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Introduction

Through art alone are we able to emerge from ourselves, to know what another
person sees of a universe which is not the same as our own and of which,
without art, the landscapes would remain as unknown to us as those that may
exist on the moon.

—Marcel Proust

So, Theaetetus, start again and try to explain what knowledge is. Never say it
is beyond your power.
—Plato, Theaetetus

This book brings together ten works under the heading “masterpieces of
philosophical literature.” They fall into one of two categories: works of phi-
losophy that also stand as significant contributions to literature, and works
of literature that draw on philosophy or have especially contributed to philo-
sophical discussion. This book reminds us that literature, as a document of
human experience, is rich in philosophical implication. In turn, it also reminds
us that philosophical discourse comes out of language, and is enriched and illu-
minated by our awareness of the conventions of literature. The ultimate goal
of this book is precisely to heighten the reader’s awareness of the philosophy in
literature and the literature in philosophy. In turn, one of the virtues of philo-
sophical literature as distinct from a literature centered on a genre, a historical
period, a theme, or a national literature, is its diversity. The works that I bring
together cross linguistic, generic, and historical boundaries.

Each chapter centers on one book: Chapter 1. Plato’s Republic; Chapter 2.
Augustine’s Confessions; Chapter 3. Dante’s Divine Comedy; Chapter 4. More’s
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Utopia; Chapter 5. Voltaire’s Candide; Chapter 6. Goethe’s Faust, Part 1; Chapter 7.
Kierkegaard’s Either/Or; Chapter 8. Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra; Chapter 9.
Huxley’s Brave New World; and Chapter 10. Borges’s Labyrinths. Each chapter
serves as an introduction not only to the work in question but also to its
author and to the relevant philosophical background. “To imagine a language,”
said Wittgenstein, “is to imagine a way of living” (qtd. in Rhees 290). I have
attempted to synthesize the scholarly literature; however, rather than merely
summarizing it, | have tried to venture original interpretations or perspectives.
In addition to the general bibliography at the end of the book, each chapter
includes a list of suggested readings, as a guide to the scholarship.

While each chapter centers on one work, I have also situated each work in
its philosophical context. As the Argentine writer, Jorge Luis Borges notes:
“A book is not an isolated being: it is a relationship, an axis of innumerable
relationships” (qtd. in Garcia 165). Thus, each chapter also devotes some
time to the author’s life and other works, and, where relevant, to other phi-
losophers or philosophical movements that are important to understanding
the central work in question. In turn, I have devoted some time to consider-
ing the influence of these works, especially in terms of other works that they
have stimulated or to which they have contributed.

Although there is necessarily an element of arbitrariness in the selection
covered here, | have been guided by four criteria. First, I have followed a his-
torical progression that touches the major periods in Western philosophy and
literature. Thus I begin with Plato and the classical Greeks, then Augustine
and the later Classical Latin era. [ then move on to Dante as exemplar of the
Middle Ages, followed by Sir Thomas More as exemplar of Renaissance human-
ism. Goethe embodies the spirit of Romanticism, while Kierkegaard represents a
profound response to it. Nietzsche summarizes tendencies of the late nineteenth
century, pointing the way to modernism and postmodernism. Huxley is fully a
modernist, while Borges traces a path in the labyrinth to postmodernism.

Second, [ have been alert to national, linguistic, and cultural diversity. One
of the great dangers was that a book such as this could easily have become
10 works of Greek philosophical literature, or French, or German, or English.
Thus, among the works selected, one was originally written in Greek, two
in Latin, one in French, one in Danish, two in German, one in English, and
one in Spanish. Keeping in mind that translation is a form of interpretation,
I have examined each of the ten works in its original language, though have
also relied on multiple translations. (Editions and translations are identified
in the bibliography.)

Third, I have shown the wide range of generic or formal diversity in
philosophical literature. Philosophical discourse is not limited to treatises.
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“It is often the case,” observes the American poet Wallace Stevens, “that
concepts of philosophy are poetic” (183), to which we might further add
that its forms are also often poetic. Few of the works considered here have
much in common in terms of genre. Plato presents his ideas in the form of
a dialogue. Augustine uses an extended autobiographical prayer addressed
to God. Dante presents his vision in a long poem, while Goethe draws on
the resources of theater. Voltaire and Huxley write novels, and Borges, short
stories. Finally, Thomas More, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche play with masks,
pseudonyms, and hybrid genres and are difficult to categorize. Because of this
diversity of form and genre, each chapter unfolds according to its own logic
in order to accommodate the special features of the work in question.

Fourth, I have limited my selection to works that are widely recognized as
significant and influential, each representing an acknowledged masterpiece.
By this I do not necessarily mean works that purport to have the final word.
Such a claim would be contrary to the spirit of philosophy. What I do mean are
works that retain the power to provoke and challenge beyond their own time
and place, beyond what the eighteenth-century critic Samuel Johnson called
the influence of “party.” To understand what this means and how it works, it is
important briefly to consider the origins of philosophy.

LITERATURE TO PHILOSOPHY

Ever since Plato supposedly banned the poet from the ideal community
(in some dialogues, such as The Laws he seems more sympathetic), the
relationship between philosophy and literature has been complicated. Some
philosophers have been hostile, pointing to the power of language and litera-
ture to move people or create realities independent of any truth-value (con-
sider advertising, propaganda, sophistry). Recognizing the dangers, British
philosopher Jeremy Bentham complained that the elevated rhetoric of the
French Revolution was nothing more than “nonsense upon stilts,” adding
that “this rhetorical nonsense ends in the old stain of mischievous nonsense”
(gtd. in Singer 271). Others have simply been dismissive. In the Discourse on
Method, Descartes praised the fine stories and fables he had received in his
formal education, but felt that he must look elsewhere for the foundations of
clear and distinct knowledge.

Much of this antipathy grows out of the origins of philosophy as it emerged
from the transition from oral wisdom traditions to written culture. By its
nature the transmission of oral wisdom depends on memory, and so tends to
keep close to the surface of the “life world,” conserving and reproducing itself
in memorable phrases that can easily be repeated. While the verbal act exists
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as a unique moment in time, the written word as a sign is detachable from the
original point of articulation. It turns the word into a generalization and an
abstraction. “Tree” is not a particular tree. The written sign allows the writer
to unfold a complex argument, which can be easily transmitted. Writing is
crucial for the possibility of a philosophical discourse even as philosophy
denies it. (Imagine trying to remember and orally repeat a paragraph of Kant
or Hegel without the aid of writing.) For that matter, it is equally crucial
to the development of literature. (Imagine trying to remember a passage of
Henry James or Marcel Proust without the aid of the written word.) Because
the writer or the reader can glance back up the page to see what previously
was written, it is easier to sustain a process of abstraction or nuanced descrip-
tion. Although, like oral communication, written communication has its
formulas both grammatical and rhetorical, the conservative transmission of
sayings proper to the former can give way to analysis and open-ended amplifi-
cation and development in the latter. Walter J. Ong eloquently describes the
impact of written culture on the mind and thinking, thus explaining what it
means to be a “literate” human being, that is, a being with the “technology
of writing.” “Without writing,” he states, “the literate mind would not and
could not think as it does, not only when engaged in writing but normally
even when it is composing its thoughts in oral form. More than any other
single invention, writing has transformed human consciousness” (78).
Writing makes philosophical thinking possible. The elements of writing
transform the cognitive process, and, conversely, an appreciation of the
conventions of writing and literature illuminates our understanding of how
thinking works. Philosophical style and literary style inform each other. But
at the same time, writing also points to the traditional prejudice of some
philosophers against literature. Detached from its source, the written word is
subject to ambiguity or error; I cannot ask the absent speaker for clarification.
To compensate, the written work may try to make its assumptions as clear as
possible, or it may resist finality, inviting reinterpretation. A vivid example
of the transformation from oral wisdom tradition to written philosophy is
found in the movement from Jesus’s. Golden Rule, which he attributes to the
prophets, to Kant’s categorical imperative. Thus “so whatever you wish that
men would do to you, do so to them” (Mt. 7.12) becomes “act so that you
treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of another, always as
an end and never as a means only” (Kant 47). The first asserts “be good,” the
second implies “what do I mean when I say ‘be good’?” In short, the essence of
philosophy is always about asking what I meant to say, always seeking clarifica-
tion. This is the heart of the Socratic dialectic, and indeed, all great philosophy.
[ should also add that this is equally true of non-Western philosophical
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traditions as well. The Vedas give rise to the Upanishads, which in turn
engenders the many subsequent schools of Indian philosophy. The Dao of
Lao Tzu is developed in the books of Chuang Tzu, and the oral traditions of
the Analects (the sayings of Confucius) find elaboration in the commentaries
of Mencius which in turn inform the books of contemporary Asian philoso-
phers such as Tu Wei-Ming. The central characteristic of all great works of
philosophy is a pattern of reinterpretation, a perennial reexamining of the basic
assumptions. All of this helps us to understand the nature of philosophical
literature.

PHILOSOPHY TO LITERATURE

With an eye on the origins of philosophy and the nature of writing, we
may say that masterpieces of philosophical literature share three character-
istics. First, a work of philosophical literature is a literary text with a rich
philosophical content. Second, it is a work that represents a certain mode
of thinking and cognition. Third, it is a work that remains eternally current.
At certain levels these characteristics tend to overlap or point toward each
other. It is therefore useful to elaborate briefly on each.

The first and most obvious characteristic is that some works of literature
have an especially strong or suggestive philosophical content, whether they
be essentially works of philosophy put into a literary form, such as Lucretius’s
philosophical poem, De Rerum Natura (Concerning the Nature of Things), or
Sartre’s Nausea and No Exit, or works of literature that stimulate philosophi-
cal thought because of their acute observation of the world or the human
condition. It is for this reason that novels such as those of Dostoevsky,
Tolstoy, Proust or Thomas Mann, or more recently Yukio Mishima, Iris
Murdoch, Walker Percy, Milan Kundara, or Kenzaburo O& are perennial
favorites.

This brings us to the second characteristic, namely that philosophical
literature is about modes of thinking. Literature also provides philosophy a
means of expressing things where language and logic are unable to tread, to
say what is too deep for words. It is this evocative aspect of literature that
makes many philosophers most uncomfortable, since it is here that language
seems to touch what we might call the irrational or the mystical. For this
very reason, however, it offers philosophy a route to the deepest aspects of
our being and the human condition. Thus many philosophers have turned
to poetry by authors such as Rilke, Celan, Hélderlin, Wordsworth, or Eliot
for insights into the depths of the psyche; or to metafictions such as those of
Kafka, Borges, Angela Carter, or In-hwa Yi for shattering the conventional
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habits of time and space; or to science fiction from Campanella and Cyrano
de Bergerac to Karel Capek and Ursula K. Le Guin for visions of alternative
realities. Even Socrates feels compelled to tell stories or parables in order to
point his would-be disciples to enlightenment.

To briefly illustrate, consider the short poem, “On My First Son,” in which
Elizabethan poet and playwright Ben Jonson commemorates the death of his
seven-year-old son. The poem rehearses the Stoic argument that our loved
ones are “loaned” to us by nature, that death is merely the repayment of that
loan. He also recalls the theological argument that his son is now in a better
place, or will at least have “‘scaped world’s and flesh’s rage.” Such rational
arguments, however, are cold comfort. Left with neither answer nor comfort,
he tells his dead son that though he may love someone more, he will never
like anyone else as much. “For whose sake henceforth all his vows be such /
As what he loves may never like too much” (11, 12). Jonson’s reply is about
the failure of philosophy in the narrow sense of reasoned argument. Despite
his inability to say what he means, the poem manages to express his profound
sadness, exactly in the failure of reason. By uncovering something about
the depths of his psyche, Jonson has managed to achieve a philosophical
insight.

Finally, the third feature, and that which most explicitly makes a work
of philosophical literature both a work of philosophy and a masterpiece,
is its ability to remain eternally current. This is the potential of a work to
transcend historical time and context. There are two elements at play here,
which at first blush seem to contradict each other. The first relates to how it
sets the terms for discussion, how it establishes the problems and themes that
later philosophers feel compelled to address. Second, for this very reason,
later philosophers keep coming back to these works, reconfronting and rein-
terpreting them, so that the works continue to live, transcending their time
and place. It is exactly this openness to reinterpretation, the text’s resistence
to any finality of meaning, that is the written analogue to Socrates’s dialectic.
It relates to its ability to make connections, to provoke doubt and reflec-
tion, to stimulate further thought, rather than to assert any specific claim
of authority. A work that claims to carry some fixed or eternal truth reduces
itself to the pattern of the archaic wisdom tradition. It is precisely in such a
claim of wisdom that it is no longer wise.

To summarize then, a work of philosophical literature: (1) Draws on the
resources of language and literature in order to describe and illustrate; (2) is
a mode of truth that is open to interpretation and creates alternative reali-
ties; (3) is eternally current, both setting the terms for future discourse and
inviting and provoking perennial reinterpretation.
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Plato
The Republic
347 B.C.E.

[Flor his sailing has not been like that of Palinurus but that of Ulysses or rather,
of Plato.
—Thomas More, Utopia

There can be little disagreement with Alfred North Whitehead’s famous
assessment that Western philosophy is a footnote to Plato and Aristotle, and
even Aristotle’s philosophy can be seen as a response to that of Plato. Plato is
one of the most important philosophers in history, and Plato’s Republic is one
of the most influential works in philosophy, and perhaps the greatest mas-
terpiece of philosophical literature. The actual title of Plato’s dialogue is the
Politeia (the “commonwealth” or “political matters”). We know the Republic
through the Latin version of its title, Respublica (literally, “concerning public
matters” or “politics”).

BIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT

Plato (427-347 B.c.E.) was born in or near Athens, to a wealthy
Aristocratic family. His older brothers included Glaucon and Adamanteus,
who play prominent roles in the Republic. His stepfather, Pyrilampes, was a
friend of Pericles and an important advocate of democracy, while his uncle,
Charmides, was a member of the oligarchy known as the Hundred, and his
uncle, Critias, was a leader in another, the infamous Thirty. Early in his life
Plato met Socrates, whom he later describes in a letter as “the justest man
of his time” (Letters 324e). Plato grew up during the turbulent course and
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aftermath of the Peloponnesian War (431-404 B.c.E.) between Athens,
Sparta, and their surrogates. The collapse of Athens led first to the tyrannical
oligarchy of the Thirty (404, 403 B.c.E.), followed by a reconciliation with
the Spartans and the restoration of the democracy. In 399 B.c.E. Socrates
was tried and executed under dubious charges. Disgusted, Plato withdrew
to Megara and then traveled around the Mediterranean, eventually making
the first of three visits to the court of Sicily, meeting the tyrant Dionysius of
Syracuse. There, according to some accounts, he intrigued with Dionysus’s
son, Dion, and was imprisoned, ransomed, and eventually returned to
Athens. Plato is silent about the details of what happened, but kept up a
correspondence with Dionysius, Dion, and later Dionysius II, nurturing the
futile hope of creating a philosopher-king. Back in Athens, Plato founded
a philosophical school, which he called the Academy after the public gym-
nasium named in honor of the legendary hero Academus. His most famous
pupil was Aristotle. Plato’s experiences with oligarchy, democarcy, and
tyranny deeply inform both his personal turn away from public life, and the
political analysis contained in the Republic.

