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Dear Reader,
There is a dangerous new form of cultural discourse. Of course, it’s not really new. In 

fact, like avarice and cruelty, it represents one of the basest and most fundamental qualities 
of man. And, upon further consideration, it doesn’t seem to be cultural either. Instead, it exists as one 
of the purest forms of anti-culture. Of cultural destruction. 

The force I describe is the phenomenon of memes. Now, before you dismiss me as lame, inane, 
or some combination of the two, I should clarify that I don’t have as much of a problem with memes 
themselves as I do with the practice of mimetic discourse writ large. By this, I refer to a particular 
way of engaging with the world. A method of approaching and analyzing society. A new social pri-
ority that elevates simplicity and familiarity over comprehensive depth, complexion, and originality. 
A type of discourse whose raison d'être lies in a certain iterability—an ability for ideas to be packaged, 
replicated, and disseminated as widely as possible. 

Such a process seems fundamentally antithetical to the very nature of cultural production. After 
all, culture exists as a displaced byproduct of human activity—the parsing of individual actions 
from their emotional and epistemological foundations. Through this great divorce—this rending of 
expression from experience—culture is born. Art, for instance, is elevated to a realm devoid of the 
grit and passion of its creation. The same holds true for myths; through the process of mythicization, 
the raw emotion that lends stories a sense of immediacy is drained away, replaced by an aestheticiz-
ing distance. In both cases, representations are displaced from the compelling and transformative 
constellation of emotions that beget them in the first place. 

There are two modes by which such a process of displacement may occur. In the case of the first, 
the experiences which impress themselves heavily on the soul give rise to creative expressions—
which are then treated with a sort of autotelic adoration. Great works that fall into this autotelic 
camp often embody something ineffable (but ubiquitous) in the human experience. They transcend 
the viewer, simultaneously convicting and resonating with her. The second mode, in contrast, is that 
of onanism. These works are placed firmly in the bounds of human comprehension. They exist as 
culture pursued as an end in and of itself—of the ineffable made attainable, of the transformative 
defanged. 

Mimetic discourse falls firmly into this latter group. In this discourse I see something hollow and 
hubristic. It divulges a sense of apathy, an unwillingness to engage with more than superficial buzz-
words, a fear of being transformed. 

Indeed, while memes themselves are often largely innocuous, they are symptomatic of a larger 
shortcoming in society. In the process of creating a meme, an individual strips a facet of society from 
its context and elevates it to a place of faux glorification. Unlike many great works, which embody 
ideas greater than that of the artist herself, or satire, which takes seriously the ideas it critiques, 
mimetic dialogue encourages its interlocutors to approach the world with a sort of apathetic resigna-
tion. For those wearied from outrage at the world’s iniquities or fearful of the transformation that 
authentic encounters with others brings, mimetic discourse provides a type of escape. Through it, 
individuals can cherry-pick elements of the surrounding society, ridiculing and relegating them to 
pre-conceived ‘cultural’ schemas and heuristics. 

The Editor’s Desk



This is the greatest danger that mimetic dialogue poses—and the characteristic that earns it its ap-
pellation of “onanistic.” Mimetic discourse is predicated on ‘cultural production.’ Gone are the expe-
riences that beget that culture in the first place. Instead, these individuals seek to create taxonomies 
and conceptual models and then to populate them with atomized excerpts of popular discourse. 
In doing so, however, they both surrender themselves over to a sense of parochiality (in short, an 
inability to consider an argument in full) and render themselves incapable of being transformed by 
outside experience. 

With Utraque Unum, we strive to defy this remanding tendency. In these fantastic pieces, the 
authors and editors worked to consider issues deeply, fully, and with a mind to the sense of trans-
formation and discovery that true education brings. For this, and for the dedication and passion they 
brought to every word and phrase, I thank them immensely. In particular, I’d like to thank Professor 
Richard Boyd, Professor Thomas Kerch, and my editors: Mark McNiskin, Micah Musser, Emily Ren, 
Christof Kuehne, William Leo, and Carrie Connelly. Working with them for another semester has 
been an incredible honor. 

As you read these pieces, I pray that you see them as products of humility and examples of an 
unremitting pursuit of truth. We wish to be transformed from without, and then to allow this trans-
formation to inform our writing, ideas, and convictions. Thank you for reading this journal.  

Best,

Jacob R. Dyson
Editor-in-Chief
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M ost readers know that the Toc-
queville Forum for Political Un-
derstanding is mainly dedicated to 

studying the great works of the Western tradition 
for their insights into liberal democracy and the 
American regime. But in an increasingly global 
world, why bother reading “Great Books,” peo-
ple often ask? A valid question—and one I will 
address momentarily—even if it is sometimes 
posed uninnocently. For the premise seems to be 
that there is no point in taking seriously the likes 
of Thucydides, Aristotle, Thomas Hobbes, or 
Alexis de Tocqueville, and indeed there may be 
a number of presumptive reasons for not reading 
them. They are all old—ancient in the cases of 
Thucydides or Aristotle. They and their canoni-
cal brethren are by and large white European 
males of what appear, at least from today’s van-
tage, to be conservative predilections. They often 
embrace, or seem to embrace, or at least write 
about arcane subjects such as monarchy, natural 
slavery, empire, and natural law that no sensible 
contemporary can countenance. They also don’t 
exactly scintillate usefulness along the lines of, 
say, econometrics, computer programming, or 
finance. One cannot blame skeptics who ques-
tion their place in the curriculum. Why not jet-
tison them for authors more germane to the 
preoccupations of 21st century liberal democrats 
or figures conspicuously missing from the canon 
of Western authors?

These questions may begin from the vantage 
of a hermeneutics of skepticism, but defenders of 
the canon nonetheless have an obligation to try 
to answer them. The salience of classical texts is 
a highly contentious but important topic in this 

day and age. What follows is my own modest 
attempt to sketch out some justifications for tak-
ing these works seriously as the centerpiece of a 
liberal arts education. This is not to say that these 
works should be read to the exclusion of numer-
ous other worthy non-Western or non-canonical 
writers. It is only to make a plea for these texts 
as a common starting point for the liberal arts at 
Georgetown University.

