 

thanksgiving we affirm what we feel to be of value, and we acknowledge God as its Source.  

Thanking is more than just giving a report of our feelings, transferring information.  It is a free 

act, irreducible to elements.  We thank in response to a gift.  Thanksgiving is a person-to-person 

transaction.  The attitude of thanksgiving carried into daily life is strikingly effective in bringing 

to our attention the good that is present and possible in our situation.  As a culmination of prayer, 

thanksgiving holds us in that appreciation of values and that turning to God that is the very 

threshold of worship. 

If the diligent mind can follow through the phases of the prayer process, worship goes beyond 

what the mind can do.  Worship is the most direct contact that we have with God.  Think of the 

difference in the regard for a parent by a child who wants something and the child who is simply 

enjoying the presence of the parent.  Both moments are legitimate, but only the second has the 

fullest interpersonal quality.  Worship goes beyond the mind's delight in truth, enjoyment of 

beauty, or satisfying contemplation of goodness.  This is because the mystery of the infinite 

Personality is never exhausted by the values we have been able to comprehend thus far; there are 

always surprises on the path ahead. 

Worship is the summit of spiritual experience and mercifully does not need to be understood.  

Some people describe worship as a feeling, some as an insight, some as an experience of love.  

Worship is sometimes filled with emotion, yet is not emotion.  It may take flight on the wings of 

thinking, yet is beyond thinking.  Worship, though based on the concept of God, uses its concept 

as a trampoline.  Words cannot delimit it; the experience is between the worshiper and God.  One 

time it is experienced as spiritual rest, attunement with the eternal now; another time as inspiring, 

creative, and future-oriented.  Worship may be directed to the Father as to a person contrasted 

with an indefinite background of other reality, or it may be the celebration of God as the center 

and circumference of all reality, identification with the Whole. 

Someone hearing a description of worship might well wonder, "Can I do that?"  The capacity to 

worship and to grow in spontaneity in worship is God's gift to everyone.  Humans inherently have 

the capacity to know God and to receive his love and to return that love.  Everyone has the 

capacity to recognize and contemplate divine values and the ability to sharpen that intuition 

through study and experience and reflection.  The impulse to worship will give rise to the genuine 

article whenever the soul feels values and the spirit is given the opportunity to lead. 

The following teachings have challenged and stimulated me for years, and I offer them to the 

adventurer.  Everyone is provided with the intuitive ability to sift and sort and discern the 

teachings and practices that are helpful at a given phase of life.  Again, balance is needed 

between the simplicity and complexity.  Too much attention to complex teachings blocks the 

worship experience itself.  Any tracing of complexity should ideally follow the simplicity of the 

one-to-one relation with God.  Again, "The secret of worship is to do it."  This advice speaks for 

the simplicity of worship, which does not depend upon mastering complex teachings but on 

sincerity in loving God.  The complex concept given here is only intended to make the worship 

experience more thorough and complete and satisfying. 

One more caveat.  Teaching about worship risks distracting the worshiper from the marvelous 

personality of God and the magnificent qualities of the good and loving divine nature and the 

awesome attributes of all knowing and all-powerful sovereign whom we adore.  A discourse 

about worship is secondary.  God is the point, the focus, the goal, the joy, the Source and Center. 

The blessings of worship are so abundant that is easy to desire worship for its benefits.  Therefore 

I have found it helpful, in order to move into worship, to pray for help to make the transition 

beyond prayer.  Since a request comes within the province of prayer, it may seem paradoxical to 

pray to be carried beyond the attitude of prayer.  Nevertheless, I can attest that this prayer has 

been effective. 

The human impulse to worship is evident from a look at history.  We humans have worshipped 

the things of nature, departed ancestors, gods and goddesses of every description, nothingness, 

the universe as a whole, and the heavenly Creator.  Those who acknowledge nothing divine tend 

to channel their devotion toward human leaders or toward material, intellectual, or social goals.  

It remains our deepest act of freedom to choose whether or not to worship God, to consecrate our 

lives to him.  In the end, the alternatives seem to be two: to order life around a center of gravity 

that is either the self or God. 

In group worship those who conduct the worship may help.  One can prime the pump by bringing 

the character of God to mind by reading and praying and singing.  Nevertheless, worship in its 

genuineness takes off as a spontaneous response to our recognition of God.  That recognition is 

more than intellectual, more than rehearsing a list of the characteristics of God; it is a recognition 

of divine values felt in the soul.  As we advance in our capacity to interpret and appreciate the 

phenomena of daily life we find more occasions that give rise to worship, and as we take time for 

communion apart from work and study and play, prayer and meditation provide the occasions for 

this soul response to arise.  The soul does not have to be instructed to worship.  The soul does not 

have to be told to begin worshiping.  The soul only needs a chance, given an experience of the 

values of divinity.  The soul takes off like a racehorse out of a gate, like a stick set free to float 

downstream, like the true self who loves to turn homeward toward the one who loves us 

infinitely. 

If the soul needs a chance, if we, in our heart of hearts, need a chance to worship, then the mind 

must cooperate.  The mind must permit a process that is beyond itself to go on.  Like a parent 

who lets the child go on forth with a teacher who can take the child places where the parent 

cannot lead, the mind must let the worship experience proceed.  The mind consents, trusting that 

its highest philosophy and theology and conception of religious truth can be permitted to relax, 

entrusting the guidance of the worship experience to the spirit.  The mortal mind is blessed just to 

be around when such a sublime experience is transpiring as the worship of God. 

Monks aspiring to worship for sustained periods of time have spilled ink over countless pages 

about what to do with the mind's tendencies toward distraction.  But the point (as most agree) is 

not to chastise, belittle, or repress the mind.  Artistic philosophy improvises a more humane, 

holistic, and gentle technique with the mind, shifting gears into the reflection-and-prayer mode as 

the occasion demands and finding its way back to worship through the contemplation of 

meanings and values.  It should not be surprising that the indwelling spirit, whose impulses are so 

relevant to practical life, should sometimes be responsible for a "distracting" thought.  It is not the 

task of the intellect to police the process, reminding the self of its proper focus.  It is the mind's 

privilege to participate in self-forgetting worship. 

It is not, then, the mind or a priest or musician or philosopher or theologian or reader of inspired 

teachings that is the true conductor of worship but the divine spirit.  The self learns to cease 

resisting, to trust in faith.  The spirit will carry our worship into the subtle activities that leave the 

human understanding behind. 

In the end, returning to the "simplicity" of it all, worship is an interpersonal affair: the human 

personality worshiping God.  It is the sustaining interpersonal character of worship that guides it 

through the puzzles that may arise.  For example, what to make of the pleasure associated with 

the joy of worship?  How much of that is a biochemical phenomenon?  The wise worshiper does 

not let his or her focus long be upstaged either with the pleasure as a phenomenon in itself or with 

speculation about its source.  God has created us in such a way that we can enjoy the experience 

of worship; and inputs to the mind's enjoyment can come from material as well as spiritual 

sources, and whatever range of the self happens to be activated at a particular time need not be an 

issue.  In either case, God is the ultimate source of joy.  The wholeheartedness of worship does 

not require any particular physical or emotional response; neither does a physical or emotional 

response embarrass the worshipful intention.  The point is to sustain the worshipful intention so 

that the experience of joy is sustained as a joyous experience of God. 

It should be noted that some of the most important insights from worship arise not in times of 

being happy and on top of the world, but in times of being in the depths.  Thus there is a danger 

in striving for or clinging to specific feelings.  Having a crystallized idea of the proper sentiment 

to attain blocks progress. 

The creature-Creator relationship shall not be regimented.  One may run across a helpful 

proposed sequence to follow in worship, for example, You are; You are in us; we are in You.  

Though much benefit may be derived from helpful suggestions, making a rigid practice of them 

misses the point. 

Conclusion 

            As astronomy probes outer space, spiritual experience probes inner space.  As the 

wonders of the night sky deepen as we learn more of light and motion and the structure of 

galaxies, the wonders of simple prayer and worship deepen as we probe and practice principles of 

thoroughness.  

A full prayer quest for wisdom gathers faith, focuses on the next step toward one's destiny, 

mobilizes great attitudes, does the homework of trying to find a human solution, surrenders 

completely in openness to divine input, decides, and commits to getting the job done completely. 

            A full worship experience begins in the awareness of values, turns in gratitude to God as 

the source of those blessings, and moves into high gear as the mind lets the divine spirit take the 

initiative.  The human personality as a whole worships Deity Personality as a whole. 

I sometimes contrast the life of prayer with the life of worship.  If prayer is a striving for values 

and worship is a celebration of values, then it is possible for one mode or the other to 

predominate in life.  In the life of prayer, primarily a striving for values, worship occurs at a 

break in the action, imparting a foretaste of the promised destiny of all noble endeavor.  Worship 

disengages the gears of forward effort and gives a refreshing pause.  The life of worship is not 

necessarily a matter of having fragments of hymns spontaneously pouring forth from one's 

background consciousness to fill the unoccupied moments of the day.  What is essential, rather, is 

that the daily life of actualizing value potentials should take place within an illumined faith grasp 

of the presence of the eternal God.  There is a sense of participating in the process of emergence 

of truth and beauty and goodness.  Striving is then free of anxiety and compulsion. 

            To experience the summit of truth requires that we move beyond self and even beyond the 

self's deepest convictions about the needs of others.  Such a radical openness to the divine lets 

beauty in and prepares service to others that carries the flavor of genuineness.  When, in any 

situation, we can rise from a contemplation of facts to a consideration of meanings to an 

appreciation of supreme values and to the worship of the one who reveals divinity in the values 

the creature can apprehend, then the experience of truth has come to its fullness.  And this 

fullness yields the joy and liberty of living in the family of God.  In this way the pursuit of truth 

leads to beauty and goodness. 



[ Up ]

CHAPTER NINE 

HISTORY AND HOPE 

  

In anything we do, our notion of the broader context, including the process of human history, affects our 

sense of meaning and value in the task at hand.  If our philosophy of living includes a concept of history 

that integrates scientific realism with spiritual idealism, our action will gain in cosmic vigor.

            A powerful aid to progressive living is a vision of human history as a positive, evolutionary 

process.  Human history is best conceived as an adventure that, however long and rugged it may be, 

surely leads to a wonderful planetary civilization.  The discipline of history as a scientific study cannot 

prove this idea; indeed much information supports dire predictions for the coming century.  Nevertheless 

history and hope can walk hand in hand. 

Ideas of historical progress and personal growth and historical progress fit into the larger vision of 

cosmic evolution as narrated in astronomy, geology, and biology.  Combining all these levels of 

coordinated evolution suggests the thought that all this progress is by design, that there is a divine 

purpose encompassing all the things and beings spread out in time and space.  A robust concept of 

evolution gives encouragement that the long struggles we experience as mortals upon this earth are part 

of a grand plan including humankind as a whole and ourselves as individuals.  We may hope that our 

best efforts to envision ourselves and the universe from an all-embracing cosmic perspective is not 

merely a flight of imagination but a reach of creature mind that is encouraged and stimulated by the 

Creator.  Nevertheless, it takes philosophic effort to harmonize scientific and religious perspectives.

This chapter will present a positive concept of history, give an application of the evolutionary 

perspective to the problem of fear, sketch a notion of religious evolution, and argue for the likelihood of 

a spiritual renaissance.

  

Sustaining faith in historical progress 

One strategy for harmonizing science and religion is to uphold a vision of progress in a field where that 

vision is easily lost.  As we hear more and more of the world's problems--overpopulation and pollution 

and war and poverty and violence and racism and sexism--we need more and more to hear a new vision 

of progress.  There is no question that the problems the planet faces are serious, and the twenty-first 

century could be worse than the twentieth if moral and spiritual development does not catch up with 

material development; but danger does not refute hope.  Having occasion to teaching eighteenth and 

nineteenth century views of historical progress, I have seen energy and hope enter minds that have seem 

never to have previously entertained the idea that this planet is evolving from barbarism to a wonderful 

destiny.  It has been like seeing water come to the desert.  Without that vision, it is easy to turn from 

teamwork on problems to the pursuit of self-interest.

Prophets have proclaimed that the destiny of our planet is to enjoy economic equality, social justice, 

political peace, ecologically sustainable practices, and the worldwide worship of one God.  Whether that 

ideal civilization is seen as being brought about by evolution, revolution, revelation, or some 

combination of these, human history is, in this perspective, a drama of evolution from primitive material 

and cultural conditions to an advanced, worldwide civilization.

A survey of the past five thousand years gives evidence of considerable progress, even though we are 

now in a dangerous period and should hardly consider ourselves advanced.  Many current conditions call 

the very idea of progress into question in the minds of many people.  The vision can be hard to sustain 

today, since despite the many progressive individuals, groups, and trends in evidence, there may be 

numbered as many disturbing trends that compel our attention.  Whether civilization is progressing or 

declining on the whole, is, moreover, hard to discern in the present.  But if one is prepared to affirm 

progress as a scientific hypothesis, a philosophic idea, or a religious conviction, then the confusing 

medley of contemporary planetary history takes on a new aspect.  There is the sense that however deep 

our declines have been, sooner or later we will emerge into a clear march forward, thanks to some 

combination of factors of evolution, revolution, or revelation.  When the conditions are right, forward 

steps can occur with surprising speed, as the world witnessed in the peaceful transitions to democratic 

regimes in central Europe.

Why should we not regard human history as a drama of evolution from primitive material and cultural 

conditions to an advanced, worldwide civilization?  Why should we not dream of a world of enduring 

peace, where morality prevails and violence is rare, where women enjoy equality with men, where 

disease and mental illness have largely been conquered, where education and religious freedom are 

universal, where all able-bodied adults work at decent jobs, where the brotherhood of man (siblinghood 

of humankind) becomes a reality?  The view of history that supports this hope looks back five thousand 

years and more.  It emphasizes the tremendous advances in science and technology, developments in 

philosophy and the arts, education and religion, social, economic, and political organizations, and the 

fact that universal humanitarian and ecological concerns have many voices today and successful projects 

world.  There are many progressive individuals, groups, and trends. 

Alcoholics Anonymous publishes a chart of the U-shaped curve of the downward movement of a person 

with alcoholism and the gradual path upward.  Many steps along the path are noted: early symptoms, 

advanced symptoms, loss of job, loss of family, and then comes the bottom, where people finally realize 

they need help.  Then the slow process of regaining effectiveness and self-respect lifts them up and 

restores them to normal opportunities.  In addition to its primary function, the diagram does two things.  

First, it suggests that it is not necessary to go to the depths of degradation before turning to better ways.  

Second, it is a symbol for segments of planetary history.  

If one is prepared to affirm progress as a scientific hypothesis, a philosophic idea, or a religious 

conviction, then the confusing medley of contemporary planetary history takes on a new aspect.  There 

is the sense that however deep our decline has been, sooner or later we will emerge into a clear march 

forward.  When the conditions are right, forward steps can occur with surprising speed, as the world 

witnessed in the peaceful transition to democratic regimes in central and eastern Europe.

History is like a decathlon, a competition between progressive and opposing forces.  In any event, over a 

particular span of decades, it is unclear which side will win.  In each generation genuine victories and 

losses are possible, and strenuous efforts are needed in the face of uncertainty.  In an age where the 

popular media stay in business by publishing bad news, it is hard to tell when the many progressive 

individuals and groups gain the upper hand in history.  Faith, however, is not in doubt about the eventual 

winner. 

Faith affirms the unseen presence of the divine governance of the long drawn out process of evolution 

where imperfect, free human beings are permitted to learn lessons by experience.  If faith is comforted 

by the promise that "all things work together for good," it also participates in the historical work 

necessary for such outcomes to be realized.  For example, after the atrocities of the Hitler period, it 

requires historical memory and work to rehabilitate those who continue to suffer and to put into practice 

the lessons of history. 

During the early 1980s, when the world seemed on the brink of nuclear war, children old enough to 

sense the danger were less gripped by fear if their parents were actively working to make the world a 

better place.  By the end of the decade, sudden and peaceful transitions of government, though they did 

not remove the danger of war, significantly altered the landscape.  It takes hope to act progressively, and 

religious faith is the most widespread source of hope. 

Hindu poet and educator Rabindranath Tagore proposed an idea of how religion shapes history.  His 

essay, "A Vision of India's History," portrays two poles of leadership in India.   Conservative Brahmins 

at their best, with their metaphysical genius, uphold the deep root of the society.  Liberal Kshatrias at 

their best, with their warmth of love, generate waves of brotherhood permeating caste boundaries.  

Tagore's point is that each function has its role to play in history, and each has appropriately taken the 

lead in one generation or another.  This idea of history as a perpetual process of reconciling the forces of 

conservative preservation and liberal expansion promotes tolerance.  Tagore does not satisfy the needs 

of today's philosophy of political evolution, however, since he does not inquire about which liberties 

should be regarded as basic and what rights are to be sought in a sequenced agenda for the future.  

Nevertheless, one of his poems, written during the early days of the Indian movement for national 

independence, shows how religion illuminates a struggle for liberation.

  

  Where the mind is without fear and the head is held high;

  Where knowledge is free;

  Where the world has not been broken up into fragments by narrow domestic walls;

  Where words come out from the depth of truth;

  Where tireless striving stretches its arms toward perfection;

  Where the clear stream of reason has not lost its way into the dreary desert sand of dead habit;

  Where the mind is led forward by thee into ever-widening thought and action--

  Into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country awake.

  

Tagore's spirituality thus stabilized his interpretation of history and destiny, even as his vision of history 

sustained his ceaseless adventures in personal growth, poetic expression, and education.

  

Transforming fear: a test case 

A broad concept of evolution illumines personal problems in daily living.  Using an integrated concept 

of evolution, we can try to see whatever we are dealing with in terms of its origin, history, and destiny.