Much of what we know about Plato is based on a series of letters attributed
to him, most notably, the seventh. There were also a number of early biog-
raphies, including a long if anecdotal account given by Diogenes Laertius
(third century) in his Lives of the Eminent Philosophers. Plato’s philosophi-
cal and literary activities extend over some 50 years. There are 26 extant
philosophical dialogues that can be attributed to him. An exact chronology
cannot be established, and Plato had a reputation for revising them through-
out his life. The ancient critic Dionysus of Halicarnassus joked that “up to
his eightieth year Plato never ceased combing and curling and every way
braiding his own dialogues.” Focusing on shifts in philosophical doctrine and
stylistic evidence, scholars divide them into three periods, roughly pivoting
around his three voyages to Sicily. Thus the Apology, Crito, Laches, Lysis,
Charmides, Euthyphro, Hippias minor, Protagoras, Gorgias, Ion, and perhaps
Hippias major fall into an early period from before his first trip in 388 / 387 B.c.E.
The middle period from 388 to 367 B.c.E. includes the Meno, Phaedo, Republic,
Symposium, Phaedrus, Euthydemus, Menexenus, and Cratylus. The late period
falls between a second trip to Sicily around 367 B.c.E. and a third around
361, and includes the Parmenides, Theaetetus, Sophist, Politicus (Statesman),
Timaeus, Critias, Philebus, and Laws.

The impetus of the original dialogues was to defend the reputation of
Socrates, and feature him in debate with some antagonist. The arguments
tend to focus on moral or ethical issues, in which the interlocutor, for whom
typically the dialogue is named, makes a statement, and is then interrogated
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by Socrates. These represent the purest instances of the Socratic method, in
which Socrates moves toward some understanding of the issue by determin-
ing what he does not know, even if he cannot establish with certainty what
he does know. It is thought that these early dialogues most closely reflect the
views of the historical Socrates, though even in these, Plato alters the his-
torical record to transform Socrates into the ideal philosopher. For instance,
in his version of the Apology, Socrates’ court defense, the Delphic Oracle
had claimed that no man was wiser that Socrates. On the other hand, in the
account of Xenophon, a friend and contemporary of Socrates, the oracle says
that Socrates was the most just of men, a view that Plato himself mentions in
his seventh letter to Dion. The dialogues of the middle period take on a more
friendly tone. The animated and often hostile arguments of the early dia-
logues give way to long stretches of exposition. The Symposium (or Drinking
Party) features a succession of encomia praising love. Although morality
and virtue are important, they are situated in discussions of metaphysics
and epistemology. The works of the third period extend the tendencies of
the middle period. The figure of Socrates moves to the background in the
Sophist and Politicus, and disappears altogether from the Laws, giving way to
an interlocutor identified simply as “the Athenian.” In these late dialogues,
Plato is primarily concerned with questions of knowledge and a critical
re-examination of his early ontological doctrines.

PLOT DEVELOPMENT

Plato’s Republic begins with one of the most famous opening lines in
Western philosophy. “Katében khthés eis Peiraia meta Glaukonos (I went down
to the Piraeus yesterday with Glaucon)” (327a). The first word, Katében, the
verb “went down,” marks the structure of the plot, but also a series of motifs
that point to the central themes. Socrates narrates the story of a conversa-
tion with a group of interlocutors during the course of an evening at the
house of old Cephalus. On the surface, this recollection seems little more
than a transcript of the discussion. Closer examination quickly reveals that
Plato has carefully choreographed his characters and plot to dramatize and
symbolize his themes, which he builds up out of many reinforcing layers.
The narrative is about going down on a number of levels, and correspond-
ingly going up. Socrates goes down to the Piraeus in the same sense that
one goes down town. At the same time, the movement from Athens to the
Piraeus, the port that served Athens, involved a process of literally going
down a hill to sea level. On a more figurative level, Socrates and Glaucon
are tourists, slumming in a social netherworld. The Piraeus is a port, an area
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of exchange between merchants and travelers, and as such full of foreigners
and sometimes even dangerous elements. They have gone down to witness
the dedication of a temple to the Thracian goddess, Bendis, an alien influ-
ence that challenges the purity of Athenian culture. The narrative seems
to commence near the end of day, with the sun’s going down. The conversa-
tion seems to run through the course of the night, ending finally as the sun
comes up, and Socrates finally going up from the Piraeus back to Athens. The
paired motifs of going down and going up link various themes. On a deeper
level these motifs parallel the theme of the fate of the philosopher in terms
of exiles and return, or the concept of Being as relation between moving
outward or inward, between emanating from and returning to the One.
Socrates talks about the moral descent of communities, which he relates
to the moral decline of individuals. He introduces the famous “Parable of
the Cave,” about going up and down in relation to enlightenment. He also
paints the “Parable of Er,” a vision of a man going down to the underworld
to witness the fate of various souls, who go up or down according to their
moral condition. Though the Republic is divided into ten books, the move-
ment of the plot is marked internally by various interventions on the part
of Glaucon to block Socrates’ return to Athens, or to bring his digressions
back to the main topic. It is also marked by the telling of a succession of
parables.

The Republic begins with Socrates and Glaucon who, having witnessed the
dedicatory ceremonies, are about to return home. They are stopped on their
way by Polemarchus, an acquaintance who lives in the Piraeus, who invites
them to dinner with a promise that the festivities will last all night. When
Socrates at first demurs, Polemarchus insists that they will compel him to
come because there are so many of them. When Socrates asks if he cannot
persuade them to let him go home, Polemarchus replies, “could you . . . per-
suade men who do not listen?” (327¢). The tone of this exchange is friendly,
but it also hints at Plato’s deep discomfort with democracy. Polemarchus and
the other denizens of the Piraeus believe that power is based on the weight
of numbers rather than on reason.

Socrates and Glaucon are escorted to the home of old Cephalus, ostensibly
the head of the household, though we may assume that the family business
is now run by his adult son Polemarchus. Cephalus greets Socrates, express-
ing his regrets that he does not visit more often, adding that now that he is
too old for anything else, he enjoys the pleasure of good conversation. This
backhanded compliment leads Socrates to ask about the advantages of old
age. In the classic Socratic gambit, he asks Cephalus whether it is old age, or
the fact that he has wealth that makes his old age tolerable? Cephalus replies
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that his wealth allows him to pay his debts to his creditors and to the gods
through sacrifices, sententiously citing the authority of the poet Pindar to the
effect that a good or just man is one who pays his debts and tells the truth.
The discussion now starts to take on an ethical focus, exploring just what is
meant by being a just man.

Socrates, while agreeing that the just man tells the truth and pays his
debts, asks if performance of such activities makes him just, unfolding a
counter-example in which telling the truth and paying back a debt seem to
result in an injustice. Here Polemarchus bursts in, reaffirming his father’s
position, this time citing the authority of the lyric poet Simonides. Cephalus
uses this opportunity to retreat, letting his son “inherit” his role as moral
spokesman.

Polemarchus now tries to reply to Socrates by recasting the formula of
paying debts to the effect that the just or good man is useful or beneficial to
his friends and correspondingly harmful to his enemies. In response, Socrates
leads him into a series of semantic conundrums. One is useful only with
regard to things that one is not using, because when one is using such prop-
erty, he does not need anyone to protect it. Similarly, the person most expert
in protecting one’s property is also most skilled in stealing it, because he
knows how it is protected. This would seem to force us to conclude that the
just man is also (at least potentially) a thief. Socrates summarizes this with
characteristic irony, “It follows that justice, according to you and Homer and
Simonides, appears to be a craft of thieving, of course to the advantage of
one’s friends and to the harm of one’s enemies. Is this not what you meant?”
(334b). Flustered, Polemarchus can respond only, “No, by Zeus . . . I don’t any
longer know what I meant, but this I still believe to be true, that justice is
to benefit one’s friends and harm one’s enemies” (334b). Exasperated by this
indecisive sparring, Thrasymachus the sophist roars into the middle of the
group, like a “wild beast,” seizing control of the argument.

As a sophist, Thrasymachus recognizes Socrates’ dialectical strategy of
contradicting and negating the propositions of his opponents. “You know
very well,” he charges, “that it is much easier to ask questions than to answer
them” (336¢). He therefore challenges Socrates to offer his own positive defi-
nition of justice rather than simply refuting those of others. Rather than hold
to his challenge, however, Thrasymachus, true to his name (thrasos—fierce
or rash and makhe—fighter), is cajoled into offering his own definition of
justice, initiating an intellectual wrestling match between Thrasymachus
and Socrates, the sophist and the philo-sophist. While much of what follows
is a Platonic satire of sophistic argument, it also introduces a number of the
central themes of the Republic.
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Thrasymachus bluntly declares that justice is nothing more than “the
advantage of the stronger” (338c). Though perhaps cynical in his views,
Thrasymachus, like Machiavelli, also shows an astute appreciation of the
realities of political life. In effect he offers the position of the ethical rela-
tivist, that is, that moral standards are determined by each community, in
terms of its own self interests. Thus a monarchy will establish values that are
monarchic; a democracy will posit values that are advantageous to its inter-
ests. In the first round of the debate, Socrates asks whether, by advantage,
the ruler seeks his real advantage, or his apparent advantage. In other words,
cognizant that people often confuse real benefits and interests with their
desires, is it possible for the ruler to make a mistake? Equating the knowledge
or body of skills with the agent (a person is as he does), Thrasymachus rashly
insists that the ruler never literally makes a mistake because if the ruler is
by definition one who possesses the knowledge of rulership, then to make an
error would mean that he lacked the knowledge and so failed to satisfy the
definition.

Responding ironically to Thrasymachus’s sophistry, Socrates shifts his
attack to the concept of advantage. Is it the physician or the patient who
receives the advantage of the craft of medicine? Seemingly it is the patient.
[s it the horse-breeder or the horse that receives the advantage of the craft of
breeding? In short, it is the recipient of the craft rather than the agent who
receives the advantage. By analogy then, Socrates, argues, it is the governed
rather than the ruler who receive the advantage of rulership—contrary to
Thrasymachus. Thrasymachus replies with a counter analogy—that of sheep
and shepherds. Does the shepherd have the well-being of the sheep in mind,
or is he thinking about wool and mutton? Thrasymachus further ups the ante
by suggesting that the corrupt despot is the happiest of all people because his
power and corruption give him the freedom to have anything he wants.

Socrates presents two arguments in reply. First he tries to make a distinc-
tion between the craft performed for its own sake and the parallel craft of
wage. In the former, the practitioner performs his skill for the sake of the
recipient. At the same time he earns wages for his act, thus satisfying his
own needs. In the second argument, he puts together Thrasymachus’s equa-
tion of the person and his craft, the seeking of advantage, and the theme
of corruption. Good people seek only an advantage over bad people, while
the bad or corrupt seek it over both the good and the bad. Similarly, the
wise person seeks only an advantage over the foolish, while the ignorant
try to get the better of both the wise and the foolish. Insofar as people
who in the same way are the same, the good person is also like the wise,
and the bad or corrupt person is also like the ignorant fool. Bearing down
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on Thrasymachus, Socrates concludes, “So we find that the just man has
turned out to be good and wise, and the unjust man ignorant and bad”
(350c). At this point Thrasymachus, perspiring profusely, can respond only
by blushing. Although they clarify several other minor issues, that brings
the first book to a conclusion.

At the end of Book One, if we ask the answer to the central question, what
does it mean to be a just person? we must reply that we do not know. We can
say only that justice is not telling the truth and paying debts, being useful
to our friends and harmful to our enemies, or the advantage of the stronger.
Many scholars believe that Book One originally began as a separate work,
perhaps titled The Thrasymachus. Its approach and conclusion closely resem-
ble the approach of the earlier dialogues. As it stands, it provides (as Socrates
notes) “a prologue” to what follows in the remaining nine books, subtly
dramatizing the major themes of the Republic as a whole. Thus it addresses
the ethical question, what is justice?, suggesting that the answer relates not
to outcomes or consequences, but to a disposition. In this regard, Plato lays
the groundwork for what contemporary ethicists call “virtue ethics” (in other
words, the desire to show why it is better to be good than not). Next, the
ethical questions are related to the nature of knowledge (the craft of the
ruler) and what sources of knowledge have authority over the rest. Finally,
it becomes evident that the succession of interlocutors subtly dramatizes
the nature of political transformation, providing the standard for critiquing
society. The tone of the remaining nine books becomes more friendly and is
characterized by long stretches of exposition. As such the plot can be sum-
marized more briefly than that of the first book.

Book Two commences with Socrates observing that he thought the con-
versation was finished with the silencing of Thrasymachus. Glaucon, however
intervenes, reiterating Thrasymachus’s original challenge to defend justice
for its own sake. He wants to believe that one is a better person for being
just, but is perplexed by those who relate justice to success, the implication
being that justice seems to imply simply being thought to be just or appearing
so. To illustrate his point, he offers the (anti)parable of “The Ring of Gyges”
(359c-360d), about a shepherd who, given the power of invisibility uses it to
rape and seize power, the moral being that people will do whatever they can
get away with. Accepting the challenge, Socrates suggests that to understand
justice for its own sake they must understand it in relation to the individual.
In turn, to understand that, they must first consider where justice comes
into play with regard to the community. To this end he proposes to derive a
community, a theoretical model derived from first principles. Arguing that
people form communities to pool their knowledge with regard to survival, he
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describes a self-sufficient community, combining the knowledge necessary to
provide food, shelter, and clothing. Glaucon finds this “a city of pigs” (372d).
Our physical (animal) needs are satisfied, but isn’t there more to human life?
Obliging Glaucon, Socrates imagines a “luxurious” or “feverish” city, adding
various luxury crafts not necessary to survival, but pleasant.

Such a community, Socrates thinks, also gives rise to the need for guard-
ians to protect its interests. Much of the rest of Book Two and then Book
Three describe the training of such guardians. This involves a moral training
that entails eliminating everything from the traditional culture that might
encourage immoral behavior on the part of the guardians, or that appears to
blaspheme the gods. The effect of this eliminates large sections of Homer and
the other poets in the process. Socrates takes the even more radical view that
art predicated on imitation is bad, because such claims to represent reality
are necessarily false and so morally a lie. Here he eliminates drama, paint-
ing, sculpture, and even some musical forms that imitate the human voice.
These passages are the basis of the famous charge that Plato bans the poet
from the ideal society. It is soon evident, however, that Plato’s concerns are
more complex, especially when Socrates proposes to justify such a rigorous
honesty by means of a lie, “a noble fiction” (414b). This fiction leads to the
next parable, the “Myth of the Metals” (414a—417b), which he attributes to
the Phoenicians.

The “Myth of the Metals” asserts that humanity emerged from the earth
with the result that each of us contains a mixture of metals, though one is
predominant. Those in whom gold predominates are those best suited to rul-
ership. Those with a predominance of silver are the auxiliaries (the warrior
class) who help the rulers, and those with iron and bronze are the farmers
and other workers. Thus, according to Socrates, society is predicated on a
three-fold division according to natural abilities. Socrates next evokes the
traditional virtues: wisdom, courage, moderation, and justice. Playing on the
idea developed in the aforementioned debate with Thrasymachus over skills,
he concludes that the skill of wisdom is most essential for the ruler, courage
for the warrior, and moderation for the worker. A just society, then, is one
in which this is precisely the situation. He next argues that the soul or self
(psyche) is composed of three independent faculties, the reason, the will, and
the appetites. Looking again at the virtues and capacities, he concludes that
the definitive virtue for the faculty of reason is wisdom, for the will, courage,
and for the appetites, moderation. A just person is thus one in whom the
faculties are in harmony, governed by the reason with the aid of the will,
and the appetites desiring in moderation. Similarly an unjust person is one
whose soul is out of balance, where the will or appetites have overcome the
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rulership. Thus we often speak of willful people, or weak-willed people, or
people who are controlled by their appetites.