The Distinctiveness of the 
Western Moral Tradition
As a Jesuit institution Georgetown University’s 
roots are to be found in a particular Western reli-
gious tradition. Insofar as Georgetown is commit-
ted to offering a liberal arts education, its mission 
remains inextricably tied to the ideas and texts 
that constitute that tradition. Non-Catholics such 
as myself respect Georgetown’s Jesuit inspiration 
for its secular virtues and its importance in under-
pinning a broader heritage of moral thinking, but 
many at Georgetown embrace this tradition as 
their own. Not even its most vociferous defend-
ers, so far as I know, contend that Georgetown’s 
educational mission should be exhausted by its re-
ligious inheritance. And yet in its commitment to 
the dispassionate search for truth and the cultiva-
tion of the faculty of reason, its mission of caring 
for the whole moral person, and its aspiration to 
a life of public service, Georgetown’s motivations 
are deeply inflected by the ideas and thinkers of 
this tradition.

This tradition has peculiarities that are de-
serving of serious reflection. As someone who 
regularly teaches Aristotle, Aquinas, and Dr. 

Why Read the  
Great Books?

Professor Richard Boyd
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Martin Luther King, Jr., I am constantly sur-
prised by the unfamiliarity of that tradition to 
contemporary students—even many of those 
reared in Catholic and kindred Christian faiths. 
Understanding that tradition for many is to un-
derstand something important about themselves 
and their vocation during and beyond their time 
at Georgetown. Classical texts represent a gate-
way to apprehending the nature of one’s own 
regime—what distinguishes it, its virtues as well 
as its vices.  Among the questions raised by these 
particular texts are the nature of law, its relation-
ship to higher moral standards, and whether it 
may ever be legitimately resisted. They also help 
show why we possess a certain set of moral intu-
itions about justice, fairness, or equality.

Even so, it would be a mistake to dismiss the 
Western moral tradition as of no significance to 
those who come to Washington, DC from other 
national, religious, or cultural traditions. Wherever 
in the world one hails from, virtually every mem-
ber of the Georgetown community has to some 
degree been affected—for better or worse—by the 
footprint of this same Western political and moral 
tradition. Whether by the vibrant intellectual cross-
fertilizations in the medieval and early modern 
periods between Christianity, Islam, and Juda-
ism; the direct or mediated effects of colonialism; 
the sway of Marxian ideas over various regimes 
in Europe, Asia, or Latin America; or the degree 
to which late modern political thought has shaped 
the ethos of modernity—Western civilization mat-
ters for all of us. Capitalism and liberal modernity 
are outgrowths of ideas, institutions, and practices 
of this particular tradition, and as such it is almost 
impossible to find a culture or nation untouched 
by its effects. The Western canon inhabits us all to 
varying degrees. We understand our condition by 
reflecting on its resources and liabilities.

The Universality of Human 
Experience
One rationale for studying Western civilization 
is its disproportionate influence on the contem-
porary world. Yet another possible argument 

rests on the way its texts reach toward a tran-
scendent universality. One theme of ancient 
Greek political philosophy is its search for hu-
man experiences that cut across civilizational 
differences. Plato’s doctrine of the Forms sug-
gests that certain truths exist outside the illu-
sory reflections (and cultural variations) of the 
Cave. The Platonic Socrates evinces skepticism 
about mere opinions and laws while exemplify-
ing a search for truth. Aristotle likewise aspires 
to find a standard of nature according to which 
existing institutions might be judged. They and 
others in the Western tradition operate on the as-
sumption that some experiences are common to 
the human condition. Western or non-Western, 
ancient or contemporary, all societies struggle 
with problems of order, as Hobbes wisely coun-
selled. John Locke asserted that human beings 
are all naturally free and equal, and the legiti-
macy of government depends on the consent of 
the people. Thinkers from Sophocles to Aqui-
nas, Locke to King, maintain that the justice or 
injustice of laws can be adjudicated according 
to higher standards of natural law. And so it 
goes for countless themes and conundrums that 
reappear perennially in the history of political 
thought—Western and non-Western alike.

Why do these themes speak to an embracing 
universality? Because so often the considered re-
action of readers of, say, Aristophanes or Hobbes 
or Tocqueville is how closely the questions they 
broached in their age mirror the dilemmas we 
confront in the here and now. Questions about 
whether there is one best regime or whether 
fitness and suitability matter; whether capital-
ism and liberal democracy ennoble or debase 
the human condition; whether the best human 
life consists in active political engagement or 
contemplative withdrawal—these and other 
themes remain very much alive today. In fact, it 
is doubtful whether our own answers have ad-
vanced much if at all beyond the very best efforts 
of the past. Most importantly these are human 
questions that resonate powerfully across mul-
tiple traditions.
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Socratic Self-Examination
The dilemmas raised by the Western canon are 
obviously important for societal—even politi-
cal—reasons. What can we learn about political 
ethics from Machiavelli or Thucydides, or about 
designing constitutional government from The 
Federalist? But our motivations for reading ca-
nonical texts may be deeply personal: that is, 
because they shed light on our own individual 
lives and experiences. How much of what we 
think we know is the product of contingency 
and acculturation? Are the beliefs that inform 
our day-to-day lives the products of reasoned 
validation and self-examination, as John Stuart 
Mill insisted they ought to be, or are they articles 
of faith we’ve adopted as the prevailing opinions 
(that is to say, prejudices) of our day? 

Students of all religions, cultures, and back-
grounds wrestle with basic questions about 
what it means to live a good life. About the na-
ture of human happiness, and how it is most reli-
ably acquired. Does human flourishing require 
a certain degree of economic self-sufficiency, as 
Aristotle maintained? Or does the untrammeled 
pursuit of wealth as an end in itself lead one 
away from truly important things, as Rousseau 
and Marx complained? Which among the many 
goods we desire can be classified as genuine 
needs as opposed to mere wants, and how does 
the modern society in which we live foster their 
multiplication and confounding? 

These and other questions about how to 
flourish are perennial themes in the Western 
canon, and they speak to the lives and experi-
ences of young people from all traditions and 
ways of life.

Canons as Confrontations with 
Difference
One common justification for disregarding the 
Western canon in favor of “global” or “diverse” 
authors is that by doing so one brings readers 
into contact with traditions that are unfamiliar. 
This view rightly objects to fixating on one’s own 
parochial tradition, and appreciates that wisdom 

can often be gleaned by examining things that 
are new and different. 