Consider, for example, the problem of fear.  Fear enslaves human beings.  It distorts perception, hobbles 

thinking, spoils happiness, breeds hate, handcuffs the spirit, weakens character, and even kills.  Invited 

to list situations that call for courage, some groups include almost everything that they find even slightly 

challenging.  What is there to fear?  The forces of nature, the unknown, the unexpected, pain, affliction, 

death, social disapproval, conflict, critical examination, spiritually probing conversation, persecution, 

the enmity of the world--any of these can trigger the fear and feeling of helplessness whose ultimate 

form is a sense of personality isolation--isolation as a mortal on this earth and isolation as a human being 

living in a seemingly indifferent universe.

Fear takes origin in the Creator's provision for the safety of evolving animal life.  Because animals must 

be alert to survive, they have strong emotional and motor responses to the perception of danger.

A look at the evolutionary past shows several benefits of fear.  Needing to protect ourselves stimulated 

keen attention to the environment.  Needing to predict and control natural events stimulated the 

development of science.  Needing to make provision for the future stimulated the accumulation of 

capital.  Needing to join for defense against common dangers drove us together into society.  Needing 

insurance against bad luck and retaliation by the ghosts of ancestors who would punish our deviation 

from established customs stimulated the development of primitive religion.  Fear has kept society from 

changing too fast, conserving progress.  Evolution gave us fear as a stimulus to develop the very 

remedies that are destined to make fear obsolete.

            Fear continues to be needed today.  Many drivers obey traffic laws, not because of respect for 

law expressing the community's right to safeguard the common good, but because of fear of being 

caught or getting into an accident.  Only ethical mature beings can safely cast off fear.

            Present-day society shows that in some respects we have not progressed.  Tales of the fierce 

fighters and keen hunters of thousands of years ago hint at the price we have paid for a civilization 

oriented to safety and comfort.  Today courage is rare.  Some people, of course, are naturally more 

fearful than others.  A former gang member reported that courage has declined among gang members; 

they used to fight with fists and knives, but now they use guns.  Varieties of fear and emotions based on 

fear are common: modesty, obsequiousness, vacillation, despair.

            Of course the present scene is complex, and there are signs that many people are moving beyond 

fear.  One recently popular slogan was "No fear."  It was worn more as an advertisement on a T-shirt 

than as a symbol like the gesture of assurance given in countless statues of the Buddha.  The slogan is 

intimidating: insofar as the social order based on fear, that social order is vulnerable to those who 

discard fear.  Those who step beyond fear cannot be coerced, as nonviolent protesters and criminals 

know.  Training in martial arts is popular.  Oppressed groups are more bold than in earlier generations.

            One psychiatrist said that the only known cure for fear is faith, and many people look to religion 

as a refuge.  Religion, however, has long played on fear.  An historian might view religion as having 

evolved its relation to the spirit world from fear through dread and awe and honor and respect to love.  

The magic formulas, the holy books, the sacred leaders, the powerful rituals, the priestly hierarchies--all 

have been part of the array of techniques designed to bring security and assurance to the believer.  The 

fear of the Lord has been the beginning of wisdom, but it is not the end of wisdom.  The encouragement, 

"Fear not," is known to millions of people of various religions.  Countless believers have taken heart 

upon hearing that "God is love" and experiencing "the love of God that casts out all fear."  "Give thanks 

to the Lord, for he is good; his steadfast love endures forever."  "We created man.  We know the 

prompting of his soul.  We are closer to him than the vein of his neck."  Believers learn not to dwell on 

the things that increase their anxiety but to gain the peace of a mind stayed on God.  Their wholehearted 

decisions enable the spirit to deliver them from fear.

            Thus the destiny of fear is to be transformed into prudent alertness and a stimulus for a 

courageous and loving response.  Scientific understanding and the love of God help us achieve that 

destiny.

  

Lessons from evolutionary religion

Facing the challenges of contemporary civilization, some people wonder whether it is wise to turn to 

religion as a resource.  After all, religion has been reactionary as well as progressive, has sponsored 

cruelty as well as kindness.  It might seem as though religion in itself is neither harmful or beneficial; 

rather it is morality that we should be concerned with, since it is morality that makes the difference 

between good and bad religion.  If there is no morally progressive movement inherent in religion, why 

should people involve themselves, participate, and try to help tradition grow? An adequate concept of 

evolution gives an important part of the answer to this question.

            How can we lucidly and scientifically face the facts of the varied history of religion and at the 

same time affirm religion as crucial to the hope of planetary progress? 

One strategy for harmonizing science and religion is to learn from scientific critique but retain a sense of 

proportion.  If religionists claim that revelation has broken into history in a particular person, book, or 

divine action, they must also acknowledge that most of the history of religion is an evolutionary story.  

The historical record brims with stories of superstition, fear, paternalism, institutional authoritarianism, 

and inter-group antagonism.  Surveying the evolution of religion, one finds that the most advanced 

concepts of God and divine values have, to put it mildly, not been universally available since the 

beginning.  Religion has been used to console the poor and comfort the wealthy without calling gross 

inequalities into question.  When stubbornness and malice masquerade as piety and obedience to a 

higher will, religion conspires with war, oppression, cruelty, sexism, racism, hypocrisy, intolerance, 

opposition to education, and persecution of prophetic voices.  Religious excitement has bred fanaticism, 

and institutions of religion turned to fortresses of ossified ritual and obsolete dogma.

Two responses are in order.  The more common observation is that sobering scientific critique must be 

welcomed.  The failings of religious tradition express human tendencies from which no one is free.  The 

sad things that we members of the human family have done to one another have not ceased in the present 

day.  The most sincere and progressive religionist is not immune to error.  Knowing such facts guards 

against excessive trust in religious leaders, blindness to our own misdeeds, and naivete about the quality 

of even those groups organized to pursue great ideals.

Criticisms that carry some insight can be used as cautions.   For example, a wide-ranging Freudian 

critique of the ideal of universal love, love for every neighbor one encounters, can be used to generate a 

list of reminders.  Make sure that you are receiving an adequate supply of love if you want to give love 

to others.  Maintain self-respect.  Do not expect to become emotionally involved in the life of every 

person you meet.  Do not neglect your duties as a family member, friend, co-worker, neighbor, and 

citizen.  Whatever attractions you may find in a person, make sure to base your relationship on loving 

that person as a child of God.  Make sure that you have a psychologically sound technique for 

acknowledging and rechanneling aggression.  With strangers, let trust develop gradually.  Remember 

that what you can reasonably expect of yourself is less than your ideal of perfection.

The second response to sweeping critiques of religion is to observe that the stories of error, ugliness, and 

evil do not express true religion.  Real religion, the religion of love and service, has no scandalous past 

of which to repent.  The scandal is that it has been so little practiced.  But real religion has not been 

inactive in history.  History, psychology, sociology, and other disciplines report religion's beneficial 

effects, bringing comfort to individuals, undergirding morality, reinforcing the family, providing 

common values in society, inspiring the arts, and motivating humanitarian service.  Religious pressure 

led to the abolition of slavery and to the founding of hospitals and diverse charities.  Have the major 

tyrants of the twentieth century been religious men?  Religion restrains the powerful from attacking their 

neighbors.  The very human values of dignity and peace and freedom and social service that activate 

humanists are a common religious heritage.  Real religion, therefore, must not let itself be put on the 

defensive by the legitimate critique of what people have done in the name of religion.

            Psychological tests showed that people who participated in religion for extrinsic reasons such as 

the desire for material success or social acceptance were no more likely than non-religionists to perform 

altruistic actions.  Extrinsic religion, in other words, did not motivate service.  Psychologists then 

examined what they dubbed intrinsic religion, religion that was cherished as inherently worthwhile; and 

they were surprised to find that there was little evidence of greater altruism in this group.  But when 

psychologists hit upon a new category and studied those for whom religion is a continuing adventure, a 

voyage of growth in values, they found a marked positive difference in the readiness for altruism.  

            In sum, religion, too, can be regarded as in terms of origin, history and destiny.  Religion 

originates in the Creator's provision for the creature's evolving awareness our common Source.  Religion 

has evolved from the ages of ghost fear and superstition and countless burdensome duties to an 

experience of loving love whose destiny is to promote spiritual adventure for all humankind.

  

The dawning spiritual renaissance

            A religious believer, looking at the contemporary scene, could predict a planetary spiritual 

renaissance--a world-wide quickening of faith and spirituality--for a number of reasons.  The argument 

can be simply sketched:

1.      Overall, there is no standing still--we either move backward or forward.

2.      We cannot move forward without a spiritual renaissance.

3.      God will not let humanity destroy itself.

4.      People with vision will cooperate.

5.      Therefore, there will be a spiritual renaissance, and the sooner we join to facilitate it, the more 

suffering we will prevent.

Now let's flesh out some explanation for some of these points.

            I remember the summer day long ago on a family trip when we drove south from Canada through 

Maine.  We saw rivers so full of logs that the logs didn't seem to be moving downstream at all.  That 

image has become for me a metaphor for the intertwined set of problems in our contemporary world.  

We need a spiritual renaissance to break up the logjam of interlocked ecological, biological, medical, 

social, economic, and political problems.  Get hold of one issue, and you get entangled in others.  

Medical researchers develop desperately needed drugs, but they are not affordable to most of the people 

who need them.  Good ideas emerge to protect the environment, but they are very expensive.  

Courageous politicians propose a far-seeing policy, but the people refuse to support it.  Limited progress 

can be made with a particular project in any of these areas, but progress on particular projects is limited 

by problems in connected areas.  The only way to break up the logjam is with a spiritual renaissance that 

transforms people's willingness to do what needs to be done.

            Advances in science and technology have elevated our material condition and given us vastly 

more power than we know how to use well.  Even as we hear the news that the human genome has been 

completely mapped, we wonder to what uses the emerging knowledge will be put.  Competition and 

money drive the development of tools that we lack the wisdom to use.  The developers of new 

technologies hope that others will use them ethically.  One nation designs guidelines, while scientists in 

another nation are plunging ahead at full speed on whatever project they like.  Many humanists and 

religionists cry "Nazi" at the very mention of eugenics or accuse scientists of playing God, while some 

countries are beginning to face population problems honestly, and have the capacity to move beyond 

crude solutions.

            The World Commission on Environment and Development of the United Nations published a 

1987 book titled Our Common Future.  The statistics documented depressing trends.  Nevertheless, for 

every staggering problem the authors told at least one good story.  Somewhere in the world a group of 

people are working on the problem very well.  I quickly formed the conviction that, even though we 

always need new ideas for solving problems, we already have many wonderful ideas that just need to be 

put into practice.  What we need most of all is leadership and teamwork.  A spiritual renaissance will 

empower leaders and facilitate cooperation.  What are the major obstacles to cooperation?  Selfishness, 

laziness, greed, nationalism, desire for power, hedonism--just those factors that a spiritual awakening 

will transform.

            God will not abandon us.  No matter how dangerous the planetary situation may be, we will not 

despair.  Even though we continue to spoil our natural environment, there will come a limit.  God will 

not permit us to destroy ourselves as a species.  God has always known that giving freedom to finite 

material beings carries the risk of ages of abuse of freedom.  The powers of goodness are far greater than 

we see or suspect.

This assurance, of course, does not excuse complacency.  World War II is an everlasting reminder of 

how far we human beings are permitted to go into the depths of destructiveness.  It is even thinkable that 

civilization may break down much further than is already evident in the corruption, organized crime, 

authoritarian nationalism, materialistic hedonism, influence of money on politics, commercialism, 

mindless sex, and cheap entertainment that fills such a high proportion of popular media today.  We may 

have to learn very hard lessons about integrated living.  It may that the centers of integrated living will 

not be such comfortable spots as one sees in much of San Francisco Bay area but places where luxury is 

hardly to be found, where students hunger to learn, where families stay committed, where the rosy puff 

of unrealistic religion yields to hardy teachings, where the eternal God is discovered anew.

            It seems to me altogether reasonable to predict that by the end of the next millenium we will 

have enjoyed a planetary spiritual renaissance and that world civilization will have advanced closer to 

our destiny far beyond what we presently observe.  I could not predict the timing and combination of 

superhuman and human initiatives.  Religious conservatives, realizing the essential role of divine action, 

sometimes make too little progress the truth they have already been given, while liberals, appreciating 

the importance of progressive human effort, sometimes neglect to connect with higher power and 

wisdom.  Each century, each decade, has a task to accomplish in the mosaic of the future.  And each 

individual can join with others, informally and formally, to strengthen the network that will ready the 

planet for a large forward step.  I believe that when the network of loving and progressive-thinking 

individuals is ready, then the fuse will be lit from the superhuman side, new religious leadership will 

emerge, and the spiritual renaissance will be underway.  At least this is how I see things.  More 

conversation about such ideas would arise if education would pay more attention to the future.

            Working for that better day gives perspective on the apparently trivial matters of daily living.  

Through imagination and faith, we can be citizens of that future, ambassadors of that better day, as we 

walk our present paths.  We can wake up in the morning not only with a sense of immediate agenda, but 

also with a sense of being part of an age of intense pressures, rapid change, great risk, and great 

opportunity.

Fortunately, no one has to become an activist on each of the world's problems.  We can live in a general 

sensitivity to a broad range of planetary issues while devoting ourselves to the special projects that have 

our name on them.

  

Conclusion

            We have glimpsed the benefits of a positive philosophy of history for a personal philosophy of 

living.  Any problem--fear, for example--can be illumined through a conception of evolution that 

envisions divine origins, biological and human history, and a destiny for our planet in an advanced 

civilization.  The same sequence also provides a context for understanding religion.  A look at planetary 

needs today and at our destiny enables religionists to infer the likelihood of a planetary spiritual 

renaissance to break up the log-jam of current social, economic, and political problems.

            These chapters have repeatedly sought to harvest gains for an expanded concept of truth.  Of 

course the philosophic articulation of truth differs, due to the liveliness of spirit, the complexity of the 

realm of concepts, and the formative influences of culture and personal experience.  Plato, Lao-Tzu, 

Tagore, Whitehead, and others, many of whom left no writings behind them at all, have reached higher 

consciousness.  They assure students of the way that the quest is not in vain.

            A concept of evolution that uses philosophy to coordinates science with religion contributes to 

the fullness of the concept of truth.  A vision of the eternal is linked with an interpretation of the 

temporal.  Outside their integration, the vision of the eternal decays into static dogma and the temporal 

flux becomes meaningless.  When eternal spirit is conceived as purposeful, the dynamism of the divine 

dawns in thought.  When the dramas of time are undertaken as struggles toward a new statement of 

eternal pattern, the energies of biologic life join with the energies of spiritual life in what may truly be 

called living.  Religion staggers our concept by telling us that this life is a person.  Philosophy interprets 

that life so as to make it understandable how people who do not know this person clearly may 

nevertheless experience the life of truth.  Those who join a reasonable grasp of science and philosophy 

with spiritual faith can experience truth in the full sense of the word.

 

CHAPTER TEN 

COSMOLOGY AND ETERNAL LIFE 

  

            Those who commit to developing their physical, intellectual, and spiritual potentials reach the 

threshold of the ultimate frontier.  Religion promises eternal life.  If that life is worthy of the God in 

whose name the offer is made, if that life is worthy of our hope, our faith, and our striving, then that life 

must be at least as full, vigorous, rich, challenging, and rewarding as the life we now enjoy.

            Sadly, the prospect of eternal life attracts abuse from many modern thinkers.  Since death alone 

quickens our attention and makes life interesting, they charge, eternal life could only be a hell of 

boredom.  Only a denial of death could sustain such hope.  Cosmology, moreover, assures us that the 

universe will eventually become uninhabitable.

To a religionist who has tasted a relationship with God, however, the sour portraits of the eternal 

adventure seem like a denial of life.  Boredom could hardly be the fate of a finite being in the expanding 

and colossal home of an infinite and good God and in society with innumerable personalities, each a 

treasure and a mystery forever.  If our poor imagination stops with pink clouds and stratospheric society 

sessions, we need to be nourished by better visions.

            If religious faith would inspire responsible thinking, however, it must not only overcome the 

psychological obstacles to its own affirmations.  It must also deal with the pictures of universe destiny 

based on scientific information and speculation.

            To speak of truth, cosmic truth, seems a bold gesture where faith and science do not apparently 

harmonize.  In history and cosmology, for example, our present situation in space and time and the 

present state of human knowledge render the choice between a science-centered and a religious 

philosophy particularly urgent.  A sophisticated presentation of facts in a direction antagonistic to faith 

generates a powerful psychological momentum.   Waves of persuasion wash over the bow of the ship of 

the mind of the average listener who receives the presentation openly.  Again and again must philosophy 

comment on the explicit and implied inferences and issue reminders of the interpretive choices to be 

made.  A philosophy of living provisioned with an integrated and robust conception of evolution gives 

powerful leverage for victorious problem solving in daily life.

  

Relations between science and religion 

            In an orchestra, harmony arises only if each instrument plays its own part and they play together.  

Science and religion pertain to different dimensions of reality, and the appropriate methods for each, 

though analogous, are not the same.  The first strategy for harmony between science and religion is to 

recognize that they are different kinds of inquiry into different kinds of reality.  Thus science and 

religion may be kept from making pronouncements about the other's territory.  Science observes the 

outer world of things, and leads the mind towards the invisible realm of subatomic processes and 

mathematical law.  Religion takes mind to the inner world of supreme values where thought gives way 

to worship.  Science makes statements about the body; religion about the soul and spirit and the person 

as a whole.  Material fact and spiritual truth do not contradict each other, even though scientific theory 

and religious dogma may clash.  Science advances by controlled experiment, religion by personal 

experience.  One can go far in either scientific or religious development with little or no involvement in 

the other realm.

Drawing a distinction between science and faith is a philosophical move that can burst the bubble of a 

personal problem.  A nuclear physicist reported having trouble with his faith, since he had read in the 

Bible that God simply said, "Let there be light, and there was light."  As a scientist, however, he knew 

how light is produced by atomic reactions in the sun.  This man was a professor of physics and a sincere 

believer, but he had not begun to think philosophically about the relation between the two.  He was 

delighted to begin to distinguish science as an intellectual grasp of the mechanics of creation from faith 

as a personal relation to God as the ultimate Source of all energy and personality.