The “Myth of the Metals” also raises implications about social structure.
Because people are mixtures, it is possible, in a foreshadowing of Mendelian
genetics, that gold parents might give birth to silver or bronze children, or
iron parents might produce gold children. To ensure that people are placed in
society according to their abilities and not simply their parentage, Socrates
imagines a program of radical social engineering to eliminate the traditional
family and to enhance the best breeding, all under the guidance of wise and
benevolent rulers. He also suggests that there should be no private property
in this community, everyone’s efforts directed toward the good of the whole.
The ideal society he describes informs much later utopian fiction, from that
of Thomas More to Aldous Huxley. Some commentators see in this model
the forerunner of the modern totalitarian state, while others conclude that
Plato is suggesting the impossibility of such a society, the conditions being
too radical ever to achieve. Indeed, the discussion turns when Glaucon
interrupts Socrates’ lengthy dissertation with the question of whether it is
possible to found such a city. In good philosophic fashion Socrates replies
with a question: “Do you think our discussion less worthwhile if we cannot
prove that it is possible to found a city such as we described?” (472¢). He
suggests, anticipating the next direction of the argument, that the theoreti-
cal model is more illuminating than the actual reality, just as the painting
or sculpture of an idealized body is more beautiful than bodies as they actu-
ally appear. Socrates finally answers Glaucon’s question with the statement
that we will have a just community only when we have “philosopher kings”
(when our rulers are selected for their wisdom, not because they persuade us
that they will serve our narrow interests).

In positing the philosopher king, Socrates now shifts the entire discus-
sion from matters of ethics to matters of epistemology and metaphysics.
Instead of asking, what is a just man?, he asks, what is a philosopher? To his
way of thinking, the just person and the philosopher are the same. In basic
terms, the philosopher of wisdom is the “lover of wisdom,” but to get at
what wisdom means, Socrates asks about love. The dialogues Phaedrus and
Symposium are Plato’s definitive explorations of love, but here he suggests
that whatever love is, it involves the love of the whole of its object. When
I love someone, I do not just love a nose, eyes, or other part, but the entire
person. That being the case, how do we love the whole of knowledge? If
I understand knowledge as facts or information, or those skills about which
Thrasymachus spoke, the task is open-ended and ultimately impossible, since
the accumulation of information is unlimited. Instead, Socrates suggests that
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we think of the whole of knowledge, in the sense of wisdom, in terms of the
capacity to know; that is, what I know is circumscribed by my capacity to
know. Lacking the capacity to see, the blind man does not know color except
as a word. If | have some comprehension of my capacity to know what I know,
then I can be said to understand the limits of what I am capable of know-
ing. Socrates conceives this capacity in terms of what he calls forms. This is
the basis of Plato’s theory of Forms or Ideas (idéai—form, or eidos—shape or
sort of things). These forms relate both to the basis of true knowledge and
the ground of being, the unchanging essence of a thing beneath its unstable,
changing appearance.

Socrates now proposes to explain why philosophers are misunderstood,
and the corollary danger of the sophist. He begins by offering yet another
parable, this one about the pilot of a boat (488b-489¢) who possesses special
skills that allow him to navigate. Sailors lacking such knowledge do not
understand what the pilot is doing. To those who do not understand naviga-
tion, the pilot seems simply to be staring into space, when he is most busy.
Anticipating a later analysis of the limits of democracy, Socrates considers
what would happen if such sailors overthrew their pilot and appointed one
of themselves by lottery to sail the ship. By analogy, those who do not have
the understanding of the philosopher, neither comprehend what philosophy
is about, nor are competent to judge the pronouncements of the philosopher.
As such, they run the risk of confusing a persuasive falsehood with the truth.
They cannot distinguish the wisdom of the philosopher and the self-serving
rhetoric of the sophist.

Socrates pulls all of the themes together in the “Parable of the Cave”
(514a-519d). The most famous of Plato’s noble fictions, the “Parable of the
Cave” presents the theory of knowledge and being, the nature of philo-
sophical enlightenment, the fate of the philosopher, and the nature of true
education. As a prologue, Socrates describes what he calls a “twice divided
line” (509d-511c) to show the levels of knowledge and their relation to the
levels of reality. The first division separates the illusory realm of generation
and decay (perpetual becoming), which we know in terms of sense percep-
tion, and the reality of unchanging being, known through reason. Each of
these realms is in turn subdivided, thus “twice divided.” Under the head-
ing of belief / becoming come the mental acts of imagination (eikasia) and
the corresponding images, and opining (pistis) and corresponding opinions.
Under the heading of intelligence / being come the mental acts of reasoning
(dianoia) and its corresponding abstractions, and understanding (noesis) and
the corresponding forms or ideas. Another way of thinking about this is to
consider that when an infant first becomes conscious, it is primarily aware
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of an undifferentiated barrage of sense data. As it matures, it supposes that
these images are real, forming opinions on what it supposes it has seen. If
I look at the sun moving across the sky, I might form the opinion that the
sun orbits the earth, but can I trust these opinions? Plato thinks not. For
true knowledge, I must look away from what my senses tell me, and try to
grasp how my mind is creating knowledge. Reasoning works by a process of
abstracting. The highest level of reasoning is understanding, the insight that
my knowledge relates to the forms or ideas.

In the “Parable of the Cave,” Socrates asks Glaucon and company to
imagine men living in a cave deep underground (again we have gone down).
From birth, these men are prisoners, bound so that they can only look at the
wall in the back of the cave. Behind these prisoners are braziers of fire, an
artificial source of light. Between the men and the light source, others place
objects with the effect that shadows are cast on the wall that the prisoners
watch. Because the prisoners know nothing but these shadows, they suppose
these to represent reality, even forming opinions about them. Socrates now
imagines that one of these prisoners is released, turned so that he sees that
there is something other than the shadows, and indeed that the shadows are
produced artificially by the objects and braziers of fire. At first the liberated
prisoner will have difficulty seeing and comprehending what is before him.
The prisoner is slowly led up and out of the cave (going up or ascending).
Outside he sees real objects and, with great difficulty, the sun, the source of
light.

[t is readily evident that the realm inside the cave resembles the division
in the first part of the Twice-Divided-Line, dramatizing the mind’s under-
standing of the world based on sense perception. The philosopher is like the
released prisoner, who learns to see the world differently from others. In the
drama of the cave, he must literally turn his back on the flashing shadows,
just as the philosopher, in Plato’s sense, must turn away from knowledge as
information and sense data. His 180-degree turn symbolizes an inward move-
ment as does the prisoner’s move upward and out of the cave. The realm out-
side of the cave corresponds to the second half of the Twice-Divided-Line.
The glimpse of the sun is the enlightenment of the philosopher, understand-
ing the forms.

Socrates now asks what would happen to the enlightened prisoner if he
were to return (go back down) to the cave. Glaucon readily observes that he
would be scorned by those who had not gone and therefore could not appreci-
ate what he had understood. To those who remained, the prisoner-philosopher
would appear as the pilot appeared to the uncomprehending sailors. In a
chilling remark, in which Plato’s Socrates foreshadows his own fate, he says,
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“As for the man who tried to free them and lead them upward, if they could
somehow lay their hands on him and kill him, they would do so0” (517a). In
our world, the philosopher faces the unhappy prospect of misunderstanding
and even martyrdom. “Like a man who takes refuge under a small wall from
a storm of dust or hail driven by the wind,” says Socrates a bit earlier, “seeing
other men filled with lawlessness, the philosopher is satisfied if he can some-
how live his present life free from injustice and impious deeds, and depart
from it with a beautiful hope, blameless and content” (496d-497a).

The “Parable of the Cave” also dramatizes the process of education.
As true understanding is not based on information, but a turning away
from the senses, a search for abstractions culminating in an apprehension
of forms or ideas, education is not about acquiring information; rather, it is
about comprehending the patterns, intuiting the capacities to know that are
already present. Like the process dramatized by the movement of the pris-
oner, “one must turn one’s whole soul from the world of becoming until it can
endure to contemplate reality, and the brightest of realities, which we say is
the Good” (518c). The rest of this section largely focuses on a philosophical
training based on the study of mathematics as the best means of strengthen-
ing mental skills related to abstraction, deductive reasoning, and turning our
backs on the authority of the senses.

Having explained his conception of the philosopher and philosophical
training, Socrates returns to the ethical problem outlined at the end of Book
Four—namely, how the relationship between the tripartite faculties of the soul
explain the types of community in the world—and, by extension, returns to
Thrasymachus’s challenge, asking why the corrupt tyrant is the most unhappy
of people. The ideal society for Socrates is a just one. Its rulers are the wisest,
its warriors the most courageous, and its workers the most moderate. Such a
society is the collective identity of just souls, those whose reason is marked by
wisdom, whose will is courageous, and whose appetites are moderate. Socrates
terms this aristocracy (€ aristokratia), which in its original sense means “rule of
the best born” or “aristocracy” in our usual sense of the word, but here more
broadly means “rule by excellence,” because here “best born” implies wisdom
and a balanced soul rather than blood ties. In turn, he suggests that the various
ways the soul can become imbalanced account for the various forms of govern-
ment, forming a descending hierarchy. Thus the dominance of the will gives rise
to timocracy or rule based on glory. The increasing prominence of the appetites
gives rise first to oligarchy, rule by wealth, then democracy, rule by popularity,
and finally tyranny or dictatorship, rule based on the exercise of raw power.
In other words, Socrates asks, what do we value most in our rulers, wisdom,
accumulated glory, wealth, popularity, or power? In writing of timocracy, Plato
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has in mind the warrior kings of Homeric antiquity, rulers whose authority
owed more to their prowess on the battlefield than their wisdom. The oligarchy
and democracy reflect Plato’s experience in the Athens of Pericles and subse-
quently the infamous Thirty, and the dictatorship, his observations of rulers
such as Dionysius of Syracuse. Socrates notes that most adults are fixed in their
personalities, the balance of their reason, will, and appetites, so are impervious
to dramatic change. Thus, he is especially interested in the unformed minds of
youth, those who are not yet fixed in their values or habits of thought. Such
a concern relates to the theme of education that runs through the Republic as
well as the importance of a morally healthy environment. Socrates imagines
a situation in which the impressionable sons of the aristocrats are tempted by
the pleasures of wealth, leading to a compromise that in turn opens their souls
to the appetites. To avoid such corrupting influences, Socrates would ban
private property from the ideal community. He notes that in the “real” world,
a reputation for honor or glory is often little protection against political disaster.
Plato’s account is deeply informed by the fate of many Athenians during the
course of the Peloponnesian War. For Socrates, the deep ethical issues relate
to the process of inversion in which wealth and the satisfaction of appetites
become the basis of the good instead of wisdom or honor, a movement from
a normative ethics based on principles to one based on outcomes, the same
position he challenged in his earlier debates with Cephalus, Polemarchus, and
Thrasymachus.

Such conditions, Socrates argues, lay the groundwork for the tyrant.
Democracy emerges from a seizure of wealth from the oligarch by the majority,
as with Polemarchus, the force of numbers. The tyrant emerges as a demagogue
who promises to protect the interests of the majority, if given extraordinary
powers. But since the primary values relate to self-interest and the satisfaction
of appetites, the tyrant quickly turns the machinery of government toward
himself. There is, however, an inherent paradox. Since honor and wisdom
have been devalued, there is little to protect the tyrant but his own vigilance.
Rather than loyal friends, he has accomplices who serve him only insofar as
their own interests are satisfied. They are otherwise only waiting for their
own opportunity to seize power. The actual dictator, suggests Socrates, “is in
reality enslaved in the worst kind of slavery and in the greatest need to flat-
ter, a flatterer of the most wicked men.” More to the point, “he cannot in any
way satisfy his appetites; he is in the greatest need, and is truly poor if one
knows how to observe his soul as a whole; he is full of fear, convulsions, and
pain throughout his life, if indeed his condition is similar to that of the city
over which he rules” (579d-¢). In short, far from being the happiest of people,
contrary to Thrasymachus, the tyrant is the most unhappy.
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The Republic concludes with one last parable, the story of Er of Pamphylian,
which subtly pulls together everything that preceded. Er, supposedly a fallen
warrior, awakes suddenly on the funeral pyre just before it is lit. He tells of
his soul going down to the underworld where he witnessed the fate of the souls
of the dead. Those souls who had lived commendable lives go up to heaven
(o ouranos—heaven or starry firmament), where they received 1,000 years
of purification and happiness, while those who had lived wicked lives went
down into the earth, where they received 1,000 years of purgation and pun-
ishment. Er learns that there is an exception to this process. Some people,
especially some tyrants, were so irredeemably wicked that their souls were
seized as they were about to emerge from the cave, and were dropped into the
pit of Tartarus, never to be seen again. In the last of the vision, Er witnesses
the purged and purified souls selecting new lives in which to be reborn. Their
previous lives often influenced their selection for the future. Thus Orpheus,
the famous singer of mythic antiquity, decides to come back as a swan. The
fierce Homeric warrior Ajax decides to come back as a lion. Similarly angry
with the human race, Agamemnon chooses to come back as an eagle. Finally,
Odysseus (Ulysses in the Latin form of his name), the last of the Homeric
heroes, selects the quiet life of an obscure man. Once the souls have made
their choices, they are given their fate, to drink of the waters of Oblivion,
and to go forward to be reborn in their new lives.

Socrates closes his final parable with the hope that “if we are persuaded
by me to believe that the soul is immortal and that it endure all evils and all
blessings, we shall always hope to go on to the upward journey [my emphasis]
and we shall in every way practice justice with wisdom” (621c). With this
we may infer that the conversation at the Piraeus draws to a conclusion, that
the sun is probably rising, and that Socrates at last begins his trip back up to
Athens, bringing the Republic to a close.

Much of the “Parable of Er” parodies Odysseus’s visit to the underworld in
Book Eleven of the Odyssey. There again we have Ajax and Agamemnon,
and other fallen comrades, among the shadowy figures. In turn, Odysseus’s
choice of an obscure life subtly echoes Achilles’ despairing reply to Odysseus’s
praises:

No winning words about death to me, shining Odysseus!
By god, I’d rather slave on earth for another man —
some dirt-poor tenant farmer who scrapes to keep alive —

than rule down here over all the breathless dead. (11.554-558)

Plato’s parody of Homer differs in two significant ways. First, he has added
a significantly non-Homeric dimension when he imagines the souls going
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through a process of purification in preparation for rebirth. Such a notion
is entirely absent in the archaic worldview of Homer. In the realm of the
dead, all souls are reduced to an eternal cold shadowy state of existence
and non-existence, thus Achilles’ lament. Such a return to the earth can
be found in other archaic worldviews as well, as in the Babylonian Epic of
Gilgamesh, the subterranean oblivion of Shoel in pre-rabbinic Judaism, Vedic
Hinduism, early Daoism, as well as some of the traditional religious views
found in Africa, in which the soul of the dead shifts from a state of “living-
dead,” with a personal immortality, to a non-existent, collective immortality.
Second, the absence of Achilles in Socrates’ account is striking. In Homer,
he appears after Odysseus’s conversation with Agamemnon. His words in the
Odyssey are hinted at by Odysseus’s choice of an obscure life, yet Er is silent
about him. Given his stature as the only hero to bear the epithet, “best of the
Achaians” (aristetiein), signifying his cultural prominence as archetypal hero,
the silence speaks loudly. Given the description of the underworld, Socrates
offers an unstated, but subtle, hint that the soul of Achilles was dropped
into Tartarus. In turn Odysseus’s selection of the life that Achilles describes
in Homer suggests that Socrates, and by extension Plato, would displace
Achilles with Odysseus as the archetypal ideal. In other words, he posits that
we aspire to a hero noted for his wisdom rather than his military prowess,
that the aristocracy embraces the harmonious soul rather than then the best
blood. To have a just society and a philosopher king, we must fundamentally
rethink what we value, what we understand to be good.