However, the same argument about unfamil-
iarity just as easily underwrites the study of an-
cient or early modern texts such as Thucydides, 
Plato, Aristotle, Augustine or even Hobbes. 
Upon first impression most readers find these 
canonical texts to be alien, if not altogether be-
wildering. Does a contemporary student feel any 
less disoriented when reading Plato or Aristo-
tle—that is, “Western” canonical ancient Greek 
authors—than exploring the writings of Gandhi 
or Fanon? If the anthropological undertaking 
of exploring difference merely for the sake of 
sampling unfamiliarity is the sole justification 
for reading a text, most canonical authors from 
the 15th or 17th centuries are just as alien—if not 
more so—as Islamic, Hindu or Confucian writ-
ers of the 19th and 20th centuries.

Beginning one’s study with the canon need 
not preclude—indeed it seems to entail—the ex-
tension of that project to new vistas. Going all 
the way back to the ancient Greeks, the project 
of political philosophy was born from the activ-
ity of comparison. Plato’s Socrates and Athe-
nian Stranger compare the laws of one city with 
those of another, learning from differences with 
an eye to constructing the best possible regime. 
That being said, we must be cautious that this 
broadening and inclusion not amount to a risible 
“survey” of other cultures and traditions just for 
the sake of tasting something new. One argu-
ment for an education centered around a canon 
is that it is only by commencing with knowledge 
of one tradition that we can undertake genuine 
comparisons, weighing something new and un-
familiar against something already known and 
understood. Without any common experiences 
to relate to we risk presenting difference merely 
for the sake of difference.

Canons and Crises?
The political theorist Sheldon Wolin famously 
suggested that much of canonical political 
thought was the product of crises. Political tur-
moil and social upheaval have a way of casting 
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all reigning orthodoxies, conventions, and even 
institutions into doubt. It is no accident that the 
Peloponnesian War, the fall of the Roman Em-
pire, the English Civil War, or the American 
Revolution were periods of great intellectual fer-
tility. Episodes like these cry out for far-sighted 
interpreters whose insights have a way of speak-
ing to the ages. Moments of transition and tur-
moil demand new visions of social and political 
life, and as such these occasions are sources of 
especially powerful and enduring statements 
about the human condition. 

One wonders if the rough converse of Wo-
lin’s thesis does not underscore the urgent need 
to turn to the classics right now? That is, if cri-
ses tend to generate great political ideas, then 
maybe great ideas are of particular relevance in 
times of cultural and political upheaval?

Everywhere one turns contemporary pundits 
wring their hands over the fate of liberal democ-
racy, lament the threat of populism, assert the 
fragility of political order, hypothesize the na-
ture of totalitarianism, and debate the meaning 
of citizenship. No matter how novel or iconoclas-
tic their contributions, these interventions in 21st 

century political commentary are part of a larger 
conversation that extends backward at least 2500 
years. Where better to find knowledge of these 
subjects than in the most insightful writers of the 
past who confronted their own versions of these 
perennial political conundrums?

Conclusion
The so-called “Great Books” of the Western canon 
have fallen out of favor in some quarters, but I 
hope the preceding thoughts provide at least a 
few grounds for regarding them as the starting 
point—although by no means the conclusion—
of a liberal arts education at Georgetown. They 
are deeply perceptive books that speak to com-
mon experiences and perennial questions that 
remain front and center in the 21st century. They 
offer an entryway into a larger transhistorical 
conversation whose latest chapter may be found 
in the very fine student essays included in this 
number.

Richard Boyd 
Associate Professor of Government 

Director, Tocqueville Forum for 
Political Understanding
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Rights to What  
Doesn’t Exist
Our Moral Obligation to Make  
Others’ Ends Achievable

Matt Maury

T he question of just entitlements is cen-
tral to both political and moral philoso-
phy. In the political language of rights, 

many progressives contend that individuals 
have a “right” to such resources as food, hous-
ing, and healthcare. In the moral sphere, ques-
tions abound about the obligations of one with 
power over a resource to those who need that 
resource. This piece examines this issue in two 
general settings through the framework of Kan-
tian morality. The first setting is the static case: it 
treats a particular arrangement of resource pro-
duction and distribution as given. Conditional 
on such an arrangement, moral agents must de-
termine what obligations they have for sharing 
resources with others. The second setting is the 
dynamic case. Here, the status quo is not given, 
and individuals decide to which plausible future 
reality they ought to aspire. The dynamic case 
requires the examination of not only what is, 
but what could be. It allows for the potential of 
new technologies, new entitlement schemes (the 
strict right to property being a subset of this), 
and an expanded stock of resources.

Examining moral obligations in the frame-
work of the first case, we begin down the track 
of addressing the second. Questioning the re-
straints we must impose on persons’ actions in 
the first case, as well as positive actions persons 
must take, sheds light on the broader aspirations 
agents should adopt in the second.

In this process I arrive at a central principle 
for approaching the issue of moral obligations. 
The resource button principle states that when an 
individual can push a button that will deliver re-
sources necessary for others’ attainment of their 
ends, with some necessary restrictions, that indi-
vidual is obliged to push the button. In what fol-
lows I will provide reasoning for this principle, 
discuss the conditions needed for its validity, 
and some of its implications for persons’ ethical 
resource obligations to others.

I. Background Principles
In this section I touch on four Kantian principles 
necessary for proceeding in this paper. These are 
the first Categorical Imperative, the Formulation 
of Humanity, the Principle of Benevolence, and, 
lastly, the Kantian legislative perspective. The 
first three all come directly from Kant, and the fi-
nal one comes from the Kantian scholar Thomas 
E. Hill.

The first Categorical Imperative (CI) states 
that persons must “act only in accordance with 
that maxim through which (they) can at the 
same time will that it become a universal law.”¹ 
If some principle cannot be adopted universally 
by all agents in some scenario, that principle 
should not be adopted by any person in that 
specific scenario.

The Formulation of Humanity (FH) requires 
that persons always treat humanity as an end 
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in itself and never simply as a means.² The FH 
grounds the idea that each person possesses 
unconditional worth and inherent dignity. This 
dignity “is elevated above all price, and admits 
of no equivalent.”³ Ethical resource arrange-
ments and obligations thus cannot ‘exchange’ 
the dignity of different persons, but must treat 
such dignity as inalienable.