Despite the fact that science and religion may be explored in relative isolation from each other, 

sometimes it helps to consider them together.  A one-sided philosophy will stumble on issues that a 

balanced philosophy can handle.  For example, the question arises about whether a person who believes 

in a universe of law must reject reports of miracles.  Extraordinary events, however, need not be 

classified as a violation of universe law, as two commonplace examples indicate.  Suppose we begin 

with the law of gravity that tells us that every body near the earth tends to fall towards the earth's center.  

We see an arrow flying up.  Is this a violation of the law of gravity?  Of course not; it is merely the 

coming into play of an additional principle, the law of inertial motion.  Consider another case.  A man 

stands up.  His rising is determined neither by gravity nor by any outside force.  His decision has 

determined his bodily motion.  Here a higher principle is in operation, whose effects in the material 

realm are very familiar, however little understood they may be.  So-called miracles, therefore, may be 

the result of the operation of higher physical laws or the result of action on a supermaterial level.  

Neither case violates the established laws of nature.  It is not easy to know which laws operate in a given 

event, and it is not easy to know which "miracle" reports to take seriously, but it is easy for philosophy 

to point out a way to harmonize science and religion on this topic.

One strategy for harmonizing science and religion is to gather data that seem especially friendly to the 

hypothesis of creative design.  The most common examples today are presented in talk of the apparent 

"fine-tuning" of various physical constants necessary for life.  For example, a slight change in the 

balance between the weak nuclear force and other forces would make it impossible for either hydrogen 

or the heavier elements to form.  The slightest change in the gravitational constant would either make 

the forces that cause matter to disperse are so strong as to prevent stars from forming or else make 

gravity too strong for galaxies to spread out at all.  The process of energy production in stars depends on 

a precise feature in the element beryllium.  The characteristics of water, features of the atmosphere such 

as the ozone layer, the biochemical wonders of the organism--all these encourage a sense of creative 

design.

Religious philosophy, however, is sharpened by dialogue with naturalistic interpretations of science.  

Since modern science banished purpose from its explanations, many thinkers regard the concept of 

purpose in nature as merely a human projection.  Although the balance of reason, I believe, favors the 

religious affirmation of universe purpose, dialogue reminders one that facts that may seem to indicate 

design do not prove the existence of a Designer.  Nevertheless, if the existence of God can neither be 

proved nor disproved, it is understandable that a theist accumulates evidence for universe design while a 

naturalist selects "self-organizing systems" to describe.  A religionist can reply that the mechanisms of 

the Creator are so well designed that they seem to operate automatically.

Another strategy for harmonizing science and religion is for specialists in each field to keep up with 

developments in the other field that may have legitimate implications for their own.  Dialogue arises 

since both science and religion say or imply things about nature, about what it means to be a human 

being, and about God.  Talk of God as Creator implies momentous ideas about nature and humankind, 

suggesting limits to scientific knowledge.  Although science has little or nothing to say about God, the 

kind of First Cause or universe Source indicated by science is a God of energy, pattern, law, order, 

process, evolution, diversity, totality, and pervasive activity.  Thus the religious concept of the 

personality of God needs to expand to keep up with the implications of science.  The concept of an 

eternal and infinite God, once a theological luxury, is now a necessity.  Theologians have also begun to 

discuss an evolving phase of Deity.  Such developments make it all the more imperative for religion to 

sustain its conception of divine personality.   Otherwise, many people will lose the sense of a universe of 

purpose, a friendly universe, with mysterious and delightful intimations of destiny, a universe in which 

the individual human being is recognized as infinitely valuable to the Creator Parent.

Science and religion limit each other.  Science stands guard against fanaticism, challenges religious 

delusions, and prunes outmoded ideas of nature from traditional religious accounts of creation.  Religion 

reminds us that scientific controversies are not the ultimate issues in our lives.  An eighteenth-century 

Shinto thinker, Motoori Norinaga, wrote, "Is the earth suspended in the sky or attached to something 

else?  In either instance it is a wondrous thing."  And wrote the nineteenth-century Christian theologian 

John Henry Newman, "You must be above your knowledge not under it, or it will oppress you; and the 

more you have of it the greater will be the load."

  

The principle of harmony 

In the most emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually satisfying cosmological visions I have read, there 

seems to be a common principle operating.  Though it is expressed in different ways by different 

thinkers, there is a common way to bridge the gap between the realm of nature and the realm of mind 

and spirit.  For thousands of years philosophers and religionists have been familiar with the concept of 

the universe as the handiwork of a purposive Creator.  The proclamation that God formed the earth to be 

inhabited has been joined by a conception in which mechanical and mathematical accounts of physical, 

secondary causes nest within the wider framework of divine, primary causation.  On this model, after a 

material account of a process has been given, thinkers can consider creative design.  Mechanical and 

teleological (purposive) accounts go hand in hand.

The principle of harmony may be simply stated: Science describes material processes that philosophy 

may interpret as serving divine purposes.  I believe that this principle is the main key for harmonizing 

the emerging interdiscipline of science, philosophy, and religion. The advantage to the philosophy of 

living is considerable.  This principle helps human beings feel at home in the universe.  Human beings 

are part of nature, and if nature is itself a domain of the outworking of divine purpose, then we are part 

of a process that is going somewhere wonderful.

For science, to regard the universe as the creation of God is at most a hypothesis, for philosophy a 

concept for the mind, for religion a feeling of soul, a confidence that guides inquiry, and a way of 



experiencing nature.  The philosophy of living point is twofold.  First, in the face of earthquakes, 

hurricanes, floods, and droughts, it remains possible to place local disasters in a broader perspective.  

Second, one can look for creative design in any phenomenon.

The principle of harmony is a key to enhance a person's sense of participating in the Creator's purpose 

on every level, from the universe at large, through biological evolution and human history to personal 

development. 

  

The eternal adventure 

Imagine a boy who goes out riding his bicycle one day and meets an older boy.  The two get along 

wonderfully well; they spend the day together having a lot of fun.  But then, when it becomes time for 

the younger one to return home in the evening, the older one says, "So long, I won't be seeing you any 

more."  Such a statement would be surprising, strange, counter-intuitive, inconsistent with the 

momentum of the friendship that has already begun to flourish. 

It is like that, I propose, in our relationship with God.  Although it is conceivable that our relationship 

would end with death, it would be surprising, strange, counter-intuitive, and inconsistent with the 

momentum of the friendship that has already begun to flourish.  For someone living in the consciousness 

of the family of God, the natural expectation is that our life of relationship will go forward.

It is the experience of God's love that awakens confidence in eternal life.  That experience both engages 

us in a whole-personality way and it is an experience that does not have any obvious dependency on our 

body and its end.  The experience suggests that, however much we may be in need of a body in the life 

to come, a vehicle of personality expression, the particular body that we currently occupy is not essential 

to our progressive relationship with God.  Each person is given a free choice whether to accept or reject 

being a son or daughter of God.  No one is forced into the eternal adventure with its blessings and 

demands for growth.  There comes a parting of the ways and a time to decide, forever and finally, 

whether or not to follow the way of life.

Consideration of eternal makes it clear that there is a priority among the truths of the spirit.  The faith 

realization of membership in the family of God is the gateway to the eternal adventure.  The 

satisfactions of those family relationships are enjoyed now; they are confirmed in present experience.  

To try to lure someone into a faith commitment by a portrayal of the glories of the life to come and the 

alternative of dying unto eternal non-being is counterproductive.  Reversing the sequence of truth 

appeals to information that not everyone can reasonably be expected to acknowledge.  It amounts to an 

appeal to power, since it is up for God to decide who advances and who dies in his or her sins.  The 

religious message comes across as a threat to those who decline the gift of faith.  Hasty presentations of 

rewards and punishments try absurdly to motivate faith by self-interest and devalue the present in favor 

of a future whose details cannot be confirmed in ordinary human experience.  Information about higher 

realms stimulates hope and imagination; it can also generate a potentially dangerous and exclusive sense 

of group identity.  But the basis of faith is the present and abiding relationship to God.

It is not surprising, then, how many great religious teachers have primarily focused on the essentials of 

the love of God and the love of neighbor, rather than on presenting a fuller picture of higher things.  

There is a division of labor in the presentation of truth, and it is clear what comes first and what comes 

second.  Yes, we are members in a universal family, but our first task is the actualization of the family of 

God among humankind.  If we aspire to ascend as citizens in the eternal universe, we must care 

supremely that our brothers and sisters share in that adventure and enjoy the abundant life on earth for 

which our life was intended.

There are intriguing rumors or revelations.  Not only are near-death experiences widely reported in 

which passage through a dark tunnel leads to a meeting with a touchingly compassionate angel.  There 

have been reports by people from many religious traditions who have had visions of the heavenly 

realms.  They tell of the vivid presence of divinity, the majestic beauty of natural and architectural 

forms, and of enthralling activities that human language can hardly express.

Nevertheless, the main ideas in these reports and visions seem to include the following.  These realms 

are open to us and our fuller destiny is accomplished there.  The realms are higher than the earth not 

only, in some sense, cosmologically, but also in the divinity of the persons and their activities.  The 

demands and expectations are greater.  These realms are multiple, and, again, some are higher than 

others.  Thus there is a continuous adventure of growth that enables us to ascend as citizens in this 

magnificent universe.

If one is open to crediting these ideas that express the most cherished hope of humankind, one might 

draw the following suggestions for a philosophy of living.  For a person of faith, death is not a terminus 

to be feared, but a transition.  There will be no conscious lapse of time between falling asleep in death 

and awakening to the next life.  The ongoing adventure, however, is one of continuing character growth.  

If everyone awoke in perfection of character, there would be little incentive to make as much progress as 

possible on earth.  Rather, one picks up where one left off, albeit a quantum leap ahead in terms of the 

mind-body system that one has to work with.  But the continuity of soul and spirit and personality are 

such that, on the whole, it is better to emphasize continuity rather than discontinuity in the process of 

growth.  Any details one might find worthy of belief about the heavenly realms lend enhanced meaning 

to one's earthly activities, which evolve to reflect the patterns on high.

To be sure, it is appropriate to sift the alleged reports of heavenly realms through one's most mature 

sense of truth and beauty and goodness.  There is no reason to suppose that every dream, for example, 

that symbolizes the next life is genuinely revelatory.  Nor should we automatically assume that when 

revelation is given to a mortal the person has received that revelation without distortion.

The more we know of God the less we can imagine that heaven is the boring place of popular imagery.  

It cannot be an artificial society of effete, denatured, semi-real, illumined vapors.  We ought to be able to 

conceive a life to come that is more real, not less real, than our own. 

Is hope of eternal life a denial of death or skepticism a denial of life?  What quickens our response to the 

words of the twelfth-century Japanese preacher?

A long way away is Paradise

I've heard them say.

But it can be reached

By those who want to go.

  

The very idea of cosmology 

An atheistic philosopher, predicting the sun's expanding into a red giant stage that would make life 

impossible on earth tens of millions of years hence, proclaimed the glories of human science, art, and 

ethics.  Human beings, he assured the reader, arose by accident, and death is the last word on everything 

we are and do, but how wondrous is life during the years we have!  If an atheist can be that joyous using 

a cosmology that bleak, surely it must be possible for other cosmologies to sustain joy more reliably.

            Building a cosmology, a conception of the universe as a whole, on rapidly changing scientific 

theories is risky.  It is tempting to play the skeptic, to make fun of the entire enterprise.  It is worthwhile, 

nonetheless, to develop a cosmology, a window through which a glimmer of higher significance may 

shine on experience of nature.  When the cosmology has to be revised, fine.  The question is not whether 

to operate with a conception of the universe but what sort of conception to use.  Any presentation of 

facts is organized according to some framework.  Although our framework is limited, we need one to 

function.

Relying on science alone for a conception of the universe, however, leaves too many important 

questions unanswered, for example, about the place of mind and spirit in the universe.  Whether the 

concept of a friendly universe is a mere psychological projection, a defense mechanism, the child of 

mortal fears and hopes, is a question that involves more than science.  Modern materialists view nature 

as a realm where chance and necessity prevail.  Human ignorance and impotence are featured in some 

versions; in others human scientific knowledge is lauded as our one triumph, the bold reach of 

consciousness that dares to face its own cosmic insignificance.  With consummate secular faith, the 

materialist looks into the starry darkness and asserts that only wishful thinking can posit anything 

friendly as the source of what we see and who we are.

            Science can only speculate about the origin and destiny of the cosmos, and it must use 

philosophy to interpret the meaning of its findings.  The full development of cosmological thought 

brings in the sciences of humankind as well as natural and biological sciences, and it also gives 

consideration to religion as a source of ideas.  Cosmology properly belongs to the emerging 

interdiscipline of science, philosophy, and religion.  The role of philosophy here is to mediate the 

relations between science and religion.  The previous chapters have shown that religious philosophy is a 

viable option, consistent with intellectual responsibility.  This chapter shows how to extend that 

philosophy into cosmology.  Since a philosophy of living needs to be responsive to ongoing theoretical 

developments in various fields, it needs strategies for integrating science and religion.

  

Cosmology and the possibility of eternal life 

Perhaps the ultimate cosmological question for a philosophy of living is whether the universe ultimately 

upholds or destroys life.  From the perspective of many religions, the present value of life is related to 

hope for survival after death.  So much of what we do is for some reason; our motives intrinsically relate 

to the future.  The idea is not that we must always envision a reward to motivate us, nor that intrinsic 

value is not to be found in the present.  But if we cease to feel that we have a meaningful future, life 

becomes empty.  Without the survival of values, what motivation is there to live for values?  Whether 

extinction is soon or remote is of no philosophic significance.  Nor is it great consolation to contribute to 

future generations if they are all marching into the same pit of unending death.  To be sure, many 

religious teachings today do without a vision of eternal life, but my suggestion is that they sell their 

devotees short, and I will use the term "religion" to refer to the majority that do hope for life beyond this 

world.

The world's religions have widely taught that the individual, whose growth toward perfection is hardly 

complete in this lifetime, has the opportunity to fulfill a destiny beyond this life; that one may ascend to 

attain perfection, continuing the adventure after death in heaven.  While religious pictures of the next 

life are often vague and differ in such detail as they offer, they often forecast an experience of exquisite 

material beauty, satisfying intellectual activity, enthralling artistry, and unspeakable spiritual glory.  The 

trivial cartoons of heaven are incommensurate with our native appetite for adventure and with the 

grandeur of the universe we behold.  The goal cannot be a boring, static state with nothing to do except 

play pink harps on fluffy clouds in stratospheric society sessions.  Even if we can hardly imagine how 

goals will activate us in such a postulated condition of perfection, we may be sure that no perfection 

worth the divine and human striving would be such a tedious waste of time and eternity.

Since cosmology has a far higher proportion of speculation than any other scientific discipline, science 

cannot speak with authority about the origin and destiny of the universe, and the opportunity for 

cooperation between scientists and religionists is great.  When a majority of scientific cosmologists hold 

views incompatible with a teaching essential to religion, religion should not hesitate to propose 

alternatives, even if scientific support for those alternatives is presently wanting.  This strategy rejects 

current theory, emphasizes the incompleteness of current science and awaits or suggests alternate 

hypotheses in order to show that scientific fact, if not current theory, leaves room for the religious 

hypothesis.  Presumably the only ones attracted to these minority scientific hypotheses are those with 

religious motivation.  Beliefs have costs, however, and among these are epistemological costs.  In other 

words, how much currently acceptable thinking must one reject in order to hold on to a cherished 

conviction?    

While religion promises eternal life, popular astronomy often portrays a universe of birth, evolution, and 

cataclysmic death.  Current science teaches, for example, that the sun, the energy source of material life 

as we know it, came into being and will pass away.  The birth, growth to maturity, old age, and death 

(including the dramatic red giant stage) of stars is charted.  Theoretically, the last stage of extreme stellar 

collapse is the black hole, in which gravity is so strong that not even light can escape.  The life 

expectancy of our own sun is finite.  Tens of millions of years hence, the earth is due to be engulfed in 

the flame of the terminal burst of our sun.  If we can generalize what we think we know, then every star 

in the universe has the same fate.

One scientific prediction of the death of the universe relies on the Second Law of Thermodynamics and 

the idea of entropy, disorder.  In energy reactions, some energy is always reduced to heat.  Heat is the 

simplest, most rudimentary, most "degraded" or disorganized form of energy--molecules randomly 

bumping against other molecules.  On account of this loss, no engine can be 100% efficient; no engine 

will run by itself forever.  Ever and again new energy inputs are necessary in order to maintain it.  The 

inputs always exceed the desired outputs.  One cannot translate the chemical energy of petroleum into 

the kinetic energy of a moving vehicle without some energy being wasted in heating up the engine 

block, etc.  Another example of entropy is that, when an egg is broken, the shell is reduced to smaller 

pieces.  The previous order is replaced by fragmentation.  Each fragment, of course, may be said to have 

its own order, which can then be further reduced, and so on.  Even organisms, it is sometimes argued, 

take more energy from the environment than they embody in their own highly ordered ("negentropic") 

structures and activities.  The cosmological extension of this idea states that after enough energy 

transactions have occurred, the universe will eventually run down, and the final state of energy 

organization in the universe will be the random bumping of molecules.  One theologian embraced this 

vision and found therein support for a kind of mysticism.  One can envision the "heat death" of the 

universe, in its cold and vast silence, as the physical analogue of the mystic state--an eternal night in 

which no phenomena arise at all.

This cosmological pessimism, however, assumes that the universe is a closed system--with no sustaining 

infusion of energy or mind-guided organization.  But what if the universe is open?  What if an infinite 

Creator functioning as Source and Center continuously nourishes the creation with energy, never 

depleted?  If that energy does in fact pour forth, and if there is, in addition, intelligent management of 

these energies, then we can put aside the nightmare of cosmic disintegration.