All of the characters of the Republic are based on historical figures.
Thrasymachus, for instance, was a real sophist, for whom a few textual frag-
ments survive. Polemarchus was a successful shield maker, and later a victim
of the judicial murders of the Thirty. Glaucon was Plato’s older brother. But
it is also clear that each carries an allegorical weight, embodying certain
types that relate to the major themes of the Republic. Old Cephalus, who
shares a name with a legendary hunter and early founder of Athens, embod-
ies the values and traditions of the past. His son Polemarchus, whose name
means something like battle commander or chief—polemarchos—is the pres-
ent, trying to adopt the values inherited from his father. Thrasymachus the
sophist offers one vision of the future, while Socrates the philosopher offers
another. Glaucon, whose name derives from glukus, signifying sweetness or
metaphorically dear person, is a bright young man at the point of deciding on
what future life to choose for himself, whether to be active in the political
life of the community, or something less public. In turn, each of the charac-
ters possesses a concept of justice that rehearses the transition between types
of community. Cephalus’s concept of justice as telling the truth and paying
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debts has one foot in timocracy and one in oligarchy. Polemarchus, with his
desire to be useful to his friends, and also cognizant of the power of numbers,
represents the transition from oligarchy to democracy. Thrasymachus with
his advocacy of the strong and his “seizure” of the argument, points to the
transition from democracy to tyranny. Turning to the transition from aristoc-
racy to timocracy, we might posit the absent Achilles, willful and obsessed

with glory, that which initiates the process of going down, the fall from the
ideal.

THE FIGURE OF SOCRATES

Socrates is Plato’s greatest creation. The Socrates featured in Aristophanes’s
comedy, The Clouds, is a sophistic scoundrel. Xenophon’s Socrates is sympa-
thetic, but more pedantic. Plato, on the other hand, transformed his Socrates
into the ideal philosopher, honest, prudent, self-sufficient, blending passion
with disinterestedness, humility with nobility. Indifferent to personal gain or
self interest, he pursues the truth despite the consequences. As he tells the
court in Plato’s account of the Apology, “the unexamined life is not worth
living.” If most subsequent philosophers have observed this injunction in
word more than deed, Socrates remains, nevertheless, the goal toward which
we should aspire. “And even if you are not yet a Socrates,” writes the Stoic
philosopher Epictetus, “still you ought to live as one who wishes to be a
Socrates” (Enchiridion 483), words that Benjamin Franklin echoes in his
autobiography: “Imitate Jesus and Socrates” (81). John Stuart Mill makes the
same point when he writes that “it is better to be a human being dissatisfied
than a pig satisfied; better to be Socrates dissatisfied than a fool satisfied,”
also alluding to Glaucon’s remark about a city of pigs (Plato, 372d). The
Danish philosopher Kierkegaard focuses on the ironic Socrates, with the
play of identities, parables, and verbal games. Friedrich Nietzsche presents a
more complex response to Socrates; he is drawn to the irony, but also rejects
Socrates’ rationalism as a symptom of a cultural decadence that covers up
the tragic.

SUBSEQUENT INFLUENCE

The Republic, the Symposium, and the Phaedrus are the most influential of
Plato’s dialogues, his greatest contributions to philosophical literature. The
medieval world knew Plato only by reputation, and indirectly through other
philosophers such as St. Augustine. Among the dialogues, only the Timaeus
was available in a Latin version. With the recovery of classical learning, the
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body of Plato’s works, including the Republic, made their way into Western
culture, first printed in Geneva in 1578 under the guidance of the humanist,
Henri Estienne (Stephanus in Latin), the standard edition for all subsequent
versions. (The marginal numbers used to identify passages in Plato refer to the
pages of the Stephanus edition, much as we cite passages in Shakespeare not
by the specific page, but by act, scene, and line number.) Even before that,
however, humanist scholars were reading the Republic. Long sections of Sir
Thomas More’s Utopia (1516) paraphrase sections of the Republic. The five
books of the Gargantua and Pantagruel (1532-1562), by the French human-
ist Francois Rabelais, draw on both More and Plato. Sir Francis Bacon’s New
Atlantis (1627) owes much to both the Republic and the Timaeus, our source
for the story of the (old) Atlantis.

The title of the philosophical novel, The Cave (2000) by the Portugese
Nobel Laureate, José Saramago, points to the continued influence of Plato.
The Republic exercises a profound influence, bringing together most of the
major Platonic themes and doctrines. The “Parable of the Cave,” for instance,
is an important part of our culture, a profound metaphor for describing the
human condition. Socrates’ apparent banning of the poet from the ideal soci-
ety has opened a perennial debate over the value of art and the relationship
between art and truth. The realm of political philosophy and, by extension,
the utopian tradition in literature down to the present look back directly or
indirectly to the Republic. Plato has set the standard and established the terms
by which we subsequently think about the ideal society and its possibilities.
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St. Augustine
The Confessions
400

I want to know God and the soul.
—Augustine, Soliloquies

The edifice of your pride has to be dismantled. And that is terribly hard work.
—Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value

St. Augustine is variously described as either the last great philosopher of
classical antiquity, or the first of the Middle Ages. Grouped with St. Jerome
(331-419/420), St. Ambrose (340-397), and Gregory the Great (540—-604), he
is also described as one of the four Latin “Fathers of the Church,” the bridge
between the classical and medieval worlds. Augustine considered himself a
philosopher rather than a theologian (the latter term he applied to mythogra-
phers such as Marcus Terentius Varro, writing about the pagan gods). The love
of wisdom implies the love of God. “[S]ince divine truth and scripture clearly
teach us that God, the Creator of all things, is Wisdom,” he writes in the City
of God, “a true philosopher will be a lover of God” (8.1). It is, however, in his
Confessions that Augustine stands both as the first modern philosopher and the
first modern author. Ostensibly an account of his philosophical and spiritual
development, the Confessions represents the first extended record of the inte-
rior nature of the self and the role that the will and passions play in shaping our
consciousness of time and space. It is also the first work to explore the central

Excerpts from St. Augustine: Confessions edited by Henry Chadwich translator (Oxford
University Press, 1991). By permission of Oxford University Press.
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role that the will and passions play in the nature of evil. Augustine, a rhetori-
cian by training, is the first thinker to confront systematically the relationship
between reality and language, and the concomitant problem of interpretation.
As the modern philosopher Wittgenstein remarked, the Confessions is “the
most serious book ever written” (qtd. in Monk 282).

BIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT

Aurelius Augustinus was born in the Roman North African city of
Thagaste (now the Algerian city of Souk-Ahras), November 13, 354 c.k.
Augustine’s home was Latin in language and culture, though the culture
of Roman North Africa was a diverse mixture including Berbers and
Phoenicians speaking the Semitic language Punic, an urban merchant class
speaking Greek, and the official and educated class speaking Latin. Before
the arrival of Christianity, many North Africans worshiped Mountain Gods,
most notably the “Supreme Father” or “The Old Man,” related to the Semitic
Jehovah. Also, especially around Carthage, the “Goddess of Heaven” (Dea
Caelestis) was worshiped. Later, the Roman North African Lucius Apuleius
(born c. 124 c.k.) centered his novel The Golden Ass (The Metamorphoses) on
the Greco-Roman Platonic cult of Isis, which identified the Egyptian mother
goddess as the single underlying and unifying principle of the divine.

Augustine’s father Patricus, a landowner of limited means, was pagan until
a deathbed conversion. His mother, Monica, probably of Berber/Numidian
origins, was a devout member of the Catholic Church of Africa. Seeing
Augustine’s intellectual abilities as a route to preferment and success, his
parents nurtured his education. Thus after primary studies in Thagaste, he
continued his studies, first in Madauros, made famous by Lucius Apuleius,
and later in Carthage. His training centered on rhetoric and the liberal arts,
with the notion that persuasive speaking was the best way to achieve public
success in an oral culture centered in the Forum and the courts.

Writing his Confessions between 397-401 c.E., Augustine traces the first
33 years of his life and spiritual growth. He writes of his petulant disgust at
his father’s behavior and ambitions, his contempt for his education, which
centered too much on rote memorization and the rod, and of his early frus-
trations as a teacher of rhetoric, first in Thagaste, then Carthage, and then
Rome (383 c.k.). He recounts his love of Latin literature and the power of
fictional characters to move him to tears even while oblivious of his own
condition. “What is more pitiable than a wretch without pity for himself
who weeps over the death of Dido dying for love of Aeneas,” he notes with
bitter irony, “but not weeping over himself dying for his lack of love for you,
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my God” (1.13.21). At the age of 18 he discovered Cicero’s philosophical
dialogue, Hortensius (no longer extant). This awakened in him a lifelong taste
for philosophy, leading him to declare, “Suddenly every vain hope became
empty to me, and I longed for the immortality of wisdom with an incredible
ardor in my heart” (3.4.7). Encouraged by his mother, Augustine turned to
the scriptures, but found their style crude and simplistic next to the eloquence
of Cicero. The New Latin Bible of Jerome, the Vulgate, which was the first
complete Latin translation, was still a work in progress (about 384-405).
The Old Latin Bible available to Augustine was, says Henry Chadwick,
a “rather primitive version made by half-educated missionaries in the second
century” (11). Augustine therefore turned to the doctrines of Manichaeism
which seemed better able to address his questions about the nature of good
and evil in a philosophical manner. In broad terms, Manichaeism derived
from the teachings of a Babylonian named Mani (216-276 c.k.), which rein-
terpreted Christianity in terms of a dualistic cosmology between Good and
Evil, Light and Dark, Spirit and Matter. Pantheistic, it saw the divine trapped
in matter, positing a rigorous ethical asceticism in order to seek purification
and redemption. Toward the end of his teaching career in Carthage, Augustine
began to admit serious doubts about Manichaean cosmology, especially as it
related to astrology and the prediction of the future.

Amid Augustine’s search for wisdom were more personal struggles. He
was obsessed in retrospect with his wicked or unbalanced values (iniquitas),
loving the things he should hate and hating the things he should love. Early
in the Confessions he tells about stealing some pears, not out of hunger but
for the thrill of stealing. “I had no motive for my wickedness except wicked-
ness itself [malitiae meae causa nulla esset nisi malitia]. ... I was seeking not
to gain anything by shameful means, but shame for its own sake” (2.4.9). At
the same time, he expressed his sense of shame and disgust with his father’s
ambitions, drunkenness, violent temper, and infidelities. “But this same
father did not care what character before you I was developing, or how chaste
I was so long as [ possessed a cultured tongue” (2.3.5). Much of Augustine’s
antipathy to his father can be seen as a projection of his own sense of weak-
ness and impurity, a subtle recognition of himself in his father. Thus he
railed against his father’s worldly ambitions for him, but admited to his own
desire for worldly success. Even more pronounced were his own strong pas-
sions and sexual appetite. He described Carthage as a hissing cauldron of
illicit love. He noted, “I sought something to love, I was in love with love
[quaerebam quid amarem, amans amare], and hated safety and a path free of
snares” (3.1.1). Later, he recalled with irony, “I was an unhappy young man,
wretched as at the beginning of my adolescence when I prayed you for chas-
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tity and said: ‘Grant me chastity and continence, but not yet” (8.7.17). To
gain some control of his lusts, he took at age 17, a concubine who bore him
a son, Adeodatus. Later, while he was in Milan, Monica sent this concubine
back to Africa in order to facilitate a marriage between her son and a girl
with a large dowry and family connections. As this girl was still three years
short of age for marriage, Augustine took another mistress.

Augustine found his prospects in Rome disappointing, the students even
worse than those in Carthage. In 384, through the influence of Symmachus,
prefect of Rome, he obtained an appointment as professor of rhetoric and
public orator. At this time, Milan was the administrative center of the empire;
Rome was only the symbolic cult center. In his new role as public orator, he
came to know Ambrose, Catholic bishop of Milan. Through Ambrose he
entered the Neoplatonic circle of Milan, where he came to know Simplicianus,
a Christian intellectual who in turn introduced him to the character and writ-
ings of the rhetorician Marius Victorinus, who had translated the “Platonic
Books” of Plotinus and Porphery into Latin. The Neoplatonic philosophy of
Plotinus resolved many of his philosophical quandaries, firmly liberating him
from the materialism, dualism, and determinism of Manichaeism. In turn,
these studies illuminated the Platonic language in the Gospel of John and
the Epistles of Paul, especially Corinthians, stressing the importance of inte-
riority, and the spirit beneath the word. Perhaps equally significant was the
example of Victorinus. In Rome he had been a potent defender of the pagan
cults; however a close philosophical examination of the scriptures led him to
a public expression of faith. In the Confessions Augustine recounted,

The old Victorinus had defended these cults for many years with a voice ter-
rifying to opponents. Yet he was not ashamed to become the servant of your
Christ, and an infant born at your font, to bow his head to the yoke of humility
and to submit his forehead to the reproach of the cross. (8.2.3)

In a similar fashion, Augustine learned with the aid of philosophy to humble
his ambitions and desires. Thus after much struggle, he finally experi-
enced the long-sought spiritual assent that marked his final conversion to
Christianity in August 386.

From 386 to 387, Augustine and his friends retired to the villa of
Cassiciacum on the outskirts of Milan, to reflect on the meaning and impli-
cations of their spiritual struggles and conversion. The Cassiciacum dialogues,
among his earliest extant writings, are the product of this period. Perhaps
most significant are the Soliloquies (Augustine coined the word), presented in
the form of an interior dialogue between Augustine and Reason, which posit



St. Augustine, The Confessions 31

the role of philosophy and the liberal arts as important parts of a religious
education. On Easter Day 387, Augustine, his son Adeodatus, and his friend
Alypius were baptized in Milan by Ambrose. His conversion now complete,
Augustine hoped to return to Africa for a life of contemplation. He and his
family traveled to Ostia, but the port was blockaded because of the revolt of
Maximus. So delayed, he began work on his treatises on the immortality of
the soul (De immortalitate animae) and on music. The latter, though never
completed, played an important role in the medieval curriculum. While in
Ostia, Augustine and his mother experienced a profound mystical experi-
ence, which he reported as the narrative climax of the Confessions. Shortly
thereafter Monica fell ill and died. She was 56 years old.

The rest of Augustine’s life we know from the account of his friend and
first biographer, Possidius (370-440), bishop of Calama, and from the huge
body of surviving letters and other works. In 388 Augustine went to Rome in
search of passage to Africa. During this time he engaged a series of projects,
including The Magnitude of the Soul, a polemic against the Manichaeism, and
the first of the three books of The Problem of Free Choice. Later in the year
he was finally able to travel to Carthage, and from there back to Thagaste,
where he established a community of devout laymen. During this period he
worked on The Teacher, which makes an early and important contribution to
the study of non-verbal communication. In 390, Augustine’s son Adeodatus
died at about the age of 17.

Augustine’s life took a dramatic and unexpected turn while he was visiting
Hippo in 391 with the intention of founding a monastery. A busy seaport,
Hippo Regius, now Annaba in Algeria, is about 40 miles from Thagaste.
The Catholic church in Africa was in a state of crisis and struggle with the
Donatist church. Recognizing Augustine’s talents, Valerius the Catholic
bishop of Hippo ordained him to the priesthood. He was consecrated co-bishop
in 395, so that when Valerius died the following year, Augustine became
the sole bishop of Hippo, a position he held until his death, 34 years later.
Compelled by a sense of duty, Augustine always insisted that the ordination
and ecclesiastical office were against his will. In a later sermon he declared,
“I was seized, made a priest, and through this grade I passed to the bishopric”
(Sermons 355.1.2).

The next 34 years of Augustine’s life were filled with the duties of a
bishop: preaching, participating in church councils, adjudicating legal dis-
putes, responding to various national crises, and engaging in a succession of
polemical disputes, often vitriolic, with the Manichees, the Donatists, the
Pelagians, and the Arians. The result is a huge body of sermons, letters, com-
mentaries, and treatises. Of special note are De doctrina Christiana (395-426),
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The Confessions (401), On the Trinity (419), and the monumental De civitate
Dei (The City of God), which he produced from the period 413 to 425.