Kant’s wide imperfect duty of benevolence 
states that persons must make the happiness of 
others, or rather the ends of others, their own 
ends as well.⁴ By “wide imperfection” of duty, 
Kant means that adopting the maxim of mak-
ing others’ ends our own is a duty, however it 
can be put in action in varying ways depending 
on “what each human being’s true needs are in 
view of his sensibilities.”⁵

Finally, in the Kantian legislative perspective 
advanced by Hill, persons evaluate the ethics of 
actions and policies by acting as ‘legislators’ in 
the ‘kingdom of ends.’ An action or policy sat-
isfies the demands of the legislative perspective 
if any rational being can stand in the legislative 
position, abstract from his or her own subjective 
ends, and uphold that the action or policy is jus-
tified. It is justified if it significantly promotes 
persons’ pursuit of their ends as rational beings.⁶ 
This principle too will be highly useful moving 
forward.

II. The Resource Button and Static 
Status Quo
I proceed in the static case as follows. I first touch 
on the resource obligations persons are strictly 
not obligated to have. This restrictive case gives 
a loose view of the sphere within which the re-
source button principle cannot apply, and in turn 
implies the cases where the principle may apply. 
I then proceed to argue for the resource button 
principle, discuss some of its implications, and 
specifically argue that the principle has non-triv-
ial implications within the static case.

The clearest potential resource obligation 
persons must not have is one that undermines 
their dignity. The person living in abject poverty 
must not be obliged to share resources with the 

person living on marginally less. For the former 
individual to have any obligation to the latter 
would be to recognize the humanity in the latter 
person but not in the former. This clearly is not 
universalizable (it contradicts the CI). Moreover, 
in having any ‘less poor’ person needing to share 
resources with a ‘more poor’ person, we commit 
a second mistake of not honoring the former per-
son as an end in himself. Indeed, such a transfer 
makes the former simply a means to the suste-
nance of the latter. This is the case here because 
the former person is still so poor that taking any-
thing from him will necessarily constitute a pre-
clusion of his own ability to meet his basic needs 
such as food and shelter. As such, transferring 
resources from one person to the other in this 
case creates a strict ‘him versus her’ dichotomy. 
Taking from him for her thus makes him truly a 
means for the sake of her. This comes close to be-
ing a verbatim negation of what the FH requires. 
I therefore conclude that the case outlined in this 
paragraph is an example of a potential resource 
obligation that could exist but in fact must not.

The extreme case mentioned above is but a 
specific illustration of a general class of imper-
missible material obligations to others. Such im-
permissible material obligations do not simply 
exist for ‘less destitute’ people interacting with 
the ‘more destitute.’ Impermissibility can exist 
in any instance where an obligation one would 
have undermines a person’s ability to achieve 
a specific, legitimate, and substantive end he or 
she sets. As such, a person who chooses to de-
vote her life to art, when she alternatively could 
make a high income and give plentifully to oth-
ers, simply does not infringe upon a moral obli-
gation of providing resources to others. For her 
life choices to be such an infringement would be 
to preclude herself from setting an end presum-
ably integral to her honoring the humanity in 
her own person. This also violates the FH. This 
example demonstrates the breadth of impermis-
sible material obligations. It also hints at what 
in general constitutes an impermissible material 
obligation: an obligation to give resources when 
doing so precludes oneself from pursuing an 
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end integral to honoring the humanity in one’s 
own person. This impermissibility of material 
obligations clearly applies to any lifestyle that 
itself does not diminish the ability of others to 
set their own ends. I call this established result 
the obligation restriction.

Note that this is only the case where a per-
son’s legitimate end runs directly at odds with 
a hypothetical material obligation. In so far as a 
person can set an end, live out that end, and still 
meet some level of material obligation to others, 
the end set does not undermine the material obli-
gation. Take the case of Jeff Bezos. Set aside here 
arguments that his ends undermine some ends 
of others. Jeff Bezos can both start and run an 
innovative online retail company and use some 
of whatever excess wealth from that endeavor 
to satisfy some material obligations we derive. 
His end with his company and some types of 
material obligation do not mutually exclude 
each other: they can coexist. One can both live 
a specific lifestyle as an end he sets, and, should 
that lifestyle result in excess wealth, meet some 
forms of material obligation to others. There is a 
separation between the end set and the material 
obligation here.

It may now seem appropriate to extend the 
analysis to examine which ends a person can 
permissibly set given that others have set ends 
of their own. For the sake of germaneness and 
brevity, I avoid this discussion. On this I only 
comment that it is clearly non-universalizable 
for a collection of persons to set mutually ex-
clusive ends. That is, such mutually conflicting 
ends violate the CI.

I now put forth the resource button principle. 
As before, I begin with an extreme case. Say that 
the static situation happens to involve a person 
with some stock of wealth that he will never be 
allowed to use. Moreover, this person is readily 
aware of some person who cannot achieve her 
set ends due to inadequate resources. The afore-
mentioned wealth stock would be sufficient, or 
even merely necessary, for eliminating that per-
son’s inability to achieve their ends. At the push 
of a button, the person with control of (without 

access to) the wealth can deploy these resources 
to those end-setters who cannot at present 
achieve the ends they set. Lastly, it is guaranteed 
that each member of this group would use the 
wealth to achieve their legitimate ends, should 
they receive the resources.

I have set up the problem in a way such 
that it would not be non-universalizable for the 
button-pusher to be obliged to push. That is, in 
pushing the button, the button-pusher does not 
undermine any ends of his, nor does he reduce 
his array of means for achieving a given end. He 
also does not threaten others’ ends in pushing 
the button: pushing the button only advances 
others’ ability to advance their ends. We can 
therefore say that if there were an obligation to 
push the button, it would not violate the prin-
ciple we have already established for what a per-
son cannot be obliged to do.

I now hold that the benevolence principle re-
quires pushing the button. As stated above, the 
duty of benevolence is imperfect; it can be put 
in practice in different ways by different people 
(I call this pluralism of action). Even with this 
pluralism of action, to not push the button here 
would violate the maxim of benevolence. This 
being a violation of the benevolence principle 
follows for two reasons.

First, the existence of but two options of ac-
tion transforms this issue from one of pluralism 
to absolutism. There is no wide spectrum here 
of different actions that all conform with (likely 
with varying degrees) the principle of benevo-
lence. This absolutism means that if one option 
clearly and strictly violates the duty of benevo-
lence, the other option must be the ethical one. 
The second reason uses the first and the claim 
that not pushing the button directly violates 
the principle of benevolence. The reason why 
not pushing the button strictly violates the be-
nevolence principle is that one who has as her 
end others’ ends would push the button in or-
der to fulfill this end. The reason for this is that 
the absolutism of this scenario - pushing or not 
pushing - leaves no spectrum of varying ex-
tents to which the benevolence principle can be 
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upheld. On one hand, the person can simply do 
something (not push) that fails to demonstrate 
the adoption of the benevolence maxim. On the 
other, the person can perform the sole other ac-
tion available, which happens to also further the 
benevolence principle: push the button. This 
clarity of not pushing being an act that fails to 
actualize the benevolence principle, while push-
ing being an act that honors it, makes it the case 
that the benevolence principle requires pushing 
the button.