            Another scenario of the death of the universe imagines that after the Big Bang comes a Big 

Crunch.  If there is enough matter to overcome the expansion of the universe, the universe will 

eventually collapse, destroying everything in the fiery heat preparatory to another cycle of expansion.

If there is no good religious reason to trust the promise of eternal life, then there is no reason to work to 

harmonize astronomical prediction with religious promise.  But if faith is well founded on this topic, it 

would be sad indeed to let current physical hypotheses cheat us of a significant source of joy and 

purpose.  How can harmony be found?

First, a religionist can simply reaffirm the truth of faith.  The inner source of confidence about eternal 

life is the experience of a relationship with God with no temporal limits on it.  The great religious 

teachers have not tried to persuade our minds by proving that the promise of eternal life is 

cosmologically plausible.  Spiritual faith does not need explanations.  In the face of scientific 

uncertainty, faith is a surety for which there is no substitute.  The power of trust in truth motivates 

religious philosophy.

Alternatively, a religionist may simply affirm that God knows how to make good on his promises, 

however obscure their fulfillment may be.  One option is to deny the relevance of physical catastrophes 

altogether.  If it is in the divine plan to recycle a portion of the natural universe, why should God's 

children of faith be disturbed?  Or if eternal life is essentially spiritual, perhaps we have no need of 

bodies or of material spheres on which to live.  Or if we need them, God will provide; even if we have to 

move around the universe to newly habitable spheres, that could somehow be arranged.

Another strategy is to look harder at astronomy.  Note how brief, cosmically speaking, is the time during 

which we have been gathering scientific information about the universe.  Science-based cosmology 

makes great leaps of inference on the basis of remote and partial contact with its objects.  Consider the 

data basic to the theory of the life cycle of stars.  We observe different stars with different proportions of 

chemicals.  We form an idea of the physics of stellar energy production.  Then we estimate the age of 

the star.  A certain thread of reasoning leads us to generalize this scheme to as much as possible of what 

we see.  But this may not be true of all stars, and not everything in the sky is a star.  Most of the mass in 

the universe may be invisible.  Data, furthermore, that give rise to one cosmology can be interpreted in 

many ways.  The birth and death of theories occurs on a cycle of decades.  One could wait for friendlier 

theories to emerge from the rapidly growing base of information we are getting about the universe.

One more response is possible--to suggest a new cosmology.  One may hypothesize that the universe is 

evolving towards permanent maturity.  Might not observation some day record organized energies 

evolving not to destruction but to stability?  Will we ever find that destruction awaits only that which 

does not achieve cosmic integration?  Consider that there are non-stellar sources of energy.  Who 

understands, for example, the small region in the constellation of Sagittarius from which a quarter of our 

galaxy's energy comes?  Not everything may be subject to a life cycle.  There may be currently 

unsuspected techniques for upholding stellar life.

The twentieth century has seen a series of scientific cosmologies become popular.  First was the steady 

state hypothesis, that the present dimensions of the universe are relatively constant.  One version of this 

view claimed that new energy-matter is being created in the universe.  The second view, "big-bang" 

cosmology, is based upon interpretations of "red-shift" data that suggest that our universe is expanding.  

This rate of expansion has been estimated; and assuming that the expansion is the most important clue 

for cosmology, scientists calculated it back in time, despite the fact that the laws of physics become 

meaningless close to the imagined origin at time zero. 

A third option has been glimpsed.  The idea that the universe is rotating was proposed by Paul Birch of 

the Nuffield Radio Astronomy Laboratory at the University of Manchester in Jodrell Bank, England 

(Nature, July 29, 1982).  Radio sources in the sky have an elliptical shape, and thus a major axis, the 

"axis of elongation," can be discerned.  These sources typically have magnetic fields which also have an 

axis between the magnetic north and south poles.  But the two axes do not line up together; in one half 

of the sky the magnetic axis is rotated to the right from the axis of elongation; in the other half of the sky 

the magnetic axis is rotated to the left.  Why the apparent change in magnetic orientations?

If the universe were rotating, the movement of radio sources would affect the orientation of their 

magnetic fields.  This effect of rotation may be grossly compared to an automobile turning a corner.  

Centrifugal force causes the car to lean: the direction of the car determined by the tires is different from 

the tangent that the car's momentum gives it at that moment.  Suppose you are standing on a sidewalk 

looking at cars swirl counterclockwise around a traffic circle; the cars on your left appear to be leaning 

to the left, and the cars on the right appear to be leaning to the right as they go around the circle.

The Milky Way and neighboring galaxies are in motion toward the Hydra-Centarus supercluster of 

galaxies, which all appear to be responding to the gravity of an colossal, invisible Great Attractor.  The 

field equations describing the universe in the most general mathematical way have rotating solutions.  

All these data are consistent with a rotating universe.

Rotating universe cosmology complements religion in two main ways.  The scientific hypothesis of an 

eternally stable cosmic Center parallels the religious sense of an eternally dependable universal Source.  

And the new cosmology makes it easier to conceive that the realms of change in which we find 

ourselves are evolving toward permanent stability, undergoing limited expansion and contraction as they 

swing endlessly around the center.

  

Conclusion

            Inquiry into cosmic truth is many-faceted, since philosophy is needed to harmonize science and 

religion.  Of the many choice points in the construction of a cosmology, the main decision is whether to 

combine faith in divine purpose with emerging scientific accounts of fact, cause, and evolution.

The many strategies which help harmonize science and religion may be summarized simply.  

Distinguish science and religion, and do not confuse their methods and proper regions of inquiry.  When 

their specialists comment on different facets of a common theme, each should be open to learning from 

the other.  When conflicts occur between widely accepted scientific views and important religious 

teachings, the situation calls for a decision regarding priorities.

Like every phase of the adventure into truth, cosmology--and the associated disciplines of biology, 

history, and psychology--need to be revised as new discoveries are made.  A well-formed concept of 

cosmic evolution, however, provides essential meaning and value for a philosophy of living.  

Cosmology enhances the joy of participating in the evolution of a friendly universe. 

  

PART I SUMMARY: LIVING IN TRUTH 

  

            The philosophy of the previous chapters integrates science and religion.  Again and again there 

have been reminders of alternatives, difficulties, and choices to be made.  Scientific facts never 

contradict religion, though scientific theories may.  Philosophy plays a crucial role, keeping open the 

potential for harmony and integration.  Science-centered and humanistic philosophies remain options.  

Nevertheless those who move forward in faith gain access to a thrilling concept of evolution, a 

meaningful use of the powers of the mind, and a spiritual horizon promising a cosmic future and a 

superb destiny for humankind on this planet.  Our quest for truth has moved from looking at facts 

scientifically to seeking wisdom philosophically to faith-realizing the presence and activity of a divinely 

wonderful Person. 

            How can we go from impersonal and philosophic truth to personal and spiritual truth?  Four 

thoughts bridge the gap.

  

1.  Truth is what is to be realized at any given moment--fact, meaning, or value.

2.  Even if the truth we realize is unchanging and eternal, the needs of the moment change.  

Therefore what is to be realized changes, and truth moves with a dynamic quality.

3.  The way truth ministers to our needs discloses its personal source.  Living truth is an ongoing 

revelation, a gift of God to the soul.  Truth turns our lives around.

4.  The voyage in truth begins with the question about what the truth is and culminates in the joy 

of knowing who the truth is.

  

On every level--science, philosophy, and religion--there is beauty in realizing truth.  In any situation, the 

fullest grasp of evolutionary context, philosophic breadth, or spiritual truth brings joy.  Truth is alive, 

always moving, since what we need to realize changes with our changing circumstances and inner 

conditions.  God is not only the source of truth but also the very life of truth.

            As the sun, the source of light, is the brightest object we can see, the divine, the source of truth, 

is the most wondrous truth we can know--and our knowing is personal.  These chapters offer definite 

and clear expressions of truth, but the truths of spiritual experience can never be imprisoned in a dogma 

or creed.  A dogma is one person's rendering, and even if the dogma were a perfect transcription of 

something revealed, it wouldn't necessarily be what a particular person most needs at a given moment.  

Even if it were relevant, the idea might just sit on the page as a flat statement assertion until the spirit 

lights it up.  When I showed my dad a sentence that transformed my life, he said, "It doesn't do anything 

for me."  Of course there is no magic in words on a page.  The thrill comes when the word symbols 

reach through the intellect to our higher spiritual regions.  In a moment like that, the original, spiritual, 

communicative intention is fulfilled.  The circuit is completed between the truth giver and the truth 

receiver.  Words on a page can be turned into a creed.  A creed conveys the spirit of authority, not 

adventure.  A creed says, "Believe these things, and you'll be OK.  These are the essentials of religion.  

This is The Truth."  A creed addresses the mind, not the whole person.  A creed wants to make people's 

thinking uniform, but truth liberates the individual.

            Truth, pursued to its height, becomes the truth of the personality relationship between the Creator 

and his creatures.  The pursuit of truth, in other words, culminates in the realization of the God of love.  

The love of God--the love that God has for us and the love we give in return--is the highest beauty we 

can feel.  Touching divine beauty gives the ideal introduction to beauty in our world.  Whenever we turn 

to beauty in nature and the arts, in the background the love of God will still radiate, leading us silently 

and gradually.

            The love of God sows the seeds of goodness.  Experiencing the goodness of God motivates us to 

participate in that goodness, to take part in the projects of God, to seek and find and choose and do the 

will of God, to live as a member of the universal family.

  



[ Up ] 

The Mysterious Personality 

             A philosophy of living needs a philosophy of vital thinking, since thinking is a pivotal part of 

living.  We have already sketched the scientific, philosophic, and religious basis for our venture into 

cosmic truth.  Now the task of integration looms ahead.  As we conceive of ourselves, as we look at 

human history, as we look beyond this life on earth, can we integrate science, philosophy, and religion?  

To do so gives direction and vigor to daily life, but it takes some careful thinking to do so responsibly.  

We begin with the self of many dimensions, the personality.

What can be more beautiful than to see a genuine expression of personality!  When someone expresses 

himself or herself in all sincerity--whether in a pensive moment or in word or deed--the personality is 

breathtakingly revealed.  No masterpiece in an art gallery can compare with it.  The body may be 

mediocre, the mind average, the soul undeveloped, and the spirit may have little chance to function in a 

mental environment devoid of faith.  But personality shines when genuinely expressed.

From the standpoint of science, it is truly a marvel of evolution that such a thing as a human organism 

has evolved.  It is so improbable, so complex, so capable as to inspire wonder.  Love discovers 

something special and beautiful in the other.  Many writers have noticed what they call the unique 

"style" of the individual as something to appreciate aesthetically.  From a religious perspective, that 

unique and mysterious wonderfulness is the personality bestowed by God. 

An expanded concept of personality reminds you of the beauty and complexity of the people you meet.  

It leads you to look for the wonderfulness, to be patient for it to shine.  It encourages you to believe that 

when you their personality shine it tells you more about who they truly are than the times when they are 

not at their best.  In short, the faith implied in an expanded concept of personality sustains your 

relationships with others.

            Our culture needs a reawakened sense of personality.  If some past thinkers conceived human 

nature with a European, rationalist, and male bias, some thinkers today emphasize diversity in ways that 

are sometimes equally one-sided, as though our most important features are gender, race, or social class.  

The solution puts three factors in balance.

  

1.  Affirm our common humanity. 

2.  Seek to understand our differences. 

3.  Appreciate each person's unique personality. 

  

Science studies people as gathered into various groups; philosophy conceptualizes human universals; 

and religion loves individuals for their wonderfully unique personalities.  The three approaches combine 

in a concept of personality as uniting body, mind, soul, and spirit.  Holding an expanded concept of 

personality helps you love well.

  

The mysterious personality

Once people really get to know one another, when they meet again they recognize each other.  Even if a 

long time has passed, even if they have gone through many changes, they recognize each other's 

personality.  The personality mysteriously remains the same throughout every change.  No matter what 

changes you have undergone, it is still you that has come through them all.  You are the same person that 

has grown so much since your early childhood. Your personality imparts a unique, recognizable, 

personal touch to expression on any level, from the way you move to the way you think and speak and 

worship.  The mysterious personality continues, unique, indefinable, wonderful.  An ugly body, a crude 

mind, and a wicked will do not erase the beauty of the personality.  One may talk of personality types, 

but no two personalities are identical.

Each personality is unique.  The function someone performs at work may be filled by someone else, but 

the person is irreplaceable.  According to Jewish tradition, personalities cannot be counted.  There can 

be a body count but not a personality count.  A personality can be described to some extent, but not 

defined, known but not comprehended.  Nor is personality is totally predictable in its decisions.  In 

human relationships that last for years, partners may become familiar with each other's habits, may seem 

to know each other all too well, may become dull to each other.  But this shows a failure of imagination.  

Full comprehension of personality eludes the human mind, and even into eternity the personality will 

remain interesting, creative, surprising.

An adequate concept of personality is a major step toward a satisfying answer to the question, "Who am 

I?"  When the concept of personality dims, however, the sense of self totters. Masses consume 

entertainment featuring sex and violence that undermine human dignity.  Movie stars talk of reinventing 

themselves, and some people say they get tattoos in order to acquire something permanent in an ever-

changing self.  "She has no personality," said one girl to another.  It would have been better to say, "She 

is so shy that she rarely manifests her personality in social situations."

The mystery of the personality calls for respect.  Mystery implies that there is always more truth, beauty, 

and goodness to be revealed than we presently see.  The needs of the other personality call for love; and 

beholding the beauty of the truth of the other personality inspires love.  Thus we can propose a leading 

principle for relating:

  

            Encounter each personality you meet in respect and love. 

  

Respect and love deepen over time, but there is a sense in which each graces the beginning of a 

relationship.  Respect honors the mystery and awesome dignity of the other.  Love seeks to be of service. 

The term personality has a special sense here.  Customarily we think of a person as simple and as a 

unity.  We can also think of persons as a complex system of body, mind, soul, and spirit.  My proposal is 

to regard personality as something beyond all these aspects.  When we say, "She has a wonderful 

personality," we are beginning to differentiate her personality from her other aspects.  When I speak of 

the personality as the Creator's artwork, I do not intend at that moment to refer to the evolutionary mind-

body system whose mix of excellence and mediocrity derives not only from the creation but also from 

the acts, misdeeds, and accidents of countless years of evolutionary history.  Our personality, in the 

restricted sense, comes directly from God, while our body and mind come indirectly from creation 

through a process of evolution.

            Wisdom seeks to give balanced recognition to the importance of the individual and also to 

personality's essential involvement in one-to-one relationships and social systems of three or more 

persons.  This balance is implied in the concept that each person is a son or daughter of God, that each 

other human being is a brother or sister, that each is a member in the family of God.  Social science has 

found that influences of culture and language are very pervasive in our lives.  That fact makes it all the 

more wondrous that we can experience authentic, one-to-one relationships with other personalities, 

relationships that partly detach themselves from the background of social conditioning.  And the 

dynamics of human relationships are so engaging that it that it would be very easy to lose a sturdy sense 

of individuality if it were not for the relationship with God.  Personality exists only in relation to other 

personality--human and divine. 

The supportive body

Imagine physically excellent living.  You and your family are healthy, enjoying hearty nutrition, 

refreshing rest, invigorating exercise.  Free of physical poisons, genetic defects, and addictions, you 

have the strength and energy you need all day long.  In an attractive environment with clean air and 

water and a reasonable level of population and prosperity, children grow up with games and sports and 

activities in nature.  Disease has been largely conquered, and scientific medicine cooperates with 

alternative methods of healing.  Sooner or later--following inspired intelligence or reacting to misery--

we will achieve the changes necessary to live that way.  Looking forward to that better day makes you 

want to start right now.

            A philosophy of living puts the body in its place in a larger whole.

  

Care for the body as part of the total personality system.

  

In other words, the body is not the main focus, not the personality center of gravity, not merely a basis 

for everything else (which is relegated to a derivative and secondary status).   Neither is the body some 

trivial appendage, some filthy and distracting horror.  The body is the result of a marvelous weave of 

creation and evolution; and it plays an essential role in this good life, our material life on this planet.  As 

an evolutionary product, the body has its genetic pluses and minuses and its heritage from our animal 

ancestors.

The body has various levels that enable it to fit into a harmonious total personality system.  We store 

energies from sunlight and air and water and nutrients in the blood and the tissues of our organs.  

Muscles "tell" the bones where to rest or move.  A regulatory system of complex molecules "tell" our 

muscles to relax or contract.  And the neurons of the brain respond to direction from the mind.  The cells 

of the body span a wide spectrum from the hard bone cells to the neurons (nerve cells) of the brain that 

affect--and respond--to mind.  In the personality as a whole, the body's primary function is, through the 

central nervous system, to support the mind.  (Indeed, body and mind affect each other so intimately that 

it is easy to think of them as a single mind-body system.)

The body obviously is part of nature, interfacing with the surrounding environment, receiving stimuli 

and sustaining interaction.  The body's mechanism includes electrical and chemical aspects.  

Nevertheless, the body, even the simplest living cell, is more than a mechanism on account of the 

mysterious spark of life.  The body is also the organ of the will in expression and action.  The body 

supports our ways of being in the world.  The body is our window on the world, our access to our 

physical environment.  The body establishes our spatial orientation: upright versus prostrate, here versus 

there, left and right, in front and in back, above and below.  The sculptor Rodin portrayed the entire 

human body as equally expressive in all of its parts.  The stretch of a leg stepping forward, the lines of 

suffering in a back, the agony or ecstasy in a posture--all express human experience, a heritage from the 

past responding to the potentials of a present situation. 

            Health of course requires these various physical systems to be in good working order.  Good 

health habits give you the balance and stabilized energies you need.  Of the three disciplines of health--

exercise, rest, and nutrition--rest seems easiest, though rest comes best for one who can say, "It is well 

with my soul."  The great effects of proper nutrition on health are just beginning to be discovered by 

mainstream medicine.  When deficiencies are severe, it can be transformative to supply what had been 

missing.  Emotions in children, adolescents, and adults depend much on whether they take energy from 

more from junk food (not to mention alcohol and other drugs) than whole grains, fruits, vegetables, and 

balanced proteins.  Physical poisons affect the mind as well.  Exercise may be even more important.