The Donatist heresy, which had initially compelled Augustine into
the priesthood, dated back to a persecution of the church by the emperor
Diocletian (303-305 c.e.). Many in the African church, especially from
Numida thought that the Catholic church had not adequately resisted the
secular forces, even accusing it of cooperating with authorities in the sur-
render of sacred books and vessels. The crisis broke in 311 when the bishop
of Carthage died and was hastily replaced. In response, the Numidian fac-
tion consecrated a rival bishop, Donatus, causing a schism in the church,
resulting in two competing parallel churches, each claiming authority, often
resulting in violent clashes. In 409 this violence led to secular interven-
tion in support of the Catholic church. Deploring violence and aware that
state coercion was not an effective means of church policy, Augustine spent
many years trying to calm the situation, though the Donatist and Catholic
churches remained rivals until the Muslim invasion of Africa.

On August 24, 410, the army of Alaric the Goth entered Rome, initiating
three days of looting and burning, an act that sent shockwaves throughout
the empire. Although the administrative centers of the Western Empire had
moved to Ravenna, the city of Rome remained the spiritual and symbolic
center for both pagans and Christians. To the pagans, the sack of Rome by
the (Arian Christian) Goths signified divine retribution for the abandon-
ment of the old gods. For the Christians, it raised doubts about the relation-
ship between religion and the secular state. Augustine took up both issues.
Working sporadically from 413 to 426, he produced his theological magnum
opus, the City of God (De civitate Dei), one of the most important works of
Christian theology. Drawing on his command of history, philosophy, clas-
sical literature, and the Bible, Augustine offered a sophisticated defense of
Christianity against its still vociferous pagan critics, and, more fundamen-
tally, an attempt to elaborate a comprehensive explanation of Christian doc-
trine in order to create a Christian vision of history and universal society.

In the midst of his work on the City of God, Augustine also entered into
dispute with the Pelagians, having been alerted to their doctrine by the
imperial commissioner, Marcellius. Pelagius, a rhetorician and lay thinker,
originally from Britain and living in Rome since 380, had argued that
humans are free to choose life or death. As a result, divine grace is nothing
more than the capacity of free wills to save themselves. Caelestius took this
a step further, suggesting that freedom was incompatible with the notion of
grace, understood as an internal divine impulse. He also suggested that bap-
tism was not necessary for the salvation of infants, contrary to Augustine’s
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position. Finally Julian, bishop of Eclanum (in southern Italy), argued that
freedom was emancipation from God. In 411 the Council of Carthage under
Augustine’s leadership condemned Caelestius, and in 418 the Council con-
demned 9 Pelagian propositions as heretical, an act which Pope Zosimus
ratified, making the condemnation official throughout the Western Church.
Julian was very much Augustine’s equal in learning and rhetorical skill, often
pushing Augustine into hasty and occasionally extreme positions. These
exchanges led Augustine back to his earlier obsessions, arguing that carnal
generation is the root of sin. Marriage, he asserted, was not about sexual
gratification, but procreation, mutual fidelity, and sacrament, a doctrine
that influenced the subsequent conception of marriage. This doctrine also
contributed to the medieval understanding of the Virgin birth. The struggles
with Julian and the Pelagians also led Augustine to advocate an extreme
view on the doctrine of predestination. While the Catholic church did not
follow these doctrines, they later influenced the Calvinists and Jansenists
during the Reformation.

Invasions by the Goths and other Germanic tribes into the empire raised
new political and theological crises. Most of these peoples were Arian
Christian, which from the perspective of the Catholic church represented a
trinitarian heresy dating back to the doctrines of the Alexandrian priest Arius
(250-336 c.k.). Arius had argued that if God is uncreated and indivisible,
then, necessarily, Christ cannot share divine substance or be one with God.
The Catholic church responded with the Nicene Creed in 325, affirming
the consubstantially of Christ with the Father. Despite this, Arian doctrine
was carried to the Germanic tribes outside the empire through the mission-
ary efforts of Ulfilas (Wulfila), who also translated the Bible into the Gothic
language. In 429, the Arian Vandals swept across the Straits of Gibraltar to
attack North Africa. Roman resistance collapsed and Hippo was surrounded.
Active to the end, Augustine felt ill with a fever, dying August 28, 430 at the
age of 75. The following year Hippo was conquered, though Possidius man-
aged to survive, along with Augustine’s library and manuscripts.

THE CONFESSIONS

Augustine wrote the Confessions during his first three years as bishop.
At the time, he was engaged with the church Council of Carthage in its
struggle with Manichaean heresies, producing polemical works such as
Contra Faustum Manichaeum (397 c..), Contra Felicem Manichaeum (398),
De natura boni contra Manichaeos (399), and Contra Secundinum Manichaeos
(399). Narrowly speaking, the Confessions can be seen as part of that polemic
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insofar as it traces Augustine’s own initial attraction and then subsequent
disillusionment with Manichaean doctrine. If this is the seed, the Confessions
soon grew to something much greater. Following the model he developed in
the Soliloquies, Augustine conceived the Confessions as a prayer or interior
dialogue between himself and God. He offered a retrospective account and
interpretation of his alienation from God. Thus Augustine the narrator
speaks about the development of Augustine the subject, addressing God
as the implied audience as distinct from us as reader, the explicit audience.
The Confessions is divided into 13 books, the first nine following a more or
less autobiographical progression, tracing the first 33 years of his life, from
his birth through the death and burial of Monica. The details of the plot are
outlined above in the account of Augustine’s early life. The remaining four
books center on a discussion of the nature of memory, time and eternity,
creation, and the problems of interpretation applied to the first chapters of
Genesis 1. The narrative fiction that the work is a conversation invites the
reader to conceive it as open-ended. Like Plato in his dialogues, Augustine
uses the conventions of writing to suggest the immediacy of oral performance.
Unlike a written treatise, which deploys a linear argument towards the dem-
onstration of a specific thesis, a conversation unfolds dialectically through
a series of revisions that envelop and reconcile what has come before. It is
less concerned with an end, than with a rethinking of the significance of the
beginning, the meaning underneath appearance, behind the word. Robert
McMahon characterizes this dialectic in terms of a return to the origin.
Augustine begins with his own birth and origins, traces his movement away
from God and then his return to God in his conversion and mystical experi-
ence. The commentary on Genesis 1 treats the origins of the world outward
from God, and the role of the Church as that which returns humankind to
God. The latter part of the Confessions invites us to see Augustine’s early
life and spiritual struggles allegorically as representative of the more general
pattern. In this way the book of Genesis interprets Augustine’s life, giving it
signification. Correspondingly, his life presents a concrete expression of the
process described in Genesis. In this process Augustine reads Christianity
through Platonism.

In broad terms the Confessions is an extended character study about the
growth and transformation of Augustine himself as he struggles to hear the
voice of God under the noise and clatter of his ambitions, ego, and lusts.
He reveals himself as a man of restless energy and strong emotions, which
he describes in vivid, often hyperbolic terms. Thus he characterizes himself
as in love with love, consumed with passion. “My love was returned and in
secret | attained the joy that enchains. I was glad to be in bondage, tied with
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troublesome chains, with the result that I was flogged with the red-hot iron
rods of jealously, suspicion, fear, anger, and contention” (3.1.1). Elsewhere,
writing of his sexual appetites, he says, “Fettered by the flesh’s morbid
impulse and lethal sweetness, I dragged my chain, but was afraid to be free of
it” (6.12.21). Even the account of his conversion is marked by violent action.
“I threw myself down somehow under a certain fig tree, and let my tears flow
freely. Rivers streamed from my eyes” (8.12.28). He utters “wretched cries,”
wondering when his conversion will come. “As [ was saying this and weeping
in the bitter agony of my heart,” he hears the voice of a child chanting, “Pick
up and read, pick up and read” (8.12.29). Following this cue, he returns to
where he has left a copy of Romans. “I seized, opened, and read in silence the
first passage on which my eyes lit [arripui, aperui et legi in silentio capitulum,
quo primum coniecti sunt oculi mei]” (8.12.29). There in silence he reads
from Romans 13.13-14: “Not in riots and drunken parties, not in eroticism
and indecencies, not in strife and rivalry, but put on the Lord Jesus Christ
and make no provision for the flesh in its lusts” (8.12.29). Thereafter he is
flooded with calm, his last doubts dispelled.

In the course of describing his own development, Augustine sketches a
number of other characters, presented with brief but memorable anecdotes.
His long-time friend Alypius had been a student of Augustine’s in Thagaste
and had himself traveled to Rome, seeking a career in the law, and was later
present at Augustine’s conversion. In one instance, Augustine recounts how
Alypius had a violent aversion to gladiatorial shows, finding such spectacle
cruel and murderous. Nevertheless he was once dragged to a show by some
friends. Refusing to watch, he covered his eyes. “Would that he had blocked
his ears as well!” Augustine writes (6.8.13). “A man fell in combat. A great
roar from the entire crowd struck him with such vehemence that he was
overcome with curiosity.” Overcome, Alypius was soon on his feet, shouting
with the rest, caught up in the blood lust. The anecdote provides significant
illustration both of our vulnerability to the pressures of the outside world to
inflame desires and pervert the will, and of the role of language and sound as
the mediator of that outside world.

As part of the dialectical development within the Confessions, Augustine
often deploys his characters in contrasting pairs. The ambitious but patient
Monica stands in a contrasting but paired relationship with her ambitious
but intemperate husband Patricus. Augustine’s unnamed concubine pairs
with his unnamed betrothed. His friend and former student Alypius pairs
with another friend and former student, Nebridius, both of whom are instru-
mental in teaching him about chastity. His friend and philosophical mentor
Simplicianus pairs with Victorinus. Of particular note is Augustine’s pairing
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of Ambrose, the Catholic bishop of Milan, with Faustus, the Manichaean
bishop.

While still in Carthage, Augustine began to entertain serious doubts about
Manichaean doctrine. He was assured that Faustus could resolve these prob-
lems. The encounter, however, proved disappointing.

When he came, I found him gracious and pleasant with words. He said the
things they usually say, but put it much more agreeably. But what could the
most presentable waiter do for my thirst by offering precious cups? My ears
were already satiated with this kind of talk, which did not seem better to me
because more elegantly expressed. Fine style does not make something true,
nor has a man a wise soul because he had a handsome face and well-chosen
eloquence. (5.6.10)

Given Augustine’s own career as a rhetorician, dedicated to eloquence, his
disappointment is especially ironic. In contrast, he describes an early encoun-
ter with Ambrose. Known by the epithet, “the Honey Tongued Doctor,”
Ambrose, like Faustus, was also known for his eloquence. As with Faustus,
Augustine wished to question Ambrose about his problems, but found that
he was prevented because of the crowds around him. One day Augustine
and his friends came upon Ambrose reading silently to himself. Although by
no means unheard of, reading in silence was not typical, the usual practice
being to read aloud or even chant the text (thus the name carrels given to
library reading desks). “[H]e restored either his body with necessary food or
his mind by reading. When he was reading,” Augustine recalled, “his eyes ran
over the page and his heart perceived the sense, but his voice and tongue
were silent.... After sitting for a long time in silence (for who would dare
to burden him in such intent concentration?) we used to go away” (6.3.3).
The contrast between Ambrose and Faustus is evident. Faustus’s words pres-
ent an elegant noise to the ear, but are really a distraction from their lack of
content, a beautiful but empty cup that will not quench his thirst. Ambrose’s
silent reading, on the other hand, are words full of meaning and sense, food
for his mind. Reflecting on the pair, Augustine wrote, “Through Manichaean
deceits Faustus wandered astray. Ambrose taught the sound doctrine of salva-
tion” (5.13.23).

The most extended and thematically most significant character sketch
centers on Augustine’s mother, Monica. Augustine’s early remarks about her
are brief, focusing on her ambitions for her son, her concerns about the salva-
tion of his soul and that he be baptized, and her warnings that he should not
carry on with married women. All of this Augustine dismisses as “womanish
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advice which I would have blushed to take the least notice of” (2.3.6). At
other times, she emerges as a strong figure. Augustine lets slip that Monica
had thrown him out of the house and banned him from the family table
because of her revulsion at the “blasphemies of my error” (3.11.19), relent-
ing only when reassured by a providential dream that he would eventually
become a Christian. Later she followed him to Milan from Africa, enduring
the dangerous voyage across the Mediterranean and the journey through
Italy. Once in Milan, she quickly affiliated herself with Ambrose and his
struggles with the Arian Justina, the mother of the Goth king and emperor
Valentinian. This even included participating in a sit-down strike in the
cathedral to prevent its occupation by the Arians on Easter 386 c.k.

Before describing what seems to be a joint mystical vision and her death
in Book 9, Augustine reflects at some length on Monica’s early years and
personality. She had an abundance of high spirits, “which can overflow in
playful impulses” (9.8.18). At an early stage she found that she could best
achieve her ends by patience and gentleness. By this means she won over
the heart of her mother-in-law, and by this means she controlled the often
violent and unfaithful husband, Augustine’s father Patricus. Because of this,
Augustine asserts, there was no sign that Patricus ever beat his wife. By con-
trast, “many wives married to gentler husbands bore the marks of blows and
suffered disfigurement to their faces” (9.9.19).

She knew that an angry husband should not be opposed, not merely by anything
she did, but even by a word. Once she saw that he had become calm and quiet,
and that the occasion was opportune, she would explain the reason for her action,
in case perhaps he had reacted without sufficient consideration. (9.9.19)

Her patience was predicated not on blind obedience, but on an awareness
that it is not possible to reason with a person whose anger and vanity were in
the way. The voice of reason can speak only in the context of calm and quiet
when the noise of the will and ego has abated. In the end, Monica’s efforts
were rewarded by Patricus’s deathbed conversion.

The importance of this account is not only what it reveals about Monica,
but what it reveals about Augustine. The relationship between Patricus and
Monica is not unlike that which Augustine describes between himself and
God, the text inviting an interpretation of the relationship between hus-
band and wife in allegorical terms. Repeatedly throughout the Confessions
Augustine speaks of God as “deeply hidden yet most intimately present”
(1.4.4), the silent but patient and steadfast presence, not unlike the attri-
butes he cites in his mother. The sense of separation derives from Augustine’s
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turning away or refusing to hear. He speaks of his deafness to the silent voice
because of his passions and willfulness, his ambitions and restlessness. Rather
than listen to the inward voice of God, he has been focused on the external
noise of the world. His conversion comes only when he turns inward, calms
his ego, and listens to the silence. In this he resembles his father more closely
than perhaps he cares to admit, the contempt for his father’s ambitions
an expression of self-contempt. Correspondingly, God, like Monica, waits
calmly and silently, always at hand, for the passions to cool. Philosophically,
it is a reminder of the problem that Socrates raises early in the Republic,
namely, that reason works only with a person who is willing to listen, whose
ego is open and receptive to reason. In other words, Augustine’s conception
of God, at least in terms of a personal relationship, is deeply informed by his
understanding of his mother. Throughout his writings Augustine’s references
to the Virgin Mary are few and perfunctory, a nod to the creed but little
more. In the Confessions his relationship with God is direct and unmediated.
His conception of God is informed not by the masculine image of a distant
fiery patriarch, the wrathful God of retribution, “the Old Man,” but by the
feminine image of the patient mother or wife, intimate, calmly waiting with
her arms crossed. In this, neither God nor Monica should be seen as passive.
They are passive only in the sense of not taking direct intervention, but not
passive in the sense of submissive acceptance. Analogously, no one would
ever consider the “passive resistance” of a Gandhi or Martin Luther King as
passive in the latter sense. Paradoxically then, the stillness or passiveness that
Augustine attributes to God and mother is an active stance of waiting for the
calm and silence that opens the self-absorbed husband or son, making them
receptive to the possibility of something beyond the ego. Such a vision is
consistent with Augustine’s Neoplatonic conception of God as the transcen-
dent, immutable unity behind the Word and the world of appearance.

[t is not surprising that Augustine’s mystical experience of divine unity
occurred after his conversion and baptism, and in the context of his recon-
ciliation with his mother. In a house in Ostia, Augustine and Monica found
themselves alone, leaning out a window together, overlooking a garden.
“Alone with each other, we talked very intimately. Forgetting the past and
reaching forward to what lies ahead” (9.10.23). The conversation led from
a discussion of the eternal life of saints to the difference between the world
of the bodily senses to the life of eternity. “Our minds were lifted up by an
ardent affection towards eternal being itself,” he records.