I now conclude that the combination of the 
benevolence principle requiring the pushing of 
the button, coupled with the universalizability of 
pushing the button (as the case has been set up 
- I make this argument above), in tandem make 
pushing the button obligatory. I have thus de-
rived the resource button principle.

A comprehensive or exhaustive examination 
of persons’ moral material obligations to others 
would be impossible here. I aim only to touch 
loosely on the positive obligations to others that 
persons could reasonably have. The first prin-
ciple established sets a large restriction on what 
such material obligations may entail. In contrast, 
the resource button principle sets the framework 
through which we can view whether or not 
someone has an obligation to another in a par-
ticular scenario. No doubt the example provided 
is extreme, unrealistic, and overly absolute. And 
yet it carries massive implications for material 
obligations generally. Again, with the case of Jeff 
Bezos (still extreme, but obviously more realis-
tic): we have already established that it would 
not be inherently contradictory for Jeff Bezos to 
have some level of material obligation to others. 
I hold that the resource button principle makes it 
the case that Jeff Bezos has a material obligation 
to those without sufficient resources.

The question of whether or not Bezos should 
assist others with some of their resource necessi-
ties is actually not so different from the question 
of pushing the resource button. Bezos can still 
pursue his goals at Amazon (again, setting aside 
claims that Amazon inherently undermines oth-
ers’ ability to pursue their ends), and also give 

some of the resources he has power over to those 
who need them. Moreover, him using some of 
the resources he has power over to hire people to 
decide how to apply those resources to assisting 
those who need them is more-or-less tantamount 
to creating the resource button. It now follows, 
by my reasoning for the necessity of pushing the 
resource button, that Bezos must then take the 
further step of giving some of his resources to 
those who need them (through the path formed 
by his initial step of first effectively “creating the 
resource button”).

The most notable counter here is that even 
if Bezos must push the button, I have not es-
tablished his obligation to create the button. In 
extension, he therefore is not obligated to go 
through the process of creating and pushing the 
button (at least not based on what I have argued 
thus far). However, so long as Bezos lives in a 
world with countless charities to which he could 
donate at the push of a button, the resource but-
ton principle still applies. This is crucial, for it 
generalizes this obligation beyond multi-billion-
aires to anyone who qualifies for some level of 
material obligation not also contradicted by the 
obligation restriction (established above).

Recall that the resource button principle ap-
plies not only when a person pushing the button 
would transfer resources sufficient for recipients 
to achieve their ends. The resource principle ap-
plies also when the resources transferred are 
simply necessary for fulfilling the recipients’ 
ends. As such, we can apply the moral obligation 
principle to any person with sufficiently many 
resources that the obligation restriction does not 
apply.

This broadened applicability of the resource 
button principle introduces a huge array of ques-
tions involving what personal ends are suffi-
ciently legitimate as to justify the inapplicability 
of the principle. The particulars of these ques-
tions largely rest outside the scope of this paper. 
I finish here by demonstrating the existence of 
ends not sufficiently legitimate as to put them 
above those of others. Specifically, I demonstrate 
the non-triviality of the resource button principle.
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Hill’s legislative perspective helps make this 
demonstration. If there exist insufficiently legiti-
mate ends, it must be that any person, including 
those with such ends, can stand in the legislative 
position and reason that they ought to give some 
of their resources to others instead of use them 
for the ends in question. This means that any 
person who abstracts from her subjective ends, 
and those of others, upholds that the end of the 
others has moral or substantive weight, while 
the subjective ends abstracted from do not.

I first note that Kant unambiguously con-
demns some ends as immoral; he regards some 
potential ends as carrying the obligation for us 
not to take up. This means that when we con-
sider between one potentially legitimate end of a 
potential resource-giver and a legitimate end of 
a potential benefactor, we have already reduced 
the ends we evaluate from the entire class of 
ends a person can possibly set. Thus, an end of 
deceit or murder is categorically precluded here. 
So too is a pharmacy manufacture price-gouging 
medically-necessary drugs. Price-gouging rather 
clearly contradicts the FH as well as the Maxim 
of Benevolence. This trivially demonstrates that 
a person must forgo some ends for the sake of 
moral obligation to others. But is this the case for 
ends that are not categorically impermissible? 
What of “superficial” ones that might not strike 
all as unambiguously immoral? I will examine 
this in the case of consumerism for its own sake.

Moving back to Hill’s legislative perspec-
tive, it must be that any person, including those 
with the end of consumerism as such, upholds 
that consumerism must be curtailed when pitted 
against others’ ends—say, for example, of hav-
ing their basic physical needs met. This is not 
and cannot be a mere “cost-benefit analysis,” 
however. If limiting the ability to achieve the end 
of consumerism is permissible, it must be that 
any person can stand in the legislative position 
and uphold that doing so increases the ends of 
persons in the kingdom of ends.

It is immediately clear that persons having 
their basic needs met who otherwise would not 
substantially increases their ability to further 

their ends. That is, limiting the end of consum-
erism overall promotes the end-setting abilities 
of persons in the kingdom of ends. Further, the 
person who can no longer pursue the end of con-
sumerism to the same extent (a) does not have 
his dignity undermined, and (b) still has an im-
mense array of ends available to him. Claim (a) 
results from the fact that dignity is intimately 
linked with regarding a person as an end in him-
self. A person can both be regarded as an end as 
such and also be restricted from purchasing an 
exorbitantly-priced watch. One can buy a more 
inexpensive watch and also pursue a wide ar-
ray of other ends. Concisely, limiting consum-
erism does not seem to constitute undermining 
dignity. This claim is not, however, unambigu-
ously true unless (b) also holds. (b) follows from 
the fact that the person in question is not, and 
in fact cannot, be obliged to limit just any end. 
Ends that do not so closely come at odds with 
those of others cannot be abandoned. Nor can 
ends to further specific talents one has (in fact, 
Kant argues that persons have a moral obliga-
tion to promote these).⁷ This leaves immense 
opportunities for the consumer, who we already 
have assumed has sufficient resources to pursue 
many of such ends. The person can lead reli-
gious lifestyles, pursue art, interact with friends 
and family, make academic discoveries, and 
pursue business endeavors, among many other 
ends. All of these are more closely linked with 
who a person is, and hence whether or not she 
is regarded as an end in herself. These potential 
alternative ends also further provide a substitute 
for any gap left from reducing the ability to pur-
sue consumerism.