            It is no surprise that knowing about the brain helps you live more intelligently.  Evolutionary 

biology portrays the brain as having three parts: (1) the brainstem controlling heartbeat and breathing 

and intuitive arousal, the earliest-evolved, "reptilian" brain; (2) the mammalian brain, with the limbic 

system supporting emotions including play and sympathy; and (3) the human neocortex, most recently 

evolved, supporting thinking.  These biological observations suggest some practical ideas.

  

•       Remembering that our emotional life intimately weaves with the neurons of the mammalian 

limbic system helps us retain our poise.

•       Learning that there are many neurons connecting the limbic system with the neo-cortex 

reminds us that our emotions depend greatly on the way we understand the world.

•       Despite the various emotional and intellectual types of people, the brain support for mature 

religion, encompassing thinking, feeling, and doing, cannot be confined to the limbic system.

  

  

The coordinating mind

The mind amazingly spans the spectrum between making contact with neurons of the brain and making 

contact with spirit.  Accordingly, we may formulate a philosophy of living principle:

  

Cultivate the mind to play well its role of intermediary between body and spirit.

  

As an intermediary, mind receives inputs from the physical surroundings and inputs about the supreme 

values we can celebrate and pursue.  The mind interprets the meanings of facts and the meanings of 

values so as to be able to coordinate them, to bring them together in making a decision.  Our lives are 

guided by the decisions we make, and these decisions are best made in the light of a scientifically 

sharpened awareness of fact, a spiritually quickened realization of values, and a philosophically 

deepened interpretation of meanings.  Our education on all these levels should never cease.

            Though the conscious mind is most celebrated, part of the mind is unconscious.  Freud's 

influential study of the unconscious focused on repressed desires and on pleasure-seeking or violent 

impulses that have no acceptable outlet in society.  The unconscious manifests in our dreams, for 

example, and in slips of the tongue.  But the unconscious includes more.  It includes the mind's interface 

with the body.  It includes our forgotten past.  The unconscious works on problems that concern us.  

Accordingly, wisdom counsels us to

  

•       Have a friendly and accepting attitude toward all dimensions of the self, patiently 

reflecting on "lower" impulses in the light of higher thought.

•       Realize that in prayer or mediation, an "answer" that comes to mind may be from the 

subconscious, and should be evaluated responsibly.

  

            In the interest of sanity and mental efficiency, you want a mind that is activated yet poised.  

Common sense tells you to avoid what is bad for the mind:

  

•       Substances that poison the body.

•       Harmful material emotions such as anger, fear, jealousy, hostility, and greed.

•       Needless quantities of hedonistic entertainment and shocking news.

  

At the same time you will fill your mind with what is good for it.

  

•       Give enough time for the happiness of spiritual communion, good reading, and uplifting 

conversation to keep the mind positive.

  

Remember that the mind is evolutionary.  Because we come onto the stage of planetary life in the middle 

of human history, our ways of perceiving, thinking, feeling, and conducting ourselves are part of the 

evolutionary process leading from primitive culture to advanced civilization.  The more we know of 

primitive life, the more we understand aspects of our own society, from outbursts of wildness to rules 

prescribing detailed conformity to social norms and the tendency to rely on shamans or other 

intermediaries with the spirit world rather than developing their own spiritual adventure.  The more 

farsightedly we envision human destiny, the more we appreciate the positive initiatives growing in our 

world today.

  

The guiding spirit

            All over the world men and women of every race report marvelous experiences of inner peace, 

power, love, strength, inspiration, energy, and wisdom.  What is the source of these wonderful 

experiences?

Some of the energy and "inspiration" we find in peak experiences comes from the subconscious, whose 

creations emerge into consciousness in powerful images and ideas.  Maybe the pleasure of peak 

experiences results partly from the brain's production of tells of enkephalins, the pleasure-stimulating 

molecules a hundred times more powerful than morphine.  I picture the situation as follows: the mind-

body system is so designed that when faith opens the mind to the influence of the spirit, mind transmits 

the impulse of spiritual joy and stimulates enkephalin production.  However, if this idea were taken 

seriously as speculation about how the spirit works, it would give the misleading impression of an 

intellectual hypothesis probing depths beyond itself.  Spirit, as I understand it, so transcends mind that 

spirit's ability to indwell a mind so involved with matter is unfathomable.

Discernment regarding what we might call spiritual experience is of course difficult.  Sometimes, 

however, biological and psychological accounts seem to tell the whole story of some of the experiences 

that get labeled as spiritual.  Sometimes these accounts hardly seem relevant to the experience at all.  

And sometimes they seem to tell part of the story, but not the heart of the story.  In the last case, it 

rouses our wonder that the dimensions of the human personality can blend so smoothly.  It may be 

difficult or impossible to tell whether a given wonderfulness coming into consciousness originated in the 

superconscious spirit or the subconscious mind, but we can be grateful for whatever is true, beautiful, 

and good, through whatever channel it may seem to arrive.

            Religion tells of the indwelling spirit of God as the prime source of spiritual experience.  Hindu 

seers spoke of the atman, the eternal spirit self, and Buddhists of the Buddha-nature within.  The 

Hebrew book of Proverbs teaches that "the spirit in man is the candle of the Lord, searching all the 

inward parts."  Jesus proclaimed, "The kingdom of heaven is within you."  God is said in the Qur'an to 

be "closer to you than the vein of your neck."  Chu Hsi spoke of being centered in the tranquillity and 

activity of the Supreme Ultimate.  Mencius wrote about stages of experience: "A noble man steeps 

himself in the Way (tao) because he wishes to find it in himself.  When he finds it in himself, he will be 

at east in it; when he is at ease in it, he can draw deeply upon it; when he can draw deeply upon it, he 

finds its source wherever he turns."  Despite the cultural variety of these phrases and their meanings in 

context, a spiritually-centered perspective finds a common thread in them all.

            Many religious teachers speak of an indwelling spirit to underscore that we can relate intimately 

to God, that the Creator, however high and remote he may be, is also close.  For the most part, the 

experience grows gradually, though there are moments of a sudden advance, a quantum leap forward.  

Normally you hardly suspect the presence and activity of the spirit.   Seek it, and it does not appear, but 

your experience of seeking and finding will change with decades of devoted living.  Every day of living 

rightly brings you one step closer.  No matter how uncertain the future may be, the assurance of abiding 

spiritual companionship comes to those who develop the relationship.

            Because it usually takes years on the path before the clearer experiences of spirit occur and 

because of the blending of all levels of the personality, the term spirit is ambiguous and overused.  It is 

employed in commerce to evoke religious sentiment for secular purposes.  Dodge named a car Spirit and 

sold it for a season with the line, "Let the Spirit move you," a slogan treacherously designed to establish 

an association in the mind of the listener: whenever you would hear that phrase in a religious context, 

you would think of an automobile.  Even in religious contexts the word is overused.  A friend of mine 

who is active in the interreligious dialogue movement has come to be repulsed by talk of spirit and 

spiritual since religionists so often use it to make grand claims implying that their projects and motives 

are wonderful.  A student said in class, "I'm not religious but I'm very spiritual."  It sounded as though 

she was announcing that she was very much like God.

The term spirit, as used in this book, does make a grand claim.  It claims that the nucleus of the human 

personality is a reality that transcends mind.  Spirit refers not to a person's noble attitudes and higher 

strivings (the "human spirit"), but to their divine stimulus.  The spirit, strictly speaking, is not a part of 

man but a part of God.  Our greatest adventure is to attune ever more closely to our spirit guide.  The 

spirit gift is our greatest gift from God, the gift that assures us that we are the daughters and sons of 

God.  What an occasion for rejoicing!  Just to progress day by day in realizing the divine presence is 

enough of a main goal for an entire life, and pursuing such a goal would enhance, not distract from, your 

social life.  Let us compress these ideas in a simple phrase:

  

Above all, seek to realize the presence of your indwelling divine spirit and to follow its guidance.

  

I once clearly and distinctly heard the voice of the spirit from the very center of my being.  Since that 

time, I am hardly tempted to regard thoughts that arise in the mind's ordinary inner dialogue as the voice 

of God, even when they respond directly to my prayer in second person discourse.  Very helpful words 

may form in the mind, but I assume that such deliverances are the best my mind can transmit at the time 

from its diverse sources (past and present, subconscious, conscious, and superconscious), not the voice 

of God.  Sometimes I hear someone say something like, "I was driving to the store and Jesus said to 

me . . . . "  Since all manner of surprising and wonderful things really do happen, I never say never; but I 

silently hope for the person to become less presumptuous and to avoid fanaticism.  A trusting and 

friendly relationship with God goes best when we retain a sense of the difference between our mind and 

God.  Conversations with God are more reliably sought beyond words on the level of the soul.

  

The decisive will 

            What kind of life shall we live?  Day by day, hour by hour, we choose.  Will we live in a more 

materialistic and selfish way or in a more spiritual and generous way?  Will we have our best thinking in 

the driver's seat, or will we let material emotions run our lives?  In business, for example, will we serve 

in order to make a profit, or will we make a profit in order to serve?  Will we subordinate our higher 

energies to lower goals, or will we use the energies of mind and body to promote higher goals?  Around 

which center of gravity--material or spiritual--will we balance our lives?

I do not want to give the wrong impression.  I am not saying that material concerns are bad or that the 

care of the self is wrong.  We each have legitimate material interests and enjoyments, and we each do 

well to respect the self as having a legitimate place in the larger whole along with others.  Although an 

opportunity for high-leverage, sacrificial service may arise, self-sacrifice is not a way of life.  

Nevertheless, service, doing good to others, brings the greatest satisfactions to the self.  The care of the 

self goes best when the self is envisioned as a member of a universal whole.

Part of the brain gives specialized support for the will.  Setting goals, establishing priorities, making 

choices and decisions, exercising determination--all these functions are supported by the human 

forebrain, the frontal lobes.  The frontal will, so to speak, goes beyond the limbic emotions and the neo-

cortical intellect.

            Our best thinking is spiritually illuminated thinking, but the spirit cannot make our decisions for 

us.  Your spirit guide does not take over your personality.  Whether you cooperate is up to you.  How 

sad, however, to see the will weakened in conflicts where the mind tries, without spiritual leverage, to 

enforce its determination to conquer some addiction! 

It is by our decisions that we integrate our personality, coordinate mind and body with spirit.  The drama 

of decisions hinges on whether or not we will establish the quality of order that makes for balanced and 

harmonious living:

  

Mind over matter. 

Spirit over mind.

  

            It is easier to go through life without making many decisions, simply to follow the herd or the rut 

of personal habit.  Therefore, decisive living is rare.  People rarely go through the full decision process 

indicated in the previous discussion of prayer--mobilizing their energies for whatever choice may be 

best, doing their utmost to solve the problem, then opening up to higher wisdom in faith, and finally 

deciding resolutely and following though to complete the course of action.  An active, awakened will 

acquires strength by focusing on the choice points in daily life and making decisions about them.  The 

personality comes alive in making decisions.

            The ideal, of course, is not to be continually deliberating about decisions.  Indeed a liberated 

spontaneity results when a person has achieved the great decisions that structure religious and family 

commitments, decisions that govern how a person will conduct himself or herself in a career or long-

term service project.  A great decision operates as a sustaining and effective guide in responding to 

situations.  My number one principle regarding willing would be this:

           

            Prepare your great decisions by many small decisions. 

           

You may have to make and remake a decision many times before you are ready to make it forever and 

finally.  But great decisions put your life on a higher plane and establish a powerful momentum.  

Mencius knew a "flood-like" spiritual power, "vast and unyielding."  He testifies that if you "nourish it 

with integrity and place no obstacle in its path it will fill the space between Heaven and Earth."  Jesus, at 

the beginning of his public career, went into the wilderness to formulate the great decisions that would 

structure his ministry--he would not use his special power for personal material advantage, for political 

or military goals, or to win people over by amazing them with overwhelming displays.  He determined 

to worship only God and to live by the word of God.

Good decisions, small or great, result in strong character, the basis of the soul.

  

The growing soul

The soul is who you most truly are.  When you have the satisfaction of doing your best, you feel it in 

your soul.  When you betray your values and commitments, you feel let down in your soul.  A friend, 

struggling in an oppressive work environment, said, "They can make me miserable, but they can't have 

my soul!"  She had a strong sense of her core self, her soul, and of the values of her core self that she 

would not compromise.  She was not religious at that time, but she had a clear sense of her soul.

Religion teaches that the soul has the potential to survive death.  "You can't take it with you," runs the 

warning to mortals who heap up material possessions.  The soul, however, is the real harvest of your 

experience that you can take with you--it is you!  The more wholeheartedly and consistently you say 

"Yes" to the spiritual adventure, the more you reinforce your most important decision.

The soul feels supreme values and it grows by living in accord with them.  A key principle for the soul 

might be put like this:

  

Nourish your soul on truth, beauty, and goodness.

  

When mind, illumined by spirit, chooses the will of God, the soul grows, as portrayed in Figure 10-1.  

The true self, then, is what grows by cooperation with God.  When we rebel against the divine leading, 

the soul is torn and stands in need of healing. 

A factual situation 

calls for a decision 

                                                                                    The spirit presents 

the highest relevant 

truth, beauty, and goodness 

   

                                                The mind interprets meanings: 

how to actualize those values in  

                                                this situation 

   

                                                The will decides 

                                                The whole personality acts 

   

                                                The soul grows 

  Figure 10-1. 

Conclusion 

The mystery of personality makes it delightfully impossible for philosophers to achieve total 

comprehension.  However much we progress in our understanding of truth, beauty, and goodness, all 

three involve personality, and personality is beyond our intellectual grasp.  There are of course options 

in confronting a mystery.  For science-centered thought, a mystery is just a problem that has not yet been 

resolved.  Humanism may acknowledge mystery but say no more.  Religion, however, may affirm every 

mortal personality as a masterpiece of the Creator's art.

If you choose to integrate scientific understandings of human evolution and the brain with humanistic 

perspectives on culture and religious faith in God, you can regard each person you meet as a divinely 

created, infinitely loved, spiritually indwelt, evolutionary, free-will son or daughter of God.

            Our philosophy of living has brought forth several principles in recognition of the many 

dimensions of personality.

  

•       Encounter each personality you meet in respect and love.

•       Care for the body as part of the total personality system.

•       Cultivate the mind to play well its role of intermediary between body and spirit.

•       Above all, seek to realize the presence of your indwelling divine spirit and to follow its 

guidance.

•       Prepare your great decisions by many small decisions.

•       Nourish your soul on truth, beauty, and goodness.

  

            Living with this concept of personality refreshes relationships.  It helps you love.  It empowers 

you to see others' weaknesses without contempt.  It lets you think constructively about the other's 

complexity--after all, you are trying to help that person function better on every level.  And it gives 

assurance that you, too--even if you cannot see it--are one of these beautiful, beloved creatures.



[ Up ] 

Part II: LIVING BEAUTY 

            Engaged in thinking, feeling, and doing, we find values that guide us in each area.  If truth is the 

headmaster in the school of thinking, and goodness governs the school of doing, then beauty conducts 

the school of feeling. 

            Basing a life on a balanced basis of scientific, philosophic, and religious truth opens a new 

sensitivity to beauty.  The first reason for this result is that truth, fully realized, is beautiful.  At its 

height, truth is the realization of loving relations in the universal family.  The love of God is the highest 

beauty we can feel, and it opens an ideal door to the experience of beauty in nature and the arts.  Those 

who emphasize the biological and social-psychological dimensions of aesthetic experience may agree 

that the widest possible realization of truth opens up the widest possible appreciation of beauty. 

            There is another reason why an integrated realization of truth opens the heart to beauty especially 

well.  Such realization gives peace with reality on all levels.  Reasonable thoroughness in scientific and 

philosophic responsibility and spiritual receptivity leads to a new quality of simplicity.  Scientific, 

philosophic, or religious issues do not agitate most people's daily life.  Most people's daily activities 

operate with truth issues in the background.  When that background has a luminous simplicity, a warmth 

derived from integration, we have the relaxation that enables us to enjoy beauty around us and to express 

beauty through our own lives. 

            On the path from truth to goodness, it has been easy to skip beauty.  Understanding a situation 

prepares a person to act.  Why should a philosophy of living not then proceed directly to reflections on 

morality and ethics?  Beauty seems unnecessary until we reflect.  The very perception of facts begins 

with the organism's response to beauty, since it is the attractiveness of things against a comparatively 

neutral background that draws attention to them at all, to a brightly colored bird on a branch or an 

animal moving across a field.  When divine values manifest in consciousness, they are felt as lures, in 

Alfred North Whitehead's apt expression.  If we act on the basis of a grasp of truth without beauty, we 

can hardly express love.  By contrast, once we experience beauty in truth, beauty in goodness, or beauty 

in nature or the arts, it becomes unthinkable that living could be full without beauty.  There are countless 

testimonies to the benefits to health, sanity, and happiness from taking time to enjoy beauty.  Thus a 

philosophy of living cannot afford to skip beauty. 

            The more we know beauty, the more we realize beauty's role in everything we do.  Even though 

beauty, too, usually rests in the background of most people's daily tasks, it is there, not lost, not out of 

the field of awareness, and there is a gentle transition as we turn to focus on it directly.  Beauty has been 

the most thoughtlessly pursued of values and the most neglected by thinkers, but it is beginning to see a 

renaissance of genuine recognition.  The voices of Amerindian traditions speaking about "walking in 

beauty" are getting a wider hearing today.  Environmentalists are rediscovering the joy of natural living.  

Cities are discovering the blessings of giving over walls in public spaces to mural paintings done by 

gifted and trained artists after community discussion of what they want to represent. 