Step by step we climbed beyond all corporeal objects and the heaven itself,
where sun, moon, and stars shed light on the earth. We ascended even further



St. Augustine, The Confessions 39

by internal reflection and dialogue and wonder at your works, and we entered
into our own minds. We moved up beyond them so as to attain to the region
of inexhaustible abundance where you feed Israel eternally with truth for food.
There life is the wisdom by which all creatures come into being, both things
which were and which will be. But wisdom itself is not brought into being but
is as it was and always will be. (9.10.24)

Positing the goal of God or ultimate wisdom as that which is transcendent,
eternal, and unchanging, they then imagine an absolute stillness: “[if] the
very soul itself is making no sound and is surpassing itself by no longer think-
ing about itself, if all dreams and visions in the imagination are excluded,
if all language and every sign and everything transitory is silent” (9.10.25).
From this stillness, Augustine describes the brief flash of mystical union with
the divine that he and Monica experienced. “That is how it was when at that
moment we extended our reach and in a flash of mental energy attained the
eternal wisdom which abides beyond all things” (9.10.25). This description
owes something to Plotinus’s account of the ascent of the soul to the good:
“One sees with one’s self alone That alone [God], simple, single and pure [auto
mend autd ménon ide eilikrinés]” (Plotinus, Ennead 1.6.7.10) in terms of shock,
wonder, and delight (1.6.7.15). While the Neoplatonism offers Augustine
the means of interpreting his experience, situating it in a larger philosophical
and religious context, the experience remains deeply personal.

THEMES AND MOTIFS

Edward Gibbon (1734-1794), English historian and author of the famous
The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, complained that Augustine’s learn-
ing was too often borrowed and his philosophical arguments too often his
own. Henry Chadwick argues the opposite assessment, showing that many of
Augustine’s arguments were borrowed from Cicero, Plotinus, and Porphyry,
but that his learning was his own (Chadwick 126). Because his training was
in rhetoric and the liberal arts rather than formal philosophy, Augustine
avoids many of the technical issues of logic, categories, and predication
which fascinate professional philosophers and frustrate would-be students.
In the Confessions, he prefers to confront the life-and-death issues that draw
people to philosophy in the first place, equating the personal struggle of his
soul with the general quest for wisdom, the individual in an allegorical rep-
resentative of the human condition. Although not without qualification, he
takes many of the arguments of the Neoplatonists as axiomatic. His philo-
sophical commitments are most evident in his rhetorical strategies, especially
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in his use of a series of antithetical themes and motifs. Thus, throughout,
Augustine plays on the opposed relationship between the hidden and appear-
ance, inwardness and outwardness, stability and instability, rest and restless-
ness, internal things and external things, silence and noise, and the figurative
and the literal. These relate to analogous Platonic and Neoplatonic opposi-
tions such as the one and the many, identity and difference, mind and body,
ascent and descent, intellection and perception. Here I will focus on three
philosophical themes prominent in Augustine’s personal struggles in the
Confessions: the problem of evil; the problem of the language (especially as
it relates to interpretation and the boundaries between the figurative and
the literal language and to the problem of interpretation); and the role of
memory in creating the mind and time.

The need to understand the nature of evil is one of the impetuses driving
Augustine’s quest for wisdom. Throughout the Confessions he speaks of the
sense of his own wickedness. Some of this behavior seems motivated by appe-
tites, as with his sexual drives. But the case of the stolen pears raises a more
disturbing problem, since the act was motivated not by need, but simply
by willfulness for its own sake. Augustine was first drawn to Manichaeism
because its dualistic cosmology offered a clear explanation, positing a struggle
between real external forces of good and evil. Thus his ethical struggles had
a metaphysical underpinning that gave them a meaning. On the other hand,
its materialist cosmology made poor science, giving rise to other problems,
especially with regard to making predictions in astronomy. At the same time,
Augustine was initially dissuaded from Christianity because of the problem of
evil. If instead of a Manichaean dualism, one explained the cosmos in terms
of God, how can one explain evil? “Is not my God not only good but the
supreme Good?” Augustine asks. “Why then have I the power to will evil
and to reject good?” (7.3.5). In other words, if God has created everything,
and if God is all good, how could God cause evil? How can what is all good
create evil?

The solution to his problem derives from the Neoplatonism of Plotinus,
which transformed Platonism into a theology, identifying God with the prin-
ciple of unity. From the One (én) emanates the Mind (nous), from the Mind
emanates the soul (psyche), from the soul, nature (phiisis), and finally from
nature, matter (hyle). Pure matter is a complete deficiency in order or mea-
sure. Reality exists as a hierarchy of being, from absolute form to formless-
ness, from perfection to imperfection. Ethically, Plotinus equates the good
with form and order, evil with formlessness and chaos. In this way, evil is
regarded not as a substance, but the absence or privation of order. “So then,”
writes Plotinus in the Enneads, “let unmeasure be the primary evil, and that
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which is in a state of unmeasuredness be likeness or participation evil in a
secondary sense, because its unmeasuredness is accidental. ... Vice, which is
ignorance and unmeasuredness in the soul, is evil secondarily, not absolute
evil: just as virtue is not primarily good, but that which is made lie to or partic-
ipates in it” (Plotinus 1.8.40-45). Wickedness relates to a self-assertiveness.
Living beings sometimes incline toward what is better and sometimes what
is worse, becoming habituated in their behavior. Evil per se is always pres-
ent insofar as the created world is imperfect. Evil or wicked behavior relates
to the individual soul’s disposition within the hierarchy of being, whether
toward perfection or away from it. Translating this into psychological terms,
Augustine conceives evil in terms of willfulness. “I inquired what wickedness
is; and I did not find a substance but a perversity of will twisted away from the
highest substance, you O God” (7.16.22). This allowed him to reconcile the
problem of a good God with the presence of evil. It also focused the ethical
problem on the false desires of the will, and why it is inherently better to be
virtuous than not.

An awareness of the limits of language run throughout the Confessions,
not surprising in a professor of rhetoric, deeply cognizant of the possibility of
language to move or manipulate people. Early in Book 1, he describes what is
sometimes termed an “ostentation model” of language acquisition, a process
of pointing and naming. “[W]hen people gave a name to an object and when,
following the sound, they moved their body towards that object, I would
see and retain the fact that the object received from them this sound which
they pronounced when they intended to draw attention to it” (1.8.13). In
the opening of his Philosophical Investigations, Wittgenstein cites this pas-
sage as an example of a problematic model of languages, describing how the
association of sounds and concepts is often ambiguous. Indeed, Augustine
himself is not unaware of the problem. In De magistro he takes up the issue
that language is not just about communication of information, as in the case
of singing. He also notes that simply articulating verbal signs and pointing
at the ostensible object or activity can lead to ambiguities. In pointing at a
person walking quickly, am I communicating the concept of walking or hur-
rying? (De magistro 3.6). What is most important in the Confessions, however,
is the arbitrary nature of the relationship between the sign and its underlying
meaning. Corollary to this is the power of language to create compelling fic-
tions that have no necessary connection to the world, thus his complaints
about the power of poetry to move him to tears, the “word spinning” of
Faustus and the Manichaeans, and the temptation of Alypius at the gladiato-
rial show. Even more fundamentally, language relates to Augustine’s concern
about hearing the silent voice of God and the reading and interpretation of
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the scriptures and by extension the signification of the divine Word. He adds
with dry irony, “[a]ll too frequently the poverty of human intelligence has
plenty to say” (Confessions 12.1.1).

Augustine’s play on the oppositions of silence and noise with the interior
and exterior and with God and the world of senses, posits a conception of
language that anticipates many modern views. Language is the only way we
have for talking about things, but, by its very nature, language is unable to
express anything about the divine, because it is bound to the realm of sense-
perception. In naming things and creating categories, our language separates
us from the very things it attempts to articulate. At best our attempts at
knowing the divine are “either a knowing which is aware of what is not
knowable or an ignorance based on knowledge” (Confessions 12.5.5), a ver-
sion of the Socratic maxim that the truly wise person knows that he does
not know. Yet as Socrates also says, the unexamined life is not worth living.
In the late Platonic dialogue Theaetetus, Socrates reassures the struggling
Theaetetus, “Never say it is beyond your power; it will not be so, if heaven
wills and you take courage” (151d). Such a view also informs Augustine’s
model of language and its implicit theory of knowledge.

Augustine’s views on language have significant implications when we
turn to the interpretation of the scripture. First, our reading will necessarily
always be figurative rather than literal. To assume a literal reading would
be to equate the divine with the realm of sense perception. Second, all of
our readings are necessarily tentative or provisional as a consequence of the
limits of language and the limits of the interpreter. Too often we judge an
interpretation to be valid because it is our interpretation. This in turn posits
two more implications. First that there is no single right interpretation, and
second, that some insight is to be found in the efforts of sincere authors who
may have had different intentions from those discerned by the interpreter.
Thus, for instance, the Platonic philosophers offer profound insight into
Christianity, though that was not their concern. In words analogous in spirit
to those of Socrates to Theaetetus, Augustine concludes, “[t]he understand-
ing presupposed in my confessions is that if I have said what your minister
[Moses in Genesis 1] meant, that is correct and the best interpretation; and
that is the attempt I have to make. But if | have been unsuccessful in that
endeavor, | pray nevertheless I may say what, occasioned by his words, your
truth wished me to say” (12.32.43).

Memory (anamnesis) is central to the Platonic doctrine of forms. For Plato,
understanding or illumination is a recollection of knowledge from an earlier
existence, a doctrine that posits the independent existence of the soul, and
by implication the doctrine of the transmigration of the soul. Augustine
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affirms the difference between body and soul, but rejects both the idea and
the implication that the soul has an independent existence. Nevertheless
memory plays the crucial role in his theory of mind and knowledge, which
he examines in an extended treatise in Book 10 of the Confessions. It begins
with the prayer, “[m]ay I know you, who know me. May I ‘know as I also
am known’” (10.1.1). In other words, what does it mean to have knowledge
of God outside of the fleeting mystical experience described at the end of
Book 97 What is the object of my love of God? The answer is not in the
specific things of the cosmos of which I am aware through sense-perception.
“Truth says to me: ‘Your God is not earth or heaven or any physical body.’
The nature of that kind of being say this. They see it: nature is a physical
mass, less in the part than in the whole” (10.7.10). Knowledge of God, then,
relates to what I may understand about the whole. Here, for Augustine, the
key is memory (memoria).

I come to the fields and vast palaces of memory, where are the treasuries of
innumerable images of all kinds of objects brought in by sense-perception.
Hidden there is whatever we think about, a process which may increase or
diminish or in some way alter the deliverance of the senses and what else has
been deposited and placed on reserve and has not been swallowed up and

buried in oblivion. (10.8.12)

Augustine identifies the memory with the mind itself, and as “the stomach
of the mind” (10.14.21). All of my experiences of the world are saved in the
memory, and so, correspondingly, all of my knowledge of the world is based
on memory. His conception of memory is, however, larger than our modern
one, entailing not merely recollection, but a combination of consciousness
and unconsciousness. “It is I who remember, I who am mind” (10.16.25).
There are two kinds of memory, Augustine suggests, that of distinct
particulars and that of general categories (10.7.13), a view not unlike that
offered by modern scientists, trying to describe the function of the brain.
When I recollect something, it is not the object itself, but a mental image
that the earlier experience had imprinted in my mind. By this mechanism,
Augustine argues that he can explain not only my knowledge of events and
specific experiences, but things I have learned, imaginary things, and even
mathematical knowledge. Even more significantly, memory is the key to the
nature of time. Experientially, I am aware only of the present moment. Only
the present moment has an actual existence. When I speak of knowing the
past or future, I am really appealing to mental images drawn or projected
from my memory. Time, in other words, has no real existence; it is created by
the mind. In a move that later informs Marcel Proust, he suggests that when
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we speak of the past and future, we are more properly speaking of a “present
of things past,” and a “present of things to come” (10.20.26).

Augustine explores the ontological implications of memory and time
more fully in the City of God and On the Trinity. Here we might point to
two themes. First, if time is created by mind / memory, then the ground
of being is an eternal present. By this he proposes to explain God’s time-
less and unchanging character. Second, we have the possibility of inferring
some knowledge about the form of reality, only in the totality of the experi-
ence that fills memory and from that grasping something about the divine
unity. The Confessions itself is a sort of narrative present that characterizes
Augustine as he now is, but a now composed of what he imagined he was and
hopes he will be. His soul, mediated by his memory in the broad sense of the
term, is built on the three aspects of time. “The present considering the past
is the memory, the present considering the present is immediate awareness,
the present considering the future is expectation” (11.20.26). In a deep sense
this theme brings us back to the narrative structure of the Confessions itself,
for the Augustine of the present, recalls the Augustine of the past, in hopes
for the Augustine of the future.

SUBSEQUENT INFLUENCE

Augustine’s influence on later thinkers and writers cannot be overstated.
Henry Chadwick goes so far as to say that Augustine is the most influential
philosopher of the ancient world after Plato and Aristotle. His prominent
role in the development of Church doctrine is readily apparent. At the
same time, his humanism, his psychological insight, and even his mystical
side appealed to those who found the formal rigors of scholasticism at times
arid. During the Reformation, both sides appealed to his writing in debates
over predestination, grace, and Church authority. By contrast, the thinkers
of the Enlightenment rejected many of the doctrines of Augustinianism,
seeing in it the root of many of the controversies and much of the sectar-
ian violence of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation. They ridiculed
Augustine’s denial of human perfectibility. “How we have imported the
reveries of an African!” sighed Voltaire, “sometimes Manichee, sometimes
Christian, sometimes debauchee, sometimes devotee, sometimes toler-
ant, sometimes persecutor” (qtd. in Rist 1 [my translation]). Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s Confessions, different in tone and substance from Augustine,
represents a direct response. Augustine’s influence on philosophy is also
readily apparent. Montaigne, Descartes, Malebranche, Arnauld, and Pascal
most directly draw on Augustine. The early existentialist thinkers such as
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Danish philosopher Sgren Kierkegaard are deeply sympathetic to Augustine,
while Friedrich Nietzsche is deeply hostile, finding fault with Augustine’s
psychology. Augustine reaches directly and indirectly into contemporary
philosophy through Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951), a seminal figure of
Anglo-American philosophy, and Martin Heidegger (1889-1976), the most
influential figures in Continental philosophy. Wittgenstein, as we have already
seen, is attracted to Augustine’s examination of language. Heidegger looks at
Augustine’s treatment of being.

Augustine’s influence on Western literature is extensive, profound, but
subtle. Dante includes the person of Augustine among the theologians in
the Paradiso, and the narrative structure of the Confessions and Augustine’s
psychology also informs the Divine Comedy. The humanists of the North
European Renaissance, Thomas More, Erasmus of Rotterdam, and Frangois
Rabelais, were drawn to Augustine’s background in eloquence and rhetoric,
his attention to the liberal arts in the philosophical curriculum, his treatment
of language, and in the importance he gave to the mystical or non-rational.
However, probably the most important route of Augustine’s transmission
into literature is through the Italian poet and humanist Francesco Petrarca—
Petrarch (1304-1374).