To demonstrate once and for all that con-
sumerism can be limited using the legislative 
perspective, I employ the fact that those in the 
legislative perspective must conform with the 
CI. It is not universalizable to permit unchecked 
consumerism, on the ground that it is an end, at 
the expense of the basic needs of others. Were 
this universalizable, a person with total con-
trol of all resources in a society could employ 
them solely to this consumerism, while the rest 
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starved. Such a result directly contradicts the 
FH and the Principle of Benevolence, there-
fore demonstrating the non-universalizability 
of unchecked consumerism as an end. This in-
compatibility of unchecked consumerism with 
the legislative perspective and the CI means 
that unchecked consumerism cannot always be 
a morally legitimate end. Using the legislative 
perspective to evaluate this feebly justifiable end 
against that of fulfilling basic physical needs 
makes it clear that the consumerism must be 
curtailed to satisfy others’ basic physical needs 
(resource button principle).

I have argued that the resource button princi-
ple applies—in some capacity—to all in the static 
resource case for resources in sufficient excess of 
what is needed for fulfilling basic needs. I have 
also demonstrated the non-triviality of this prin-
ciple: that it at times requires one to forgo some 
subjective ends in promotion of those of others.

III. Implications of the Desert 
Principle for the Dynamic Case
Recall that in the dynamic case, the status quo is 
not given, and individuals decide to which new 
structure or setup (potential reality) of their con-
trollable environment they ought to aspire. This 
case requires the examination of not only what 
is, but what could be. It allows for the potential 
of new technologies, new entitlement schemes 
(the strict right to property being a subset of 
this), and expanded stocks of one or multiple re-
sources being achievable.

I now note that the benevolence principle 
does not depend on some basic resource scheme 
or reality being met. It requires no specific quali-
fications or standards to be valid. This character-
istic, and the fact that it is the key grounding for 
the resource button principle, makes it the case 
that we can extend the resource button principle 
to the dynamic case. This makes examining ma-
terial obligations in the dynamic case particu-
larly convenient. Such obligations can often be 
taken as analogous to those in the static case.

For brevity’s sake, I examine the dynamic 
case in one specific example: food provision in 

a society that does not presently have sufficient 
food to sustain all of its inhabitants.

Pushing the resource button seems meaning-
less when there are not resources for the button 
to signal to provide. In other words, it is nice to 
say that someone should get the food he needs 
when that food exists, but the statement is hollow, 
trivial, even annoying, when food cannot be pro-
vided because it simply does not exist. The food 
button principle’s applicability to the dynamic 
case can however shed insight into the obliga-
tions of persons in the food-insufficient society.

I now argue that when presented with mul-
tiple choices of action, with a subset of them 
allowing the potential of people actually (even-
tually) getting the food they need, persons have 
the moral obligation to do so. This argument ap-
plies independent of the extent to which a person 
has influence over whether or not the food-im-
poverished persons eventually get the food they 
need. So, the argument applies just as much to 
a person deciding who to cast her vote for as it 
does to the decisions of an agribusiness CEO on 
business strategy and innovation endeavors.

The moral obligation to act in ways that ad-
vance the prospect of persons eventually get-
ting the food they need, when presented with 
opportunities to do so, follows from a similar 
argument as that used to initially argue for the 
resource button principle. This already means 
that insofar as acting mutually excludes a wide 
range of ends one has set for herself, the obliga-
tion does not apply. However, in the still-wider 
sphere within which fulfilling personal ends 
and the obligation can coexist, the obligation 
still holds. The reasoning is simple: acting in 
ways that could eventually provide persons with 
the food they need is but an altered case of the 
initial one used when presenting the resource 
button principle. There is little substantive dif-
ference between doing something that will, with 
certainty, have a desired effect, and doing some-
thing that could eventually have that effect.

Insofar as some possible individual action 
upholds the benevolence principle, and another 
does not, the same original reasoning for the 
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resource button principle (in the static case) ap-
plies here. There are no doubt important ques-
tions about the extent to which the benevolence 
principle must be upheld in these sorts of cases. 
In extension, there are important questions about 
the specific actions that the resource button prin-
ciple requires in the dynamic case. But the fact 
is that an array of choices being presented to a 
person, some of which upholding the benevo-
lence principle and some of which not, creates 
some level of obligatory action of the person. As 
such, the resource button principle can and does 
extend to the dynamic case.

So, when a voter in a famished society has the 
opportunity to vote for a politician who prom-
ises to (try) and mitigate the problem of food, or 
for another who does not make such a promise, 
or does not treat the issue with comparable im-
port, the voter has the moral obligation to vote 
for the former politician. This is analogous to 
pushing the resource button. And when the agri-
business CEO (considered independently of the 
shareholders and board with whom she must 
make decisions—and who of course also have 
these obligations) decides how to spend busi-
ness resources, if one spending strategy will help 
the hungry meet their legitimate ends of obtain-
ing food, be that strategy increased innovation 
on crop yields or expanded area of farming, the 
CEO has the moral obligation to do so.

These two cases give an initial taste of the 
requirements of the resource button principle 
when the a morally desirable result cannot im-
mediately be actualized. I hope that my choice 
of examples demonstrates that the obligation 
applies to virtually all people, even if they are 

presented with differing degrees to which they 
can influence persons’ abilities to meet their 
ends. One does not need to have a guaranteed 
result to have an obligation to act in a way that 
could further the desired result. Further, the re-
source button principle allows for wide “means 
of compliance.” Different people have differ-
ent ways that they personally must uphold this 
principle.

Finally, while avoiding discussing the matter 
in depth, I note that the same reasoning for the 
resource button principle’s non-triviality in the 
static case can extend to the dynamic one. The 
resource-button principle is non-trivial in both 
the static and dynamic cases.