            The chapters of Part II show a way to live beauty.  Our strategy is, first, to discover beauty as a 

vital value, centered in divinity and extended in every area of life.  We have already indicated the beauty 

of truth.  Part III will indicate the beauty of goodness.  The early chapters of Part II focus on the beauties 

of nature, experiences in which we are mostly receptive, and the later chapters focus on beauty as 

experienced in human activities such as gardening, humor, sports, and the fine arts.  The second part of 

the strategy, discussed toward the end of Part II, is to develop the art of living, emphasizing beauty, 

feeling, and lessons from the arts.  The culminating thought is that beauty is a quality of divinity that we 

can live. 

The Beauties of Nature

 

              Sometimes a spurt of personal growth has to wait until the person turns to a neglected activity.  

Once the missing piece of the puzzle is supplied, a leap of integration occurs.  The missing piece can 

come from anywhere on the diagram of levels of value.  I have seen many spurts of growth occur when 

people took a vacation or in some way relaxed the pace after a season of intense striving.  The 

enjoyment of natural beauty is often the missing piece of the puzzle--or makes room for the missing 

piece of the puzzle to appear. 

            A class of students, invited to write about a favorite place in nature, produced eloquent and 

soaring affirmations beyond anything they had previously written previously in the course. 

A group of adults, gathered for a meeting in a series on the philosophy of living, were asked to recall a 

favorite place in nature and to consider why it was meaningful to them.  The sharing that followed 

brought unprecedented warmth into the group.  The reader may wish to do the same before reading 

further. 

            What is it about natural beauty that touches us so deeply?  How can we expand our 

appreciation?  If a child's delight in natural beauty is the beginning of this trail of appreciation, where 

does the trail end?  Should it not be possible to combine the experiences of a naturalist, philosopher, 

mystic, artist, and ecological activist? 

            Imagine a film in which the camera first slowly takes in a beautiful scene, picking up the sounds 

of wind and water and insects and birds.  Footage may be taken at dawn, morning, midday, afternoon, 

sunset, evening, night; in spring, summer, autumn, winter; in fair weather and in storms.  After several 

minutes in the simplicity of this opening evocation, attention turns to geologic features, to meteorology, 

to the details of a particular shrub or tree, a bird's nest, an insect colony, some animal behavior, to rouse 

our recollection of the complexity that awaits us beyond the surface of what we notice first.  

Commentary adds scientific description.  Then the camera goes back to the initial level of focus, 

completing the first of several cycles in the film.  Returning to the first scene, simple enjoyment harvests 

something of the previous foray into science. 

            In another cycle, one sees artists' renditions of the scene or something like it; in another, words of 

poetry depict the scene.  A historical tableau could be constructed, recalling dramas of historic and 

prehistoric peoples.  What conflicts have transpired?  What exploitation, protection, and restoration of 

the land?  What sports and games have flourished there?  What have past peoples appreciated about this 

area?  What are the possibilities for the area in the future? 

            After cycles featuring various aspects that add meaning to the scene, the film ends with the initial 

setting.  The realization dawns that the beauty of this scene tacitly reflects all these dimensions.  

Perceptual enjoyment is more than the organism's physical response, since it now engages the entire 

self.  A film or a conference or a flight of imagination can all bring home the idea that an 

interdisciplinary approach enhances the appreciation of natural beauty. 

            This chapter moves from simple to complex awareness of natural beauty.  We start with a 

beginner's lesson, a reminder of the range of experiences of natural beauty, the importance of taking 

time for such experiences, the significance of our favorite places in nature, and the contrast between the 

beautiful and the plain.  Finally, we consider how to enhance our appreciation of natural beauty through 

an interdisciplinary approach including the sciences, philosophy, religion, and the arts. 

  

Initial experiences 

            Think of walking among fragrant blossoms in spring, smelling the sweet, heavy air of a summer 

field after rain, seeing the brilliant reds and yellows of autumn leaves against the dark green of conifers, 

walking over newly fallen snow as bright sunlight illumines thinly iced tree branches, lying on sand 

dunes watching waves approach the shore, discovering an isolated cove where the beach is white and the 

water turquoise, riding horseback in the mountains, wading in a clear mountain stream, swimming in a 

river, coming across deer and staying with them in stillness for a long time, watching fog cascade over 

hills, gazing up the length of a giant Sequoia tree in a redwood forest, dozing on a thick bed of pine 

needles on the sunlit floor of a forest, striding through fields sprinkled with wildflowers, walking into 

the caress of a gentle breeze or the bracing tonic of a cool wind, running up hills and finding lakes. 

            Experiences of natural beauty could be variously classified.  In some experiences a single sense 

is predominant, while other are more multidimensional.  Some find beauty on the micro level, some on 

the ordinary level, some on the macro level.  Some turn to the heavens, some to the earth.  Some 

experiences are more receptive, others more active.  The level of contrast between the focus and the 

background may be high or low.  Some experiences are particularly linked to natural cycles such as 

seasons of the year or times of the day.  Some are saturated with a sense of higher meaning and value, 

while others are more matter of fact.  Most are centered outside the self, but some are enjoyments of the 

self or of the self in relation to another.  

            Places of natural beauty stand out against a background of commonplace landscape.  A hardy 

soul can find an austere attractiveness in the endless dusty flatness of west Texas, but Yosemite Valley 

with its abrupt cliffs, waterfalls, green valley, trees, and sparkling river enchants the eye.  The value of 

the spectacular spots doesn't of course justify neglecting the aesthetic values of the surrounding territory, 

but a beautiful phenomenon--like anything we notice--inevitably has the structure of a figure-against-a-

background.  

            An unappealing scene has beauties that disclose themselves on a different scale.  Shifting to a 

microscopic level, one finds wonders of biology and physics.  Shifting to the macroscopic scale, one 

finds wonders of the planet and the solar system.  The point of shifting scale is not to deny ugliness but 

to illustrate the freedom of a seeker after beauty and to suggest that, in well-chosen perspective, beauty 

is the last word. 

            Spending time outdoors enhances positive personal qualities.  Backpackers tend to have a more 

simple and natural way of expressing themselves and doing things, a more natural attitude about the 

body and physical pleasure.  A layer of social artificiality is gone.  Physical effort disciplined by nature's 

rhythms keeps the mind from racing.  The greatest lives show a joy in natural living and an appreciation 

for the beauties of nature.  Their trust in nature and affirmation of the process of life combine with their 

commitment to improve existence on our polluted and disease-stricken planet on which hundreds of 

species become extinct every year.  Persons are greater than problems, and in spite of everything these 

people go on noticing, enjoying, and enhancing the beauty around them.  Beauty nourishes them for 

whatever tasks are theirs. 

            One reason we enjoy natural beauty is that experiencing it promotes health.  Health of course is 

partly a gift of heredity and partly a matter of enjoying proper nutrition, rest, and exercise in a relatively 

unpolluted environment.  But health is to an unsuspected degree a consequence of a living in a way that 

integrates truth, beauty, and goodness.  Receptivity to natural beauty is not wholly passive, not just 

looking at photographs of picturesque sites.  While there is a contemplative side to enjoying beauty, 

there is also an active side.  The very effort to get to the vista is an essential phase of the temporal 

background of the experience.  The quickening of the pulse, the exertion of muscles, the filling of the 

lungs--these are all part of the total experience. 

  

Cultivating appreciation: Taking time 

            The first lesson in learning to appreciate some particularly beautiful natural scene is to take time 

to experience the scene and its qualities.  The hasty "experience" of the tourist does not suffice.  The 

vista sampled, the snapshot taken, the postcard purchased--none of these accomplishes the mission.  

Time is required for the experience to sink in, to make a lasting impression, adding to your gallery of 

memories, as you gather treasures to recall in time of need. 

            It takes time to feel rhythms.  There is a rhythm in any phenomenon, in the course of a day or the 

seasons of the year.  A sunset comes to a peak of radiance and then it begins to fade.  Some rhythms 

pertain to the experiencer.  Each experience has its gradual or sudden onset, its culmination, and its 

phase of decline.  In addition, the appreciative mind cannot respond fully for long.  After a while, fatigue 

sets in, and the art of experiencing does not strain to sustain the experience unnaturally.  Comprehending 

beauty involves recognizing something akin to melody insofar the movement of experience follows 

some primary focus of attention.  There is melody in the flight of a bird as well as in the song of the 

bird.  And comprehending beauty involves being able to grasp harmonies in complex appearances. 

            Taking time for natural beauty makes a difference in your perceptions at other times.  You may 

start noticing more what is going on in the sky and how the seasons are changing.  You may begin to 

wake up, not merely with the sense of awaking in this room or in this house, but on this continental 

landmass, for example.  You may start observing the moods of nature more and their influence on 

people.  You may notice how normal living is pervaded by other background pleasures that go 

unnoticed, including breathing fresh air and our ability to move as we desire and the mind's resting in 

the comfort provided by the supporting brain when the posture is erect. 

  

Natural sciences and aesthetic appreciation 

            Experience of nature begins in perception of what is there and what is happening.  In perception, 

lures to scientific and aesthetic exploration commingle.  There is always more to experience than our 

senses can take in at any given moment.  The very delight in phenomena attracts scientific inquiry, and 

each success of scientific understanding enables the growth of appreciation.  

            Of course, scientific and aesthetic attitudes toward a landscape are different.  Science narrates the 

invisible structure of the trees and the geologic history of the hills, counts the populations of species, 

measures annual rainfall, and explores relationships within ecosystems.  Aesthetic appreciation follows 

the visible structure of a landscape, its present look and feel, the balance of horizontal and vertical 

vectors and curves, and the sights and sounds and smells as they are felt by the experiencer. 

            Sometimes the scientific and aesthetic attitudes seem antagonistic; an aesthetic response does not 

suffice when science is required, nor can science satisfy the soul when it craves the beauty of nature.  

Too high a proportion of science crowds out aesthetic enjoyment.  Science makes possible reductionistic 

analyses of the aesthetic response.  It has been argued that the response of awe to the starry sky is 

basically due to the way the receptive eye is gently and approximately equally stimulated over the entire 

retina.  This stimulation results in a sublime sense of space, an experience that underlies and gives 

emotional power to the idea of infinity.  It has been argued that the pleasure we take in the prospect 

afforded by a high promontory is rooted in the organism's evolutionary biologic interest in overlooks 

from which an animal can watch for prey and observe its enemies.  Every such observation tells part of 

the story, but not necessarily the heart of the story of our experience of the beauties of nature. 

            Nevertheless, with the qualifications just noted, the landscape is the locus of aesthetic enjoyment 

and a better understanding of the landscape makes for a better aesthetic experience.  Background 

scientific knowledge enhances aesthetic perception in various ways.  The first way is simply to draw 

careful attention to what would otherwise be missed.  For example, learning about insects that one 

initially finds repulsive make it possible to prize them aesthetically by drawing observation to the more 

microscopic level where the details of the tiny creatures can be seen. 

            Figuring out how an island formed in a river just downstream from a dry creek bed through 

which water and silt once poured into the river gives a context for savoring the island as a phenomenon.  

One feels pleasure in having understood a moment of cosmic process; and there is something attractive 

in the very laws of gravity and inertia.  These intellectual pleasures add to the delight in perceivable 

beauty. 

            Even modest information about the geologic history of an area can add a remarkable dimension 

to one's present experience.  Usually a landscape seems static, except for such transient events as the 

blowing of grasses.  Usually when we say "now" we refer to a narrow stretch of time.  But a sense of 

process over long periods of time--when the region was, say, under water or when the glaciers of the ice 

age retreated leaving boulders in newly carved valleys--imparts a dynamic sense to the landscape and 

vastly expands the dimensions of our sense of the present. 

            Watch a sunset sometime keeping in mind that it is the earth's rotation that is responsible for the 

phenomenon.  One can in fact experience a sunset as a consequence of the earth's turning, and this yields 

an uncanny sense of one's own motion as the earth turns silently with absolutely no felt trace of 

bumpiness or acceleration or pressure.  The earth, along with its stability as a foundation we take for 

granted, involves us in a gentle dynamism of irresistible motion. 

            Scientific information can alter the perception of beauty.  A scene with small patches of woods 

separated by cultivated fields and small villages might have seemed fully delightful until you learn about 

the need of some species for connected patches of forest, so that a habitat large enough for the species 

remains available.  In the light of that, one may well find more beauty in a scene where wooded 

corridors connect larger forested areas.  Visual appeal is linked to other kinds of appeal. 

            Science discloses pattern in nature.  The organism's perceptual response is so attracted to pattern 

that it cannot sustain attention and awareness when confronted with something that it can only perceive 

as sheer consistency of texture or an uncoordinated jumble of data.  Something must emerge into 

prominence for perception to occur.  This is a pervasive trait that attunes an infant to the human face, 

especially the face of the mother.  Perception is in the business of adequately rendering relevant features 

of the environment.  It attunes a predator to its prey, an animal to its mate.  The environment is not an 

incoherent mass of equi-significant detail, but an arena with at least biological significance to each type 

of creature.  Some figure must detach itself as of greater moment than what thus becomes its 

background.  What broader significance might there be to our orientation to pattern?  And how far can 

mathematics and physics go in giving an account of pattern in nature? 

            How much unsuspected pattern pervades the world around us?  A magnificent oak tree viewed 

from a distance approximates the shape of a parabola.  As incalculable as the shapes of waves may be, 

they give the impression of an implicit mathematics and physics.  Seashells and sunflower heads 

manifest a curve that can be generated from the Fibonacci series of numbers--1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, and so 

on, in which the next member of the series is the sum of the previous two.  The mathematics of fractals, 

where large-scale patterns are repeated on smaller scales, have drawn attention to the pattern in the 

seemingly random shape of a coastline. 

            Science gives mathematical accounts of patterns, but nature is always more complex than the 

mathematical description.  The attractiveness of the thin sliver of moon depends on the spherical 

appearance of the moon and the shadow cast by the earth, though neither body is a perfect sphere.  

Nature shows a combination of regularity and irregularity, and the combination is essential to natural 

beauty. 

  

Interpretation and nature 

            This section is the first of four that address philosophical issues, broadly speaking, in the 

aesthetics of nature.  Nature stimulates the quest for meaning and creative design without ever satisfying 

it in an intellectually definitive way.  Experience is suggestive.  Watch the sun come up behind a range 

of mountains.  Before the sun itself is visible, the gradual process looks like the unfolding of a slow-

motion explosion.  In the sudden moment of discontinuity you see a light shape whiter and brighter than 

yellow, which quickly rises to spill its basket of golden dust into the waking valley.  The sense of 

something akin to generosity in the sun's pouring forth is spontaneous.  Can this sense be explained in 

terms of the biologic needs of the creature for light and warmth?  How much is the feeling dependent on 

the comfort of being safe from the harshness of the sun?  What role do the cultural connotations of gold 

and white play in the experience?  What degree of reciprocal influence exists between the sense of the 

sun's generosity and religious ideas of a generous Creator?  In the experience of beauty these questions 

are neither posed nor answered, but wonder stirs the soul root of such questioning.  Comprehending 

natural beauty involves sensitivity to the way a scene almost speaks. 

            Given a human craving to find natural reflections of spiritual principles, what shall we make of 

the ideas that arise in a contemplative moment in nature?  It is all too easy to read lessons into landscape 

and to see allegories in the seasons.  Suppose you are wandering in the woods, wrestling with a problem, 

and you come across a quiet stream.  As you watch the water in openness, its gradual, winding flow 

comes to symbolize the patience you need at this time in your life, and you quietly rejoice that nature 

has conveyed this insight.  Caution counsels that realizations like this, however relevant they may be to 

the individual's need of the moment, and however charmingly they may be symbolized in the natural 

setting, may be more safely interpreted as the mind's harvest not only from nature but also from the 

confluence of subconscious and superconscious sources.  When storm clouds darken the water and 

sunlight enters the scene most directly only through a small hole in the upper layer of clouds, reflected 

from there to the upper surface of a lower layer of broken clouds, only to bounce back up to the 

undersurface of the higher layer, and thence to reflect a pillar of light straight down onto the waves--the 

observer can be in awe without translating the scene into religious allegory. 

            The very interpretation of nature as a self-contained, autonomous realm independent of mind and 

spirit arose when early modern science separated itself from some of the religious and philosophic ideas 

associated with older science.  The modern scientific concept of nature as devoid of purpose encouraged 

the study of nature's mechanisms.  However, once the mechanistic thinking of the European 

"Enlightenment" had claimed the whole of nature for itself, Romantic aesthetic sensibility reopened the 

question of nature's relation to mind and spirit.  Nature became a symbol of untold depth, where 

conscious, subconscious, and superconscious converge. 

            For many of us, then, experiences of nature have profound religious overtones.  The experience 

of beauty nevertheless offers a much-needed vacation from religious thinking, and philosophy and 

theology should not over-interpret.  On the broad spectrum of responses to natural beauty, it is wise to 

avoid the extreme of indifference and the extreme of nature worship. 

            There is a temptation to impose our interpretations on nature as though they were insights.  The 

variety of human experiences and interpretations of nature suggests that nature is comparatively passive 

to interpretation and that interpretation is influenced by convictions taken from other parts of one's 

philosophy or religion.  The truth of these interpretations depends more on the truth of the associated 

philosophy or religion than on a simple ability to discern meaning in nature.  Nature, then, is neither a 

meaningless chaos nor a text to be read.  Nature's meaningfulness is its mysterious stimulus to 

interpretation. 

            The happy situation is that the experience of beauty is not primarily a discourse.  Even the most 

active and thorough aesthetic exploration of a scene serves mainly to deepen the quiet of beholding.  

Even the remarks between friends taking a walk to enjoy nature, as one mentions something noteworthy 

to the other, occur in a cycles in which noticing precedes and culminates each remark.  Enjoying the 

beauties of nature is a vacation from science, philosophy, theology, and ethics, and to shift into such 

topics abandons aesthetic experience.  It is in quiet receptivity that other areas of activity tacitly convey 

their contributions to the experience. 

            From an interdisciplinary perspective, comprehension of beauty thus involves description of 

what is perceived, acknowledgement of the influences of areas of concern (science, religion, etc.) that 

are distinct but indirectly relevant, and confession of the incompleteness of one's grasp. 