Petrarch, a lover of classical literature, and especially of Cicero, felt a life-
long kinship with Augustine. He composed a series of philosophical dialogues
known as the Secretum on the model of the Soliloquies, imagining a series of
interior conversations between himself and Augustine. His narrative, “The
Ascent of Mt. Ventoux,” explicitly echos Augustine’s conversion experience.
Having climbed the mountain, Petrarch first feels pride as he views the world
at his feet and then shame for his pretensions, compelling him to take out
his copy of the Confessions and read at random. But it is through Petrarch’s
poetry, especially the Rime sparse, his cycle of sonnets and canzoniere about
his love for a lady known as Laura, that Augustinian psychology enters
Western literature. Petrarch’s Rime subtly shifts the concept of poetry to the
interiority of the poet. The poet becomes the subject of the poem, his or her
shifting states of mind, the tension between time and eternity, and the insta-
bility of the world. Laura may be the object in his poetry, but Petrarch and his
vacillating emotions are the real subject. Transmitted through the Petrarch
tradition, this Augustinian psychology directly and indirectly shapes much
subsequent poetry from Shakespeare to the Modernists.

Trying to explain the decline and fall of Roman greatness in terms of
the rise of Christianity to his eighteenth-century audience, Edward Gibbon
sniffed that “[a]ccording to the judgment of the most impartial critics, the
superficial learning of Augustin [sic] was confined to the Latin language,”
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adding in a note that some modern critics would consider his lack of Greek
as disqualifying him from expounding the Scriptures (2.601). To this he adds,
“his style, though sometimes animated by the eloquence of passion, is usually
clouded by false and affected rhetoric. But he possessed a strong, capacious,
argumentative mind; he boldly sounded the dark abyss of grace, predestina-
tion, free-will, and original sin” (2.601). Perhaps faint praise, yet despite
himself, even as he dismisses Augustine’s doctrines, Gibbon acknowledges
Augustine’s boldness and passion, his willingness to confront the deepest
mysteries of human existence.

Indeed it is just this boldness and passion, the ability to provoke thought,
that makes the Confessions an enduring work of philosophical literature.
Augustine’s work is not merely the transition between ancient and medieval
thought, but a bridge that shows the spiritual link between the ancient and
the modern.
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Dante
The Divine Comedy
1321

[Sluch things have been revealed to me that what I have written seems but
straw.
—Thomas Aquinas to Reginald of Priverno

[T]here came to me a miraculous vision in which I saw things that made me
resolve to say no more about this blessed one until I would be capable of writ-
ing about her in a nobler way.

—Dante, Vita Nuova

The Divine Comedy is at once medieval and modern, both the masterpiece
of a remote Middle Ages and one of the enduring works of philosophical
literature. Dante firmly grounds his vision in the particulars of his own
world, its sights and smells, its local politics, its sectarian disputes. Yet at
the same time The Divine Comedy’s powerful imagery, its quest for unity, and
the transformation of its hero resonates with modern readers. Paradoxically
we are drawn both to the intricate clockwork of Dante’s form and to the
realism that transcends it. We are fascinated by the allegorical logic and the
moral taxonomy, but moved by the naturalism, the attention to gesture and
personality that make Dante’s characters both memorable and recognizable.
The power of The Divine Comedy as a work of philosophical literature has
less to do with illustrating a specific philosophical system (though that is
certainly important) than with its ability to capture a recognizable world
that provokes us to question our own certainties, that challenges us to
transform.
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BIOGRAPHICAL CONTEXT

The Italian poet Dante Alighieri is the most important writer of the
Middle Ages, and stands with Homer, Shakespeare, Cervantes, and Goethe
as indisputably one of the most influential figures in Western literature.
Many of the details of his life are conjecture, but we do know that he was
born in the Tuscan city of Florence in May or June 1265. He was baptized
in the Florentine parish of San Martino del Vescovo on March 26, 1266,
in the Baptistery of San Giovanni, which he lovingly recalls in Inferno 19.
His father, Alighiero di Bellincione, was a member of the minor aristocracy,
though with no great wealth or power. Upon the death of his father, Dante
became the head of the household, entering into public life. According to
extant records, Dante was betrothed to Gemma Donati on January 9, 1277,
marrying her in 1285. In 1287 the first of their four children was born. Given
Dante’s famous celebration of the lady Beatrice, one is tempted to recall the
words of Andreas Capellanus from the Art of Courtly Love that “marriage is
no real excuse for not loving.” Between 1286 and 1289 Dante participated
in two military engagements against Siena. While on campaign he may
have spent some time in the university city of Bologna. During this time he
also came to know the philosopher Brunetto Latini (1228-1295) and the
poets Cino da Pistoia (c.1270-1336) and Guido Cavalcanti (c.1250-1300).
Taking up poetry, Dante began to circulate rime among friends, who would in
turn offer poetic replies. In one sonnet, he imagines them sailing in a magic
ship with a group of lovely ladies (“Guido, i'vorrei che tu e Lapo ed io”)
(Dante’s Rime 15). Cavalcanti, the leading advocate of a revolutionary poetic
movement known as the dolce stil novo (sweet new style) quickly transformed
Dante’s style into something more natural and less mannered.

Dante’s early introduction to philosophy is hard to ascertain. He may
have become familiar with scholasticism through Remigio de ‘Girolami, who
taught at Santa Maria Novella in Florence and had studied under Thomas
Aquinas in Paris. Among Dante’s known mentors was the Florentine phi-
losopher and rhetorician Brunetto Latini, whom Dante encounters in the
realm of the Sodomites (Inferno 15.13—124). Brunetto, having returned
from exile in France in 1267 with the triumph of the Guelphs, played an
important role in subsequent Florentine public life. In France he had pre-
pared his Livres dou Tresor (Treasure Books), an encyclopedic compendium
on rhetoric, ethics, politics, history, and natural science written in French
and meant for a general readership. In Italian he composed the fragmentary
didactic poem Il Tesoretto (The Little Treasure, also referred to as the Tesoro),
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an important influence on Dante. It is written in the tradition of Boethius’s
Consolation of Philosophy, Alain of Lille’s Complaint of Nature, and Guillaume
de Lorris’s allegorical Romance of the Rose, each playing on the narrative
frame of a dream-vision. The narrator of Tesoretto finds himself wandering
lost in a “strange wood” near Roncevalles, beginning a journey of instruc-
tion initiated by Lady Nature, and leading him to the lands of Philosophy,
Fortune, and Love, and eventually to Mount Olympus. At about this time
there appeared two works often attributed to Dante, Il Fiore (The Flower), a
series of 232 sonnets, and the narrative poem Detto d’Amore (Tale of Lowe).
Both are based on the Romance of the Rose of Guillaume de Lorris and the
later scholastic additions of Jean de Meun.

Dante was also influenced philosophically by his friend Guido Cavalcanti,
known for his knowledge of natural philosophy rooted in the materialist cos-
mology of Epicurianism, which posits the death of the soul with the body. In
the realm of the heretics (Inferno 10), Dante encounters Cavalcanti’s father in
a stone sarcophagus reserved for Epicureans, an ironic allusion to their souls
remaining with their dead bodies. Cavalcanti’s poetry was rooted in Averroism,
which entered Europe through Siger of Brabant. Siger had drawn on the com-
mentary of the Islamic Aristotelian Averroés (Ibn Rushd) to argue that indi-
vidual humans have two souls, the intrinsic “sensitive” soul, and the intellective
soul. The latter is an impersonal collective consciousness, shared by all people,
the basis for universal concepts, but also eliminating free will from the indi-
vidual. On the other hand, Aquinas, Siger’s chief opponent at the University of
Paris, argued that the individual soul is unified: “[T]here is no other substantial
form in man besides the intellectual soul; and that the soul, as it virtually con-
tains the sensitive and nutritive souls, so does it virtually contain all inferior
forms, and itself alone does whatever the imperfect forms do in other things”
(Summa Theologica 1.76.1). While Dante’s account of the soul in the opening
of the Vita Nuova and Purgatorio 25.61-66 is contrary to Siger’s, he portrays
him placed next to Aquinas among the wise in Paradiso 10, receiving his praise.
Cavalcanti’s famously difficult canzone, “Donna me prega” (“A lady asks me”),
an Italian version of the so-called trobar clus, an obscure, hermetic style of
writing derived from the Troubadours, hints at an Averroist conception of the
soul. He imagines love as an external force, conceiving of beauty as something
transcendent, acting through the lady. “[T]herefore, Love leads, who from her
proceeds [dungu’elli meno, che da lei procede]” (124). Dante’s first significant
work, the Vita Nuova (New Life), completed around 1295, traces his rejection of
Cavalcanti’s position, and the development of his own identity as an indepen-
dent poet and thinker. Here he introduces the great theme of his life and poetic
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vision, his love for the lady Beatrice. Given its importance to understanding the
Commedia, 1 will examine the Vita in greater detail later.

To be eligible for political office, Dante was inscribed as a member of the
Guild of Physicians and Apothecaries in 1295, inaugurating a tumultuous
and often bitter career in Florentine and Italian politics. Here it is neces-
sary to give some background to the situation in Italy at this time, since it
plays such a prominent role in Dante’s life and work. In broad terms politics
in twelfth-century Italy was a complex intersection of national, regional,
local disputes, and shifting alliances. At the outermost level, there was a
long-standing dispute between the (German) Holy Roman emperors and the
(Italian) popes for secular authority in Italy. After the death of Frederick II,
the Hohenstaufen emperor (grandson of Frederick Barbarossa) in 1250,
who had held court in Palermo since 1220, the struggle continued with his
illegitimate son Manfred (whom Dante meets in Purgatorio 3), and the boy
emperor Conradin. The papacy backed the French Charles d’Anjou, who
broke the power of the Hohenstaufen at the battles of Benevento (1266),
where Manfred was killed, and Tagliacozzo (1268), after which Conradin
was executed. Many of the communes and cities of central and northern
[taly took an anti-Imperialist stance, less from loyalty to the pope than
from a desire for preservation of their own sovereignty. The names Guelph
and Ghibelline, which dated back to an eleventh-century feud between
the Bavarian Welf family and the Waiblingen, a Hohenstaufen stronghold
in Germany, were taken as the battle cries respectively to the supporters of
papal and imperial authority. In 1260 the Florentine Guelphs were defeated
by the Ghibellines led by Farinata degli Uberti (Inferno 10) at the battle of
Montaperti near Siena. In turn, the Ghibellines were defeated in 1269 and
expelled from Florence. By the time Dante entered political life, the Guelph
party had fragmented into the Whites, affiliated with the guilds (new money)
and the general populace of Florence, and the Blacks, affiliated with the old
patrician magnates.

Dante, a member of the White faction, was elected one of the six priors in
the signoria of Florence. A brawl led to the exile of 15 aristocrats, including
Guido Cavalcanti who subsequently died of malaria. The Black faction suc-
cessfully appealed to pope Boniface VIII for help, who in turn put pressure
on Florence through Charles of Valois. While Dante was on an embassy
to Rome, Charles entered Florence to “restore order,” and allowed Corso
Donati and the Blacks to return and wreak havoc. The White faction was
expelled, and Dante was exiled on trumped up charges. Refusing an offer of
amnesty (if he paid a fine) he with 14 others were sentenced in absentia to
death March 10, 1302, beginning his many years of wandering.
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The exiled White Guelphs became de facto Ghibellines, though Dante
eventually broke with them. Traveling to various Italian courts, he took up
the cause of the empire, especially after Boniface’s successor, Clement V
moved the papacy to Avignon in southern France. Dante found temporary
hope in the election of Henry VII as the emperor in 1308. Clement V had
first supported the election of Henry, inviting him to be crowned in Rome.
Opposition developed, Clement withdrew his support, and Henry died
during a campaign against Naples in 1313. Dante repeatedly condemned
Clement in the Commedia, “a lawless shepherd of even uglier deeds [than
those of Boniface VIII]” (Inferno 19.83,84). Dante even has him damned by
Saint Peter, the first pope (Paradiso 27.57-59). During this period, Dante
began work on De Monarchia, a political treatise advocating the empire and
defending the secular authority of the emperor. Reversing the position of
Augustine in the City of God, Dante praises the idea of the pagan Roman
empire, arguing for the importance of one universal secular rule to give
order and direction to human purpose. He advocated that this secular power
needed spiritual guidance, restoring a balance with the papacy. “Let Caesar,
therefore, observe that reverence to Peter which a first-born son should
observe to a father,” Dante concludes in Book 3. De Monarchia is sometimes
compared with Defensor Pacis (1324) by Marsilius of Padua and Dialogus
(1338-1346) by William of Ockham.

Throughout his years of exile, Dante continued his literary work. Around
1303 he began work on the Latin treatise, De vulgari eloquentia (Eloquence in
the Vernacular), a defense of the vernacular language instead of Latin as a fit
medium for serious poetry. He also began work on the Convivio (The Banquet),
though he set it aside around 1307 to concentrate on the composition of the
Inferno. Written in Italian and perhaps inspired by Boethius’ Consolation of
Philosophy, the Convivio continues the autobiographical manner of the Vita
Nuowa. Each book opens with a canzone (the “meat” served at the banquet
table) followed by a series of philosophical compendia, summarizing human
knowledge (the “bread”). These provide an allegorical gloss on the canzone,
thereby underlining the philosophical weight of his vernacular poems.
He explains that in seeking solace for the death of Beatrice, he turned to
philosophy, discovering the beauties of Lady Philosophy. “I imagined it as
having the form of a noble lady, and I could not imagine her with a bearing
other than full of pity; consequently, my power to perceive truth found such
delight in gazing on her that [ could scarcely turn it elsewhere” (Banquet 66).
Dante began work on the Inferno some time around 1304, finishing about
1309. Evidence suggests that he worked on the Purgatorio from about 1310 to
1316, and was already working on the Paradiso when he first made public the
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completed canticles of the Commedia, dedicated to Can Grande della Scala
in 1316. He completed the Paradiso in 1321. The Commedia was Dante’s
general title for the three canticles. The designation divina (divine) did not
appear until the 1555 Venetian edition edited by Ludovico Dolce.

In 1310 Dante moved to Verona, living there until 1316 under the
patronage of Can Grande. A Ghibelline victory at Montecatini in 1315 led
Florence to offer another invitation of amnesty to its exiles on the condi-
tion that they pay a fine. Dante proudly rejected this offer as unworthy of
“Dante’s fair fame and honor” (Latin Works, 341). In 1318 he resettled in
Ravenna, at the court of Guido Novello da Polenta, where he continued
his literary efforts and performed various diplomatic duties. By this time his
fame as a poet had begun to spread. Acknowledging Dante’s achievements,
but fundamentally missing the point, Giovanni del Virgilio, a professor at the
University of Bologna, called on him to compose in Latin instead of Italian,
arguing that it was the nobler language. Dante responded with two Latin
eclogues amid an exchange of letters between 1319 and 1320. His last work
after the completion of the Paradiso in 1321 was a brief scientific treatise,
Questio de aqua et terra. He died in Ravenna on 13 or 14 September, 1321 at
the age of fifty-six, and is buried next to Ravenna’s Church of San Francisco.
Belatedly, Florence installed a tomb for Dante in Santa Croce among those
of its other famous citizens, including Michelangelo, Machiavelli, and
Galileo; the tomb remains empty to this day. As Dante said of himself in the
famous letter to Can Grande, he was “Florentine by birth, not by character
[florentinus natione non moribus]” (Latin Works 343).

THE VITA NUOVA

Dante treats his major poetic works, the Vita Nuova, the Conwivio, and the
Commedia, as a sort of autobiographical continuum. Next to the Commedia,
the Vita Nuowva is his most important work, anticipating the major themes
of the Commedia and serving as a sort of prologue. Part autobiography, part
spiritual confession, and part treatise on poetry and courtly love, Dante
called it his “Book of Memory.” In it he comments on a selected series of son-
nets and canzone on the mystery of love, and especially the stages of his love
for Beatrice. Finding his prototypes in Ovid’s Remedia amoris and the song
books of Provence, which collected the poems of the troubadours accompa-
nied by vida (lives of the poet) and raza (prose commentaries), Dante offers
a sophisticated synthesis of the courtly love tradition, the dulce stil nuovo,
and philosophy. The Vita is composed of 42 chapters, symmetrically arrang-
ing 31 poems in a tripartite structure. Part one (chapters 1-16) contains ten
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poems (sonnets and ballade); part two (chapters 17-32), one canzone, four
poems, one canzone, four poems, one canzone; part three (chapters 32-42),
ten poems. The first and third parts pivot around the three canzone of the
second part.