IV. Conclusion
I have long found it strange to say that a person 
has a right to something that does not exist. It 
is kind to say that a person in a society without 
enough food has a right to have enough food, 
but it is trivial, and analogous with housing, 
healthcare, and medical treatments that have not 
yet been invented. In this essay I used Kantian 
moral philosophy to advance, defend, and ex-
plore the implications of a principle that works 
to address this issue. The resource button prin-
ciple provides a framework in both the static and 
dynamic cases for what material obligations we 
owe. Most notably, it helps touch on the slew of 
questions raised by the issue of moral obliga-
tions to people whose ends require what does 
not currently exist.. 

Matt Maury is a senior in the College studying 
Mathematics and Economics .
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T he veneration of great statesmen is 
ubiquitous throughout history. In-
dividuals who fill the quintessential 

roles of founder, conqueror, unifier, and peace-
bringer are rightly honored by their grateful na-
tions. The veneration of such figures also serves 
as a source of unifying national pride; memorials 
expressing public gratitude to the individuals 
themselves serve as legitimizing forces for their 
political heirs, as well as symbols for the ideals 
of the state itself. In Ancient Rome, cults and 
accompanying temples were created to honor 
such great men as Julius Caesar and Augustus—
emperors who were deified and became divi. In 
the United States, monuments, memorials, and 
works of art honor great American Presidents 
like George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, 
Ulysses S. Grant, and Thomas Jefferson.

The veneration of these figures via art and 
monumental architecture was inspired by 
classical forms and symbols: notably the Phidian 
Zeus, Egyptian Obelisk, Parthenon, Pantheon, 
and the mausoleums of Halicarnassus, Augustus, 
and Hadrian, as well as neoclassical structures 
like the Dome de Invalides. The monuments to 
honor these Presidents took on a similar role to 
that of temples to Roman divi, with both serving 
as focal points for “worship” and remembrance. 
This “worship” helped mythologize these 
Presidents and turn them into American 
divi, although the veneration of these figures 
never reached the same level of fervency that 

accompanied worship of Roman divi. In Rome, 
these men became literal gods; in the United 
States, these men nearly reached saintly status 
but are in no way worshiped as gods themselves. 
During the late republic and early imperial 
period of Rome, worshiping living people as 
gods was viewed as taboo, as figures were only 
elevated to godhood upon their death. This taboo 
and need to maintain the facade of Republican 
rule under the imperator¹ help explain why even 
Augustus avoided declaring himself a god in 
the Res Gestae during his lifetime.² However, 
many Romans saw a tangential association 
with divinity as an acceptable means of self-
promotion, with Julius Caesar claiming Venus as 
an ancestor and subsequently building a temple 
to Venus Genitrix, and Augustus achieving 
much the same thing through the worship of 
abstract concepts like the Concordia Augusta, or 
the Augustan peace, while honoring his newly 
defied father Caesar. In the United States, 
meanwhile, taboos against worshiping heroic 
figures remain in place even after death. 

This difference in veneration practice and 
attitude can be accounted for by the distinct 
cultural forces at work in the United States 
relative to early Imperial Rome. First, the 
separation of church and state, established by 
the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, 
prohibits state religious action, thereby limiting 
the extent to which the state can encourage 
the worship of these figures (whereas, in the 
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Roman Empire, the Imperial Cults were heavily 
supported by the state). Second, the Christian 
monotheism of the early United States prevented 
the worship of gods in a polytheistic sense. 
The closest version of polytheistic worship by 
Christians is the veneration of saints espoused 
by the Roman Catholic Church. Thus, when we 
consider honored American figures and Roman 
divi, it may be useful to view Catholic saints as 
a sort of middle ground between the two, with 
these revered American figures serving as a sort 
of “civic saints.” The United States also possesses 
a strong cultural distaste for monarchy, and 
indeed owes the birth of our nation to a fight 
to escape the chains of monarchical tyranny. 
While Rome also shared this cultural distaste 
for kingship, the Roman world as a whole was 
much more culturally familiar with monarch 
worship, as evidenced by the deification of 
Hellenistic kings. Finally, the United States has 
a strongly proclaimed belief in egalitarianism—
one which never really existed in the extremely 
hierarchical Rome. As a result, there has been a 
historic tension within the United States between 
remembering the greatness of individuals and 

seeking to maintain the importance of egalitarian 
ideals.

The clearest example of an American deity, 
if such thing exists, is George Washington. The 
American Cincinnatus has achieved a mythical 
status among Americans and is perhaps the 
most the well-regarded and unifying person in 
American history. More than that of any other 
person, the greatness of George Washington is 
conflated with the greatness of America itself; as 
such, any representation of Washington is seen 
as embodying the grandeur and power of the 
United States. Washington is regularly referred 
to and regarded as the father of his country and 
has hence been honored in more ways than any 
subsequent American. This honorific dates back 
to Republican Rome, during which the title of 
pater patriae would be conferred by the Senate 
onto those Romans who were determined to have 
served Rome in some extraordinarily eminent 
way (with Cicero being one notable recipient).³  
George Washington has reached comparable 
heights in the public consciousness, to such an 
extent that he is frequently viewed as more of a 
mythologized being than a man. Stories like his 

Figure 1 Figure 2
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honest confession to chopping down his father’s 
cherry tree are so fantastically apocryphal that 
they seem only matched by those fantastical 
stories found in ancient sources involving 
the likes of Caesar and Alexander’s formative 
years and early triumphs. Washington, like the 
man-made gods Caesar and Alexander, was 
seemingly predestined for greatness.

This greatness is memorialized by repeat 
depictions of Washington as a god-like figure; 
Horatio Greenough’s statue of Washington, 
Constantino Brumidi’s Apotheosis of Washington, 
and the gargantuan Washington Monument in 
Washington D.C. all provide evidence of this 
tendency. Greenough’s statue of Washington 
depicts Washington in the only way that 
Greenough believed worthy of such an incredible 
man: as a god (see figure 1). Greenough’s model 
for Washington was “what the neoclassical 
period believed was the greatest statue ever 
created, by the greatest sculptor who ever 
lived—the Elean Zeus of Phidias,” (see figure 2.)4 

This choice came despite the commission of 
Congress stipulating that the statue should be 
equestrian. The use of Zeus, the pater deorum 
of the Olympians, symbolically reflects the role 
Washington embodies as pater patriae when he 
forged the multitude of squabbling states into 
a single unified nation. The statue also crucially 
portrays Washington both as a soldier (via his 
holding of a sword) and as a statesman who 
graciously gives up power (represented by 
his offering up of the sword to the viewer). In 
this way, Greenough’s Washington embodies 
Washington’s most revered action: the peaceful 
surrender of power, first as general of the 
Continental Army, and then after serving two 
terms as President of the United States. However, 
despite the powerful symbolism in Greenough’s 
Washington and defenses by such notable 19th 
century classicists as Edward Everett, the statue 
faced fierce pushback immediately following its 
installation in the Capitol Rotunda. Simply put, 
the statue failed to acceptably meet the American 
public’s view of Washington as a modern 
warrior and statesman. Washington’s depiction 

as a partially-nude Zeus clashed fundamentally 
with the more heroic vision of a Washington on 
a white horse that the public expected. Rather 
than being viewed as sober, it was declared to be 
“a ridiculous affair, and instead of demanding 
admiration, excites only laughter.”⁵

If Greenough’s statue only alludes to 
Washington’s divinity, then Brumidi’s Apotheosis 
of Washington declares it to the world (see figure 
3).