  

Our favorite places 

            What are the characteristics of people's favorite places in nature as they report them?  The 

testimonies I have heard and read converge on a number of themes.  The appeal to the senses is only part 

of the story.  Often such a place is a protected location or refuge, somehow sheltered.  Where one feels 

secure, a wide-open space will serve as well, a beach, a mountain summit.  Adventuresome types prefer 

open seas, the face of a cliff, or wilderness areas shared with other predators. 

            The very expression "a place in nature" implies separation from ordinary society, relative 

solitude.  People's favorite places offer a vacation from the daily pressure of other people's expectations, 

from social emotions, from the stress of refereeing the contest between egoistic and altruistic impulses--

in short, from other human beings.  Sometimes favored spots are places to go with a friend or with 

family.  At the limit, for people among a crowd of strangers watching a sunset, the viewers have an 

unhindered view of the sunset. 

            To be sure, solitude is partial, even when we are all by ourselves.  The place of relative solitude 

is such precisely in relation to the society from which we have temporarily removed ourselves and to 

which we will return.  Moreover, in solitude we continue to be social beings, and our reflections go on in 

the language of our culture. 

            Many people seek solitude in nature in order to commune.  A favorite place in nature is a place 

to get more deeply in touch with what is truest in oneself.  It is a place for spiritual communion.  The 

ambiguity of the word "commune" mirrors fittingly the indefinite and vague experience, so little verbal, 

so little busy with thoughts, so open to inspiration without any straining or striving, without any clear 

sense of the source from which inspiration is sought.  It is a place to put things in perspective.  The 

perplexing problems of the passing hour recede in their urgency.  One recovers a sense that one is not, 

after all, the center of the universe; and, remarkably, this recovery of perspective does not normally 

bring a feeling that one's own life is negligible, meaningless, superfluous, or useless.  Indeed, one often 

returns from a time of communing in nature with a refreshed sense of purpose.  It is a prescription for 

groups suffering from tension to go for a vacation in nature, putting aside all conversation about 

troubling issues. 

            To be sure, nature functions in many ways other than through its beauty, and favorite places in 

nature need not be particularly beautiful.         

Nevertheless, the beauty of a scene is a value that is distinguishable from other dimensions associated 

with the experience.  The engine of the mind is not turned off, but neither is it engaged with the gears of 

the scientific, philosophic, and religious intellect.  Practical goals are laid down for a while, as the 

harmony of physical contrasts absorbs attention. 

            Enjoying the beauties of nature in relative solitude has such satisfying appeal that people 

commonly experience the universe there as a friendly place.  There is a sense of being embraced in 

something wonderful beyond measure, being part of something grand, a sense of invitation and 

welcome.  The commingling of affirmation arising within oneself and the joy in what we perceive seem 

in such moments to disclose a deeper truth and goodness than we usually notice.  Enjoyment gives way 

to rejoicing. 

  

Myth #1: Beauty is merely subjective 

            To appreciate the significance of beauty, it helps to be free of two widespread myths about 

values.  The first is that beauty is merely subjective.  

            The experience of natural beauty suggests important lessons about value that need clarifying 

today.  One commonly hears, "Beauty is in the eye of the beholder."  On the one hand, the statement is 

obvious.  On the other hand, it is used to state something that is less obvious.  People disagree about 

values, about beauty.  Moreover the phrase about the eye of the beholder is designed to assert that value 

is subjective--relative to the individual or group doing the evaluating.  A deeper look indicates that 

natural beauty illustrates the truth that value is real. 

            There is a universal pull in the experience of beauty.  In an age where community differences are 

exalted in opposition to the ideal of universal humanity, the cross-cultural kinship of appreciative minds 

enjoying the beauties of nature provides access to common ground.  In the presence of beauty we feel 

that we are not merely responding to something that happens to satisfy our personal preferences, but we 

want to share our discovery, and we feel that we are enjoying something that should appeal to everyone 

(or everyone with a comparable preparation for the experience).  Though some prefer the mountains to 

the seashore, the beauties of each kind of place are widely recognized.  The sublimity of the night sky 

has evoked awe and reverence in countless souls.  How can a person not feel the pull of the ineffable in 

the sky? 

            Of course, in support of the thesis that beauty is real it is not enough to point out that there are 

places of beauty such as the Grand Canyon and Niagara Falls that are sought out by travelers from all 

over the world.  There are personal and cultural differences, and they are not to be minimized.  Culture 

affects the extent to which nature is regarded as the home of ancestral spirits, the Creator's handiwork, a 

realm for mystical and allegorical interpretation, a stock of raw materials for human exploitation, a place 

for recreation and character building, or a precious support system for endangered life-forms.  

Nevertheless, when the stories of difference are told in sufficient fullness, difference does not seem like 

an ultimate, raw datum, merely a matter of subjective preferences.  Rather, differences are intelligible as 

responses to the complexity of the landscape of values.  For example, tourists flock to the beaches of 

Bali, somewhat to the surprise of the Balinese themselves, who traditionally regard the mountain at the 

center of their island as the dwelling place of the gods.  There is a logic to the Balinese preference.  

From the mountain comes the pure water of the rivers that become more dirty downstream as they are 

used by more people as the rivers flow finally into the sea.  

            Another example of the logic of cultural difference in aesthetic perception is that Europeans did 

not appreciate the beauty of mountains and forests during the centuries when these were fearsome 

places.  Factors of geography and climate put travelers at risk, and thieves would lie in wait.  As 

Christianity demoted nature spirits to demons, the woods became more frightful.  However, as poets, 

philosophers, and painters joined in conversation about the sublime and the beautiful and the 

picturesque, and when the lake country in England was celebrated in verse, aesthetic appreciation of 

nature flourished.  This story illustrates the long cultural evolution required for values to be appreciated. 

            Our talk of the development of European sensitivity to the beauties of nature is consistent with 

the following thesis.  People's aesthetic evaluations will converge so that, at the culmination of human 

evolution, everyone will agree.  The convergence thesis, however, despite its merits, overlooks the fact 

that there are different personality types.  The ministry of beauty in the personality is fulfilled by 

different experiences for different persons.  One function of beauty, for example, is to facilitate 

relaxation and enjoyment; but some people need more complex or subtle stimuli than others to satisfy 

this need.  Another function of beauty is to symbolize qualities of sublime living: one person gains this 

value by beholding a mountain, another by climbing it. 

  

Myth #2: Beauty is incomprehensible 

            How far can we understand beauty?  If natural science supplies the paradigm of comprehension, 

then we cannot comprehend beauty.  In determining that an animal is a rabbit, a biologist applies an idea 

to an example; precision and certainty are normal.  In telling whether something is beautiful, however, a 

person needs a sense of judgment that does not proceed in the same way. 

            To comprehend beauty does not require a complete, systematic, and authoritative exposition of 

beauty.  It does not mean that words can substitute for experience.  It does not mean that humans can 

construct an equally beautiful replica on the basis of our knowledge of the laws of the phenomenon.  It 

does not require an exhaustive inventory of the subconscious and superconscious moments of our 

experience. 

            To affirm that we can comprehend beauty means that we can recognize and express the features 

of a beautiful phenomenon, its tensions and unity.  In nature, that which is beautiful appeals to us by 

contrast with what is less beautiful.  After miles and miles of highway through endlessly flat, treeless, 

dusty plains, the look of forested foothills and flowing water comes as a relief.  After a long hike in the 

shadows of a forest path, emerging into a sunny clearing brings a lift.  Without the contrasting 

background, neither the forest nor the clearing would be so attractive.  Fashion design relies on contrast 

with previous styles.  There is, nevertheless, a harmony of contrasts intrinsic to the scene that occasions 

the recognition of beauty. 

            After emphasizing the fact that the appreciation of beauty goes beyond discourse, it is time to 

balance that thought with the recognition that language does bright beauty to light.  Just perusing the 

letters of Vincent Van Gogh, for example, heightens the reader's sense of natural beauty.  Art history 

teaches a discipline of describing that conducts careful noticing, for example, of contrasts and their 

unification, of line and curve, of light and shadow, of horizontal and vertical, of color and tone and 

mood.  Great appreciation goes hand in hand with the capacity to convey the realization of value to 

others, intelligibly.  Thus we move back and forth between the simplicity of wonder to an articulate 

expression of thorough appreciation. 

  

Religion and nature 

            The first thesis of the religious attitude to natural beauty is to affirm that the beauties of nature 

divinity more directly than do ugliness, monotony, violence, and disease.  Though every moment has its 

reason for existing as a passing moment, not every moment reflects equally helpfully the high source 

and destiny of the evolving whole. 

            If we distinguish the creation from the Creator, can we still regard the beauty of physical 

harmony as a quality of divinity?  Yes, on two conditions.  First, one must remember that, while the 

mind's sense of harmony arises from material perception, it is the soul that feels beauty.  When people 

speak of awe in the face of natural beauty, they are registering the soul's response.  Sheer overwhelming 

force, for example, may arouse terror, but awe is a response of a different order.  Second, beauty itself 

must be distinguished from any particular beautiful phenomenon.  There is, in general, a distinction is 

between what has value and what is value.  A true statement is not truth itself, and yet to grasp a truth is 

also to grasp (be grasped by) truth.  A good action is not goodness itself, and yet goodness is in a good 

action.  And a beautiful scene is not beauty itself, although beauty is present in physical harmony.  

Beauty blesses us in a way analogous to the way living truth blesses us in that in beauty divinity reaches 

out to give pleasure to the material creature.  Truth, beauty, and goodness are gifts that encourage us in 

our adventure. 

            Since Moses had prohibited the making of images of creatures in works of art to combat idolatry, 

Jewish artistic genius had to flow into the channel of poetry, and it did.  "The heavens are telling the 

glory of God; and the firmament proclaims his handiwork.  Day to day pours forth speech, and night to 

night declares knowledge."  From a literary standpoint, such an affirmation might be considered an act 

of imagination; from a philosophic standpoint, a possibility or a postulate.  But faith experiences 

creation as the handiwork of God.  As Spinoza pointed out, nature can be taken as product or as process, 

and the process, originating in the creative, ordering, and sustaining act of the Creator, is what the 

psalmist feels.  

            In nature we see repeating cycles, and we also see growth to maturity.  Which phenomenon 

makes a better metaphor for human existence in the cosmos?  One of the key choices in religion, 

cosmology, philosophy of history, and philosophy of nature, is a choice about priority among these 

phenomena.  Shall we regard human development as merely a phase in the organic process of birth and 

death, or shall we see nature's cycles as serving, in part, to support the full development of adults?   If 

destruction and death are just as fundamental as creation and life, then growth to maturity is merely a 

phase preceding old age and organic failure.  But if the promise of everlasting life and the quest for 

perfection are (objectively) meaningful, then growth to maturity is an earth-scale version of a cosmic 

drama in which we pursue an eternal destiny.  The literature of the religions of the world abounds in 

appealing depictions of visions of realms to which believers look forward.  For faith, earthly beauty 

anticipates heavenly beauty. 

  

The religion of nature 

            Those who regard natural beauty as a gift from the Creator are challenged today by a rekindled 

religion of nature.  The very distinction between the Creator and creation, it is argued, devalues nature 

and paves the way for environmental abuse.  Look at the religion of the West and the West's history of 

environmental abuse, they say.  Western religion has promoted a concept of God as beyond and above 

nature, a transcendent, supernatural God.  The result has been to devalue nature.  Western religion has 

taught that human beings--but not other animals--are made in the image of God; and this teaching has 

led to mistreatment of animals.  As all sides of this debate can agree, we can discern a thread of 

perfection in nature.  The conclusion, so the argument runs, is that we should regard the earth as a 

divinity and every creature as (equally) sacred.  People do not abuse what they worship.  Since all sides 

to this discussion may agree that a thread of perfection can be discerned in nature, why should we resist 

the generalization that nature is perfect?  Critics of the history of environmental abuse in the West, 

however, do not show that abuse is caused by devotion to the Creator rather than by lack of stewardship 

that devotion to the Creator should promote.  The fact that Christianity has been a dominant religion 

does not mean that most professed Christians practice the real thing.  The argument, moreover, does not 

address pollution in nonwestern countries. 

            Consider the strong, positive factors in the religion of nature: 

•       experiential enthusiasm 



•       incisive criticism of flagrant abuses 

•       a call for people to be responsible members of a greater whole 

•       a changed lifestyle 

•       an agenda that mobilizes young people. 

  

These are powerful ingredients in any religion. 

            The revival of the religion of nature is understandable.  Traditional religion fails to hold the 

minds and hearts of many people.  Ecological problems become more severe while success means riding 

the crest of a wave of prosperity.  Moreover, nothing is more natural than for the mind to associate a 

sense of sacredness with the entire context in which a spiritual experience arises.  Since nature has so 

widely been an arena for spiritual experiences in cultures all over the world, it is not surprising that 

nature or natural forces, processes, phenomena, or places should become objects of worship. 

            In fact, however, recognition of a Creator should enhance care for the creation, as Amerindian 

religion demonstrates most dramatically.  In addition, recognition of the position of humankind in 

evolution should enhance appreciation for our animal ancestors.  They are not merely members of the 

food chain but the path evolution took on the way to us.  Religious regard for the creation as such has 

inspired sublime poetry and song around the world celebrating the beauties of nature, and many 

environmental activists believe in a Creator.  It is not necessary to worship something in order to value it 

and care for it properly. 

            It is not necessary to deny divine transcendence in order to affirm divine the immanence.  So 

long as we do not think of God as limited by space, there is no reason why an infinite being cannot be 

utterly beyond the creation and at the same time omnipresent in creation.  The religion of nature has 

done well to criticize anthropocentrism, but is has fallen victim to another error that could be called 

visiblism--a disproportionate regard for what is visible, a failure of faith and imagination to grasp the 

invisible spirit world alongside the living things we can see.  Mature religion can let the experience of 

natural beauty lead us beyond to the unseen Creator and to the spirit gift dwelling within.  Mature 

religion can realistically recognize both nature's beauty and its ugliness, and it can interpret the story of 

evil and sin that partly explain nature's present condition.  A religion that energizes the family of 

humankind can mobilize the cooperation needed to accomplish what needs to be done on the ecological 

agenda.  Thus nature can responsibly be regarded as an arena for worship, but not an object of worship. 

  

The arts and natural beauty 

            Once I asked an artist friend to take a walk with me along a path in the woods to show me what 

she sees as an artist.  She pointed out colors, textures, moods, and qualities of shape and spatial 

relationship that I could barely discern even when she told me what to look for.  Another friend, guiding 

us through the Tate Gallery in London, remarked, "We didn't realize how beautiful our English 

countryside was until the painters showed us."  I can believe it.  Artists--of every sort--are the custodians 

of natural beauty. 

            A United Nations consultant on the preservation of endangered sites, such as Angor Wat in 

Cambodia, and the author of a work of connoisseurship on the beauties of nature, Christopher Tunnard 

testifies that the contemplative appreciation of the beauty of landscape is enhanced, above all, by 

geological and biological knowledge and by a knowledge of the history of painting.  Artists devote 

extraordinary gifts to observing, feeling, and expressing natural beauty, and the non-specialist should 

expect to have something to learn from them.  Painters' interpretations expand our aesthetic vocabulary 

as observers.  Moreover, there are landscapes that invite comparison with particular styles of painting.  

To convey a mystic luminosity in landscape, some painters laid a white glaze underneath their forest 

greens, earthen browns, and atmospheric rosy pinks.  The brightness of the glaze, rarely if ever directly 

visible, suggested the limited sense in which the divine is present in nature. 

            Artists lead people beyond the tendency to crystallize emotions.  It is so easy to imagine standard 

types of situation calling for standard emotional responses.  One strives to rejoice, for example, when it 

would be far more honest and effective to start with a very different feeling and move toward a different 

shade of culmination in the experience.  Artists challenge stereotyped, conventional responses, lead us to 

open ourselves, for example, to the freshness of life in a desert.  Years ago, walking with a romantic 

companion in the hills, having anticipated that nature would smile upon our excursion and show off its 

familiar attractions, I expressed frustration over the cloudy day and cold wind and lack of sunshine.  My 

friend responded that Japanese people learn to appreciate all the aspects of nature.  Indeed, painters have 

taught humanity to appreciate qualities of fog and smoke and wilderness, have noticed the green in the 

human face, the ways in which the two eyes differ, the link between the earth we tread and the personal 

history implicit in a pair of shoes. 

            Asian painters have often depicted mountains at whose base we begin with familiar human 

habitations from which a narrow, winding path leads higher and higher into a peak obscured by mist.  In 

the form of a scroll, the painting provides an occasion for friends to recount stories over the course of an 

evening.  Such art, as a background for natural experience, reminds us of our sociality as we venture into 

nature, of our increasing solitude as we continue our journey, of our humility before a vast universe, and 

of the limitations of our knowledge: the summit can only be inferred from below. 

            The gifts of poets are hardly less than those of painters in expanding our sense of the import of 

natural beauty.  Musicians attune to nature.  Perfumes and gourmet delicacies also present natural 

beauty.  Massage brings pleasure, even to those who accept self-gratification only in connection with 

therapy. 

  

Conclusion 

            Again and again we return with profit to the simplest lessons for beginners, for those lessons 

contain the seeds to be unfolded at each step along our forward path.  The very openness for recreation, 

the very relaxation that permits us to seek anew a deepened acquaintance with experience capacity, the 

delight in simplicity. 

            To deepen your initial experience with the beauties of nature, 

  

•       Notice the variety of the beauties of nature. 

•       Take time to appreciate natural beauty, letting the beauty sink into your soul, so you can recall 

the lovely scene when you need an uplift. 

  

            To expand the comprehensiveness of your awareness of natural beauty, 

  

•       Contemplate the significance to you of your favorite places in nature. 

•       Bring in your understandings of science, philosophy, religion, and the arts. 

•       Do not neglect the higher beauty of the gestalt in which the beautiful is nested in a contrasting 

environment of the plain. 