Part one centers on Dante’s infatuation with Beatrice through a succession
of encounters and dreams, first when he is nine, again when he is eighteen,
and thereafter. He recounts the experience in terms of the conventions of
amour courtois codified by Andreas Capellanus in the Art of Courtly Love.
Like the conventional beloved he is wounded through the eyes by Love, by
means of the sight of the lady, responding with pallor and palpitations. Hiding
the true object of his feelings, he focuses his attentions on various “screen
ladies.” At this time he takes up poetry, taking his friend Guido Cavalcanti
(1225-1276) as his guide. In Part two, Dante turns to a new theme, imag-
ining the possibility of losing Beatrice, either through her spurning him or
more profoundly through her death. Part two culminates in her actual death
(28). Dante seeks new guidance in the poetry of Guido Guinizzelli. In the
sonnet “Love and the gracious heart are a single thing [Amore e ‘1 cor gentil
sono una cosa]” (30), Dante alludes directly to Guinizzelli’s “Al cor gentil,”
the poetic manifesto of the dulce stil nuovo. Guinizzelli, unlike the French
trouvers and Provencal troubadours of the courtly love tradition, conceived
the lady more abstractly. Dante also finds sympathy with a group of “ladies
who have intelligence of love [donne ch’avete intelletto d’amore]” (19). At
this time he also includes essays on the courtly love tradition in poetry (25),
and on the symbolism of the number nine (29). In Part three, Dante explores
his grief, sharing it with a donna gentile, becoming his own poetic guide. The
Vita Nuova concludes in a “miraculous vision [mirabile visione],” after which
he resolves to say no more about Beatrice, “until I would be capable of writ-
ing about her in a nobler way” (42).

A number of critics point to similarities between the organization of the
Vita and that of the typical medieval saint’s life, organized around the life,
death, and miracles of its subject. We can also relate it to the typologi-
cal logic of the medieval cathedral which conjoins the Bible, history, and
eschatology with architecture and art. In the typical architectural arrange-
ment, the northern wall of the cathedral features windows and decorations
related to the Old Testament. The eastern wall behind the sanctuary treats
the life and passion of Christ, and the southern wall commemorates the
lives of the saints, history since the Bible. The western wall, which closes
a circle by joining the northern and the southern, presents visions of the
Last Judgement, often punctuated by a rose window. Symbolically it joins
the alpha of the beginning of time and history with the omega of the end.
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Whether in the Michelangelo painting of the Last Judgement on the western
wall of the Sistine Chapel, the western entrance to the Cathedral of Notre
Dame in Paris, or more relevantly, the ceiling mosaics in the Baptistery of
San Giovanni in Florence, Christ sits in judgment; at his right the blessed
proceed to salvation and at his left, the damned are dragged to Hell. In this
regard Dante transforms his personal experience of love into the general con-
dition of man, his autobiography an expression of world history. The three
parts of the Vita are his cathedral in words: his early love of Beatrice a sort of
Old Testament; the death of Beatrice, the passion of Christ; the subsequent
ruminations, his saints’ lives, all culminating in the mirabile visione, which
most take to be the inspiration for the Commedia, his vision of the Last
Judgment, from Hell to the mystic rose.

Transformation is the central theme of the Vita Nuova. In Part one,
Dante’s love for Beatrice focuses on the physical, what he knows through
sense perception, an external Beatrice of gesture and appearance. As Dante
becomes aware of the fragility of the image, he internalizes Beatrice. In Part
two he begins to abstract from the sense image, to evoke her internally
by means of his imagination. Instead of speaking to her, “dire a lei” (17),
he begins to speak about her, “parlare di lei” (18). Finally, in Part three, as
Dante shifts from the guidance and authority of Cavalcanti to Guinizzelli,
and finally to himself, he conceives Beatrice through his intellect, free of
the limits of perception. Anticipating the outcome of this transformation,
he describes Beatrice in his prologue as “the now glorious lady of my mind
[la gloriosa donna de la mia mente]” (2). This metamorphosis of Beatrice
echoes the tripartite levels of human knowledge Thomas Aquinas describes
(Summa Theologica 1.84.6-85.8). The person transformed, of course, is
not Beatrice—she remains an irreducible “other”—but Dante himself and
his understanding. Aquinas writes in the Summa, “since our mind is not
born with actual knowledge but acquires it, to arrive at complete, distinct,
determinate knowledge it must go through a stage in which its knowledge
is incomplete, indistinct and confused” (1.85.2). At the end of the Vita,
Dante realizes that his understanding of the true nature of Beatrice is inad-
equate. Commenting on the final sonnet, he notes, “my thought ascends
into the nature of this lady to such a degree that my mind cannot grasp
it” (Vita 41). He then describes having his mirabile visione followed by his
refusal to write more about Beatrice until more “capable.” Dante’s silence
underlines the philosophical core of both the Vita and the Commedia, an
acknowledgment of the mystery at the center of divine creation, and the
limits of the human mind coming to grips with it. Speaking of human
knowledge of God, Thomas Aquinas writes in the Summa, “because we
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cannot know what God is [Quia de Deo scire non possumus quid sit], we have
no means for considering how God is, but rather how He is not” (1.3).
Dante, like Aquinas, begins his quest for clarity by recognizing what is
unknowable.

THE COMMEDIA

The narrative frame of Vita Nuova begins in the present, with Dante the
narrator turning to the past to explain how he got to where he is, and how
in turn that points to the future. It ends anticipating the closure of a circle,
evoking the faith in a future transformation that will redeem the past and
the present. The Commedia follows a similar circular movement. Plot, set-
ting, and theme of Dante’s journey are closely linked. In broad outline, the
Commedia opens with Dante lost in a dark forest late on the evening of

Maundy Thursday, April 7, 1300:

When I had journeyed half of our life’s way,

[ found myself with a shadowed forest,

for I had lost the path that does not stray.
[Nel mezzo del cammin di nostra vita

mi ritrovai per un selva oscura

ché la diritta via era smarrita.] (Inferno 1.1-3)

Thirty-five years old, the halfway point of the average human life according
to the Bible, Dante posits himself as both individual and everyman, repre-
sentative of the human condition, lost and seeking salvation. As the sun
begins to rise on Good Friday morning, Dante finds himself driven from his
path by three wild animals, first a lion, then a leopard, and then a she-wolf.
Running in panic, he is stopped only by the ghost of the ancient Roman poet
Virgil, author of the Latin epic Aeneid. Virgil explains that he has been sent
by Beatrice to guide Dante to safety. This journey of salvation will, however,
require a harrowing trip through Hell, paralleling the experience of Christ
between crucifixion and resurrection. Thus from Good Friday, April 8, 1300,
to the morning of Easter Sunday, Dante will witness the torments of those
eternally condemned to Hell, including Lucifer, or Satan, who thrashes in
impotent rage, imprisoned from the waist down in a frozen lake formed by
the tears of the damned at the center of the globe. In Dante’s cosmology, this
is the farthest point from God. On Easter morning Dante and Virgil emerge
at the base of the mountain of Purgatory, in the southern hemisphere of the
earth, in Dante’s geography the polar opposite of Jerusalem in the northern
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hemisphere. The two poets spend the next three days working their way up
the terraces of the mountain, witnessing the penalties of the contrite souls
being purged of their sins. On Thursday, April 14, they finally arrive at the
Garden of Eden, located on the top. Here Beatrice appears in an elaborate
allegorical pageant and Virgil quietly disappears. The reunion of Dante and
Beatrice is the climax of the Commedia, the first time in the body of Dante’s
work where Beatrice speaks. “Look here! For I am Beatrice, I am! [Guardaci
ben! Ben son, ben son Beatrice]” (Purgatorio 30.73). Their meeting is far from
the joyous reunion Dante has been anticipating. Beatrice proceeds to casti-
gate him at length for his faithlessness, perhaps a reference to Dante’s flirta-
tion with Lady Philosophy in the Conwivio. Dante is reduced to tears. Finally
reconciled, they prepare for the final stage of the pilgrimage. At noon on
Thursday in the Garden of Eden (and midnight in Jerusalem on the opposite
side of the globe), Dante looks up at the sun, and is translated with Beatrice
into the spheres of Paradise. Since their travel is in synchronous motion with
the earth, it remains constantly noon. Thus although Dante passes through
psychological time, he transcends the physical time measured by astronomical
motion. They travel through the successive spheres of the planets, the stars,
primum mobile, and finally the empyrean, witnessing and speaking with the
various orders of the blessed. Here Beatrice resumes her place with the Virgin
Mary, and is replaced by a third and final guide, Bernard of Clairvaux, who
directs Dante to a vision of God in the mystic rose. (Bernard’s masterpiece
Sermons on the Song of Songs was one of the most important medieval works
on the spiritual interpretation of love.) Finally, although his cognitive facul-
ties finally fail him, Dante nevertheless experiences a brief flash of insight,
and feels the force of divine love.

But then my mind was struck by light that flashed

and, with this light, received what it had asked.

Here force failed my high fantasy [Paltra fantasial; but my
desire and will were moved already—Tlike

a wheel revolving uniformly—by

the Love that moves the sun and the other stars

[Pamor che mowe il sole e Paltre stelle]. (Paradiso 33.139-145)

Here the Commedia ends. It is still noon on Thursday, April 14, 1300, closing
the cycle of a full week.

Theme, form, and symbolism are integrally connected. As with the Vita,
the Commedia plays on number symbolism. It is divided into three canticles:
the Inferno, the Purgatorio, and the Paradiso. The Inferno is composed of 34
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cantos, or one prefatory canto followed by 33 more. The Purgatorio and the
Paradiso each have 33 cantos, thus 1 + 33 + 33 + 33, adding up to 100, or the
three yielding the one, or unity. In turn each of the canticles is subdivided
into threes and sevens, relating variously to the Trinity (Father, Son, and
Holy Ghost), the tripartite faculties of the soul (reason, will, appetites), the
three holy virtues (faith, hope, and love), the three elements of repentance
(contrition, confession, and satisfaction), the seven deadly sins, and so on.

Broadly speaking the Inferno centers thematically on the virtue of hope;
in other words, Hell means the abandonment of hope, as Dante reads over
the entrance: “Lasciate ogne speranza, voi ch’intrate [Abandon every hope, you
who enter here]” (Inferno 3.9). It is divided into three regions, each in turn
subdivided into a succession of rings according to the increasing gravity of
the sin. After a vestibule for the neutrals, those neither bad enough for Hell
nor good enough for salvation, Dante and Virgil enter Limbo in Hell proper,
the realm of the noble pagans whose only sin was not to be Christian. Here
he sees Aristotle, “master of the men who know” (Inferno 4.131). Among the
other philosophers he sees even Averroés, “of the great commentary” (Inferno
4.143). Virgil also introduces him to the “bella scola,” the poets of antiquity,
Homer, Horace, Ovid, and Lucan, who invite Dante to join their numbers.
The Inferno then turns first to the sins of incontinence (lust, gluttony, ava-
riciousness and prodigality, wrath and sullenness), then to those of violence
(heresy, murder, suicide, wastefulness, blasphemy, sodomy, and usury), and
finally to those related to perversions of intellect. Dante subdivides this last
group into fraud—the realm of the Malbolge or Evil Pouches—(panderers
and seducers, flatterers, simonists, diviners, barrators, hypocrites, thieves,
false counselors, schismatics, and falsifiers), and into treachery (against
kin, homeland, guests, and benefactors). Dante’s tripartite division follows
Aquinas and Aristotle, relating sin to perversions of the three faculties of the
soul (appetites, will, and intellect).

The Purgatorio treats love (charity), organized around the seven deadly
sins, conceived as distortions of love. Thus pride, envy, and wrath are seen
as perverted love; sloth is insufficient love; and avariciousness, gluttony, and
lustfulness are excessive love. Dante’s Purgatory is arranged into terraces, and
like the Inferno, divided into three regions. The first is Ante-Purgatory, the
realm of the late repentant, and including the excommunicates, the indo-
lent, those who suffered violent deaths without last rites, and the valley of
the rulers. Purgatory proper is divided into seven terraces, organized around
the seven deadly sins. Where the sins in the Inferno become increasingly
more serious as Dante descends, the sins treated in the Purgatorio become less
serious as Dante ascends. Further, the penitent of the Purgatorio differ from
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the damned of the Inferno in being repentant. Their sins have not entirely
perverted their character and they, unlike the damned, are willing to confess
their guilt. The mountain is topped by the Garden of Eden, the earthly para-
dise, where Dante will at long last be reunited with Beatrice. Symbolically
the Garden of Eden signifies a return to human origins, and the limits of
human reason without the intervention of divine grace (blessedness—thus
the significance of the name Beatrice).

The Paradiso is about faith and Dante’s struggle to understand God, tran-
scending reason, time, and space. Dante organizes the third canticle accord-
ing to the Ptolemaic model of the cosmos. The earth is at the center, then
surrounded by the seven spheres of heaven—the Moon for the inconstant,
Mercury for the active, Venus for the amorous, the Sun for the wise, Mars for
the militant, Jupiter for the just, and Saturn for the contemplative. This is
followed by the sphere of the Fixed Stars, the realm of the triumphant, then
the primum mobile, the place of the Angelic Choirs, and finally the empy-
rean and the mystic rose, where Dante has his fleeting vision of God.

ALLEGORY AND MORAL LOGIC

Medieval writers took seriously Paul’s injunction that “the word kills”
(2 Cor. 3.6), that we must read the spirit of the Bible as well as the literal
text. Thus theologians developed an allegorical system of exegesis, in order
to bring out the spiritual sense of the Bible. Augustine, for instance, distin-
guished between meaning in verbis (in words) related to their common usage,
and meaning in facto (in things). Aquinas makes a similar distinction when
he says that things are signified by words, but also that things themselves (res
ipsas) have a signification, because the workings of nature are an expression
of divine order. In turn, words themselves have a dynamic character, inviting
a mystical understanding. “The brief Word is, despite its size, living and pow-
erful,” declares Bernard of Clairvaux (qtd. in Evans 66). Bernard links this to
the appropriateness or congruity (congrue) of the word to the concept. Dante
elaborates a four-level system of interpretation in both the Convivio and
the Letter to Can Grande, similar to that established by Gregory the Great. The
text, Dante declares, is “polysemous” and in broad terms may be read on the
literal (historical) level, and on the allegorical level. In turn the allegorical
level may be subdivided into the figural (limited allegorical), the moral, and
the anagogical (mystical or prophetic) levels. The literal focuses on the sur-
face meaning of words. The figural level pertains to how the specific histori-
cal individual is also representative of humanity. The moral level expresses
the moral order as related to Aquinas’s characterization of things themselves
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as an expression of the divine order. In other words, if nature expresses a
moral order, and if our actions are a part of nature, then our actions are also
an expression of that moral order. The analogical level takes the moral level
a step further, relating our actions to the ultimate ends of the divine order
and eschatology, and explaining how they pertain to our salvation and to
divine purpose. Applying this system broadly, we might say that on the literal
level, the Commedia is about an individual named Dante Alighieri who trav-
els through the underworld on the Easter weekend in 1300. On the figural
level, Dante’s journey exemplifies the human search for meaning and salva-
tion. On the moral level, what Dante witnesses shows how our actions are
part of moral logic, that our punishments or purgations are appropriate to our
sins, part of the structure of nature. Finally on the anagogical level, Dante
sees how our actions point to certain ultimate outcomes, whether these be
eternal suffering in Hell or salvation in heaven. In turn, they indicate God’s
ultimate ends signified by the sacrifice of Christ, which in turn points to the
final closure of history. It is important to elaborate more on the figural and
the moral, as these are of special relevance in lin