  

            Inputs from every section of the matrix of truth, beauty, and goodness expand our awareness of 

the beauties of nature.  Conversely, appreciating natural beauty enhances the rest of our life.  If we look 

up, the daylight beauties of local soil and blood and native language yield to the starlight beauty of being 

one family, the family of God. 

 Nature and Transformation 

  

            Seeking higher beauty beyond nature, idealism has sometimes missed the beauty of transformed 

participation in nature.  Plato taught that we may begin our quest for beauty on a physical level, with 

someone who has an attractive body.  However, if  we are truly seeking beauty, we will realize that all 

such bodies have something in common.  None of them is beauty; rather, they all have beauty.  

Realizing that insight, we will calm down our excitement and passionate talk about the one body and 

move on to the next level.  Then we will recognize the beauty of soul, and we will see that a beautiful 

soul has beauty in a greater degree than a beautiful body.  We will be able to be attracted to someone 

with a beautiful soul even if the person has an ugly body.  For Plato there are higher levels, too--levels 

of social and political order, levels of knowledge and philosophy--that prepare one for the magnificent, 

dawning insight into true beauty, one, supreme, and eternal.  Despite his wonderful discoveries, Plato 

left out part of the story: how relating to nature can be transformative. 

            This chapter, more autobiographical than the others, explores 

•       some blessings from steeping in the beauties of nature 

•       the impact of realizing that we are part of nature 

•       transformations in our way of living as spiritual-and-natural beings. 

  

Blessings and nature 

            I will never forget the results of a two-week vacation devoted to natural beauty.  At times I had 

to concentrate as hard on sustaining my purpose for that vacation as on work.  I visited the San 

Francisco Bay area in the late summer, moderating the impulse to get in touch with old friends, staying 

with my mother, Louise Howard, a docent at the Stanford Museum and Gallery, and her husband, Fritz 

Howard, a master of the bonsai art of cultivating miniature trees.  There was much time for beaches, 

hikes in the hills, and meditating in the secluded patio surrounded with the growing trees.  Feeling the 

unseen presence of the skilled cultivator, patiently training those trees at every stage along the way from 

their common beginnings to their diverse and charming culminations, taking in the sunshine, enjoying a 

period of sustained receptivity--all these quiet activities facilitated a genuine refreshment of mind, soul, 

and body.  I returned home and began the semester with five weeks of effortlessly gracious encounter 

with those I met in the classroom and walking across the campus.  Experiencing others as brothers and 

sisters, utterly free of distracting desires or antagonisms, taught me that a deeply refreshed nervous 

system can sustain a high level of spiritual awareness. 

            There is another direction in which one can experience surprising benefits from a simple natural 

act.  "Just take a deep breath," people are told, as a way to deal with frustration.  Letting the attention 

return for a moment to the body releases tension.  When our breathing is shallow and constrained, our 

posture is poor and our dignity is hobbled.  Countless meetings begin with the leader inviting the 

audience to take a few deep breaths.  It seems to be good psycho-physical practice.  Taking time for 

conscious breathing allows us to find our inner happiness again. 

            Another story of the transformative effects of wholesome bodily living comes from a woman 

whose cats would sometimes fight with neighbor cats.  She found that as she learned to rest on her feet, 

letting her own tension go, she was able to bring peace into the situation in a way that would often 

defuse the tension of the cats. 

            What stories would you add to this list? 

  

Being a part of nature 

            Pursuing natural beauty leads beyond familiar attractions.  One afternoon, walking home from 

the bus stop, moving across a broad field in my customary way of refreshing myself with beauty, I was 

enjoying the field and the fresh air and the autumn leaves on the trees in the gentle afternoon sunshine.  I 

experimented by expanding my attention beyond the landscape to the sun as an object in space.  From an 

imagined perspective beyond the earth's atmosphere, the sun does not have its place in a blue sky.  I was 

stunned and frightened to picture the earth with its thin atmospheric envelope hanging in the infinite 

black of a night without context.  The earth no longer felt like home.  Then I understood the perspective 

of those for whom the discourse of science is ultimate.  I knew I needed to call on faith, but the voice of 

faith was abstract.  Feeling it wiser to let the experience run its course, I waited and thought about the 

Copernican revolution that exiled the earth from the center of the universe.  The next morning, refreshed 

by sleep and ready to worship, I returned to the theme of moving beyond self-centeredness and 

geocentrism in appreciating the beauties of nature.  I returned to the previous day's challenge of a 

perspective beyond the terrestrial and felt drawn into viewing the earth from above.  I thought about 

what my purpose on the earth might be and then reflected on the danger of narcissism in such a facile 

way of making the earth seem like home again.  A couple of weeks later, a second moment of horror 

invaded me in the midst of my walk home as I reflected on the familiar idea that I am a part of nature.  

Not only is there continuity between nature and the physical body, but my very existence as an observer 

is a natural existence.  I felt strangled with a suddenly powerful feeling of mortality.  Again, I let this 

experience run its course, and came out with a deeper intention to make my mortal life a gift and a 

deeper sense of how universe beauty includes and transcends earthly beauty.  I had begun my adventure 

in natural beauty with favorite places and had enjoyed the night sky from a complacently terrestrial 

standpoint; but now the concept of universe beauty acquired a new depth, and I was ready to begin 

again. 

            The first time I tried conscious breathing as a focused exercise at a Toronto Zen center, I had the 

sudden realization: "I am a windbag!"  It can be scary to see oneself as simply a bag of wind.  For all the 

humor in it, for all the needed self-deflation--Lao Tzu said, "He who feels pricked must once have been 

a bubble"--the experience, taken by itself, could be used as evidence for a thoroughgoing reductionism.  

There was no soul, no spirit, no nothing except a physical expansion and contraction in a vast, 

impersonal environment of air and greyness utterly devoid of meaning.  Such an experience makes one 

realize that the choice gapes wide: What is more true--the reduction to the windbag or an integral 

experience in which the windbag moment finds its place in a broader context?  The very anxiety about 

that choice is an animal-origin reaction to a threat.  The mind is capable of better.  The "I am a windbag" 

insight has its mission in dialogue with other insights, bringing humor to release the attitude of a self-

serious, professional man of words.  Nature and transformation: by letting our natural dimension 

interrogate our other dimensions, we integrate our lives. 

            My conclusion is this.  I now enjoy walking perceptively in nature, feeling being part of nature 

and knowing that this participation involves my mortal flesh.  The beauties of nature are a gift and my 

mind that can enjoy them is a gift, and following the Giver promises an increase of beauty in this life 

and the next. 

  

Levels of consciousness of natural beauty 

            Levels-of-consciousness schemes are dangerous.  Sometimes authors use them to position their 

opponents' view low on the totem pole.  An arbitrary series of levels, if presented as a temporal 

sequence, falsifies biography and history.  And such schemes, if they purport to prove anything, 

substitute description for argument. 

            Nonetheless, these patterns may convey a certain logic--a connection of meanings--that 

organizes experience.  It is only in the latter sense that I propose the following list.  Here each "level" 

involves new insights and new modes of expression. 

1.  Imagine that our "first" attitude toward nature is simple, openhearted, childlike enjoyment and delight 

in earth and sky, water and wind, and the life of the body. 

2.  Then comes the experience of pain, and the heart responds with hurt and confusion and possibly 

feelings of cosmic alienation and religious anger. 

3.  Then comes a philosophic synthesis, recognizing that nature is both a source of material blessings 

while, at the same time, we material creatures are inherently liable to a host of unwelcome events.  At 

this level a person says something like, "You have to take the bitter with the sweet" or "Life is hard, but 

if you accept this, you can find a certain happiness." 

            Then each of the previous moments is taken up in a deeper way, and the circle is repeated. 

4.  On the basis of the previous realizations, then, the person goes forward and comes to experience the 

beauty of nature once again.  This time the expressions of appreciation are deeper, despite their 

similarity to level one affirmations.  "When I consider the heavens, the work of your hands, the moon 

and the starts that you have established, what are human beings that you are mindful of them, mortals 

that you care for them?"  Beauty is affirmed as a clearer window than pain to the ultimate character of 

the universe and its Source.  

5.  When pain comes, it is invested with meaning and experienced as suffering, a trial of persevering 

with God "to fulfill all righteousness." 

6.  The philosophic mind now synthesizes the joyous experiences of beauty and the moments of 

suffering that deepen our faith.  The product of this synthesis is not an intellectual discourse but a steady 

attitude of gratitude for blessings and steadfastness in faith. 

  

Changing our lives 

            We know that our beautiful planet is suffering an ecological crisis due to the actions of human 

beings, but we are uncertain about how much we need to change our lives in order to do our part to 

restore a sustainable, liveable condition for ourselves and other beings.  There are so many facets of the 

problem to deal with.  Shall we restrain our reproduction?  Shall we join an environmental group?  How 

far shall we move toward a vegetarian diet?  We drive to work, passing a jogger here and a bicyclist 

there, and wonder: should we have ridden a bicycle or taken the bus today?  It feels so good, physically 

and ethically, to ride that bicycle.  To these and other such questions, I have no general answers, but I 

observe that sometimes we feel a nagging that is not merely socially conditioned.  The call of conscience 

signals a conflict calling us to live on a higher plane.  Sometimes a small adjustment, a minor course 

correction, is all we need; but sometimes we need a transformation.  The bigger the change we need, 

harder it is to let go of old habits, and many factors distract us from the change we must make. 

            In what follows, I will address one abuse of natural beauty and human dignity with social 

observations and a story of my personal journey.  It can be taken as an essay on Jesus' word, "If the eye 

is generous, the whole body will be filled with light." 

            Living in beauty is made more difficult by tendencies of modern civilization, where many people 

pursue beauty divorced from truth and goodness.  One tendency is a philosophic movement that I call 

"aestheticism."  The movement begins in skepticism: science is totally revisable, philosophy mere 

opinion, and religion an illusion; morality and ethics are techniques of social control.  Aestheticism then 

proposes beauty as the hope of the human spirit and as a foundation for all other values.  Another 

tendency I call vitalism.  Vitality is one of the genuine beauties of the body, but the appreciation of 

vitality is distorted in Fascism, past and present.  Vitality and values associated with it--health, vigor, 

and decisiveness--are exalted above moral and spiritual values. 

            One of the beauties of the body is its capacity for enjoying pleasure.  Pleasure is a part of 

happiness, and, since parents express love by making provision for their children's pleasures, pleasure 

early becomes a symbol of love.  Happily, there are many, many pleasures consistent with health and 

personal welfare; but millions of people only arrive at a healthy attitude to pleasure by the detours of 

corruption and self-denial. 

            Contemporary society suffers in crisis regarding sex, marriage, and the family.  The beauty of the 

human body is exploited as a stimulus for sexual desire.  Vanity, immaturity, confusion, lack of self-

respect, the comforts of modern life, commercialism, acceptance of exploitation in the media, and 

hedonistic indulgence conspire with disease and aggression to make sex a major cause of suffering and 

the pet evil of a large proportion of our planet's burgeoning population.  More than two-thirds of the 

children in some groups are born out of wedlock; more than half of American marriages now end in 

divorce, and the marriage rate is falling.  Moreover, in the face of this breakdown of civilization, many 

social scientists offer neutral, pluralistic, and facilitating messages.  High schools distribute condoms 

because they cannot restrain teenage sexual activity.  Health workers focus their efforts on women 

because it does so little good to try to get men to be responsible.  Rape has begun to be used as an 

instrument of military policy and ethnic degradation.  The problem is not new.  Confucius said that he 

never met a man whose desire for goodness was stronger than his sexual desire; and Sonnet 129 

expresses Shakespeare' pessimism. 

  

            The expense of spirit in a waste of shame 

            Is lust in action; and till action, lust 

            Is purjured, murd'rous, bloody, full of blame, 

            Savage, extreme, rude, cruel, not to trust; 

            Enjoy'd no sooner but despised straight; 

            Past reason hunted; and no sooner had, 

            Past reason hated, as a swallow'd bait, 

            On purpose laid to make the taker mad: 

            Mad in pursuit, and in possession so; 

            Had, having, and in quest to have, extreme; 

            A bliss in proof, and proved, a very woe; 

            Before, a joy proposed; behind, a dream. 

               All this the world well knows; yet none knows well 

               To shun the heaven that leads men to this hell. 

  

            Will anything short of a spiritual renaissance have the power to reverse such trends?  The abuse 

of physical pleasure is so common that few believe in the potential for a world-wide moral and spiritual 

awakening that will empower self-mastery to replace self-indulgence.  Consider an ideal rarely seen: a 

healthy and mature couple, whose parents provided instruction in sex, wait until marriage for their 

experiential learning.  Apart from times when they practice birth control, they engage in sexual 

intercourse in the hope of conceiving a child. 

  

Growing in self-mastery 

            Before reading further, spend a minute bringing to mind the recollection of a time when you 

were functioning at your best.  Recall how unified it felt, as all the energies of the personality were 

harmoniously mobilized.  During that time, did you experience situations that you normally find 

challenging or tempting?  If so, how did you handle those situations when you were at your best? 

            When we are not at our best, we fall into all sorts of appetites and emotions that are not 

beautiful.  Realizing this, and desiring to live in a better way, we experience a tension between--there are 

many ways to express it--the lower self and the higher self, our material emotions from the animal-origin 

nature and the higher intellectual, moral, and spiritual dimensions of the personality. 

            Self-mastery is the condition of living in which the higher dimensions of the personality are the 

effective leaders.  Rationalist philosophy would say that our best thinking governs our actions rather 

than having our material emotions in the driver's seat.  Religious philosophy would add that our lives 

proceed from a motivation dominated by the divine spirit. 

            How can we move beyond a cheapening pursuit of pleasure without engaging in civil war against 

our own impulses?  A variety of insights are summarized in a discussion from The Urantia Book, 

contrasting the religion of self-examination and self-denial with a different message of self-forgetfulness 

and self-control. 

  

By the old way you seek to suppress, obey, and conform to the rules of living; by the new way 

you are first transformed by the Spirit of Truth and thereby strengthened in your inner soul by the 

constant spiritual renewing of your mind, and so are you endowed with the power of the certain 

and joyous performance of the gracious, acceptable, and perfect will of God.  Forget not--it is 

your personal faith in the exceedingly great and precious promises of God that ensures your 

becoming partakers of the divine nature. 

  

We have three options: foolish self-indulgence, overconscientious self-denial, and wise, transformed 

living.  Each cycle of decision and action strengthens one habit or another.  Habits involve the synaptic 

connections between neurons in the brain.  As you construct a new superhighway of a better habit of 

living next to the narrow and dangerous road of a bad habit, the old road eventually breaks up as the 

grasses of new life take over what is no longer in use. 

            Spiritual living alters the very quality of perception.  It is natural for self-interest to govern 

perception.  However, dedication to the love of God and the service of others transforms perception.  

Beauty becomes not only an object of experience but a quality of experiencing.  Perceiving is never 

neutral.  Perception is dominated either by a material or by a spiritual attitude, and there is a subtle 

difference between materially-centered perceiving and spiritually centered perceiving.  The center of 

gravity is always in one place or the other.  "If the eye is generous, the whole body is filled with light." 

  

Conclusion 

            We can call on beauty, and voilà: There is beauty as divine spirit presence, infusing its grace into 

perceiving from within.  Beauty, in other words, is a name for God as well as a name for a value that we 

can experience and live.  Vision proceeds from within, and when seeing is spiritually centered the visual 

experience participates in beauty.  To repeat a quote from Mencius, "A noble man steeps himself in the 

Way (tao) because he wishes to find it in himself.  When he finds it in himself, he will be at ease in it; 

when he is at ease in it, he can draw deeply upon it; when he can draw deeply upon it, he finds its source 

wherever he turns." 

            The greatest beauty of the human body, then, is not on the level of perceptual appeal, and the 

greatest pleasures are not material.  The body's greatest beauty is its capacity to operate in smooth 

subordination to the purposes of spirit made effective by the decisions of mind.  The biochemical system 

of flesh and organs and hormones and neurons can integrate into a wider system including emotions and 

intellect and moral ideals, a system whose nucleus is the indwelling divine spirit.  The most essential 

function of the human body is to support a mind capable of receiving and responding to the spirit.  

Through the mediation of mind, the body is the temple of the spirit. 

            Therefore, spiritually infused perception is essential to living in beauty in a way integrated with 

truth and goodness.  Scientific and philosophic reflections open up helpful perspectives.  The power 

needed for success, however, comes from the spirit, which alone enables one to move beyond mere self-

control to the spontaneity of self-mastery.  For the human will to struggle to resolve a conflict between 

the spirit and the flesh is ineffective.  Persistent and wholehearted decisions to align with spirit, 

however, are surprisingly powerful.  Momentary victories may be won by lesser techniques; but in order 

for the motto, "Mind over matter" to be graciously practiced, "Spirit over mind" must come first.  Those 

who nurture good habits or overcome bad habits know the joy and liberty of self-mastery; it is not a 

repressive, obsessive, moralistic, vigilant, negative campaign of force, but a harmony that arises when 

each element in the personality system functions in its proper place. 

            This chapter has developed three main thoughts.  First, the beauties of nature are usually in the 

background, not the foreground, of our attention.  Spending focused time, however, steeping oneself in 

natural beauty, not only provides you with a pleasant background layer of awareness of our marvelous 

planet.  In addition, enjoying the hospitality of mother nature can energize our spiritual and social life.  

            Second, realizing that we are part of nature can have a heartening or shocking or humorous 

impact.  The realization makes us face our mortality.  It humbles our pride and heals our isolation.  The 

paradox of the human being is to be part of nature while in some way transcending nature.  A balanced 

philosophy acknowledges both. 

Third, the beauties of nature include the pleasures of the body.  Modern civilization urgently needs to 

learn self-mastery, to find better ways of satisfying our natural urges.   The greatest beauty of the body is 

its capacity to integrate with a spiritual transformation.  Transformation goes beyond moral self-

discipline to center our very perceptual life in the beauty of the divine presence. 
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