The very title refers to Washington’s 
ascendency to godhood; in the painting, 
Washington is seated among a plethora of 
classical deities, each striving to aid America 
in some way, while Washington himself wears 
his general’s uniform in combination with the 
purple toga of a Roman emperor. Interestingly, 
this fresco was met with greater public support 
than Greenough’s statue, despite being far more 
blatant in its divine associations. Perhaps it is 
the democratic representation of a myriad of 
prominent Americans among the Olympians: 
Minerva is seen instructing Benjamin Franklin, 
Samuel Morse, and Robert Fulton in their roles as 
inventors and Mercury aids the fledgling United 
States by providing gold to Robert Morris (an 
unsung hero of the war who in large part financed 
the Continental Army). Thus, the Apotheosis of 
Washington not only honors Washington but also 
serves as a Pantheon honoring other notable 
Americans. The greater public support for the 
fresco relative to Greenough’s Washington may 
also be attributed to the fact that Washington is 

Figure 3
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clothed in the fresco. The public’s discomfort with 
a partially-nude Washington and the resulting 
scorn it generated cannot be understated—it led 
to the removal of Greenough’s Washington from 
the Capitol Rotunda. In contrast, the enduring 
popularity of the Apotheosis of Washington is 
clearly demonstrated by its continued display 
inside the Capitol Rotunda.

The Washington Monument erected on the 
National Mall proved to be the most troublesome 
of the three works honoring Washington. For 
instance, the enormous scale of the monument 
ensured that it would engender much debate 
and controversy. From the beginning, people 
understood that erecting a vast national 
monument to Washington would serve more 
than a monument to a man—it would also 
be emblematic of the nation as a whole and 
seek to answer the question of sort of nation 
America was meant to be.⁶ Was America an 
imperial power bent on expansion and fueled 
by slavery? Was America a simple Republic 
built through the efforts of Jefferson’s “virtuous 
yeomen farmers”? The struggle to resolve these 

questions not only dogged the creation of the 
Washington Monument, but also served to 
highlight the quintessential connections that 
especially early America had with Rome during 
the early Republic and Imperial periods. Both 
countries struggled to reconcile how to balance 
the founding ideals of the state with the needs 
and commercial interests of empire. Many in the 
United States, including prominent figures Mark 
Twain and Andrew Carnegie, struggled to accept 
the increasingly imperialist policies enacted 
by the U.S towards such states as Cuba and 
the Philippines during the late 19th century as 
consistent with the democratic ideals expressed 
by the United States.

The original design for the monument, 
created by Robert Mill, demonstrates this conflict 
(see figure 4). 

Mill’s design possessed the distinctive obelisk 
we know today, although it was only conceived 
as one feature among many. Mill originally 
planned on having a Doric colonnade crowned 
with Washington in a Roman imperial chariot 
ring; the colonnade was intended as a Pantheon 

Figure 4 Figure 5
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for all the American revolutionary heroes, the 
obelisk a special tribute for Washington, and 
the chariot a symbolic representation of the 
United States’ unceasing expansion. This great 
monolith seems to ignore Washington the 
man and emphasize Washington the myth. Its 
vastness was the “ultimate act of monumental 
aggrandizement, outshining the capital and 
dashing the building’s claim to the comparative 
center” of Washington D.C.⁷ 

The Washington Monument designs changed 
dramatically following the Civil War. Mill’s 
ornate design was replaced with the blueprint 
for a colossal unadorned obelisk (see figure 5), 
the brainchild of Colonel Casey of the Army 
Corp of Engineers. This change in style reflects 
Casey’s more practical concerns regarding 
the engineering of such a vast monolith and 
the realization that attempts to consolidate the 
plethora of different designs for the Washington 
Monument would result in chaos. Casey’s 
refusal to add ornamentation to the monument 
was heavily criticized by contemporaries who 
believed that monuments should be didactic 
in nature and feature images or inscription. 
Many art critics suggested that friezes similar 
to those decorating Trajan's Column be placed 
on the Monument because they believed that 
their absence would make the Monument little 
better than a “vast pile” or “mighty chimney.”⁸  
However, by the time the Washington Monument 
was completed, the monument transcended both 
Washington as a myth and a man through its 
“technological ingenuity, scale, and strength.”⁹  
No obvious reference is made to Washington by 

the monument; instead, the structure, completed 
a little over two decades after the end of the Civil 
War, demonstrates the “international power” 
and progress of the nation itself. 

Following the Civil War, America owed 
Lincoln an enormous debt of gratitude. The 
admiration held for Lincoln has only ever been 
matched by the reverence shown Washington. 
For many Americans, Lincoln has come to 
embody a set of aspirational ideals involving 
American democracy, republican unity, sacrifice, 
and equality. The expression of these ideals 
represented the heart of the design process for 
the Lincoln Memorial (see figure 6). 

As the architect Henry Bacon details, 
the monument was intended to have four 
main sections:10 the first section, or left ala 
containing the Gettysburg Address, was meant 
to commemorate the Gettysburg Address and 
the ideals of sacrifice and democracy expressed 
within; the right ala was meant to preserve 
Lincoln’s Second Inaugural and the aspirational 
ideals of equality it expresses; the exterior of 
the monument is meant as a symbol of the 
democratic Union which Lincoln so fervently 
strove to protect,11 in which the exterior 
peripteral colonnade of thirty-six columns 
symbolizes the states that were part of the Union 
during Lincoln’s lifetime;12 and the fourth and 
most important aspect of the monument serves 
as a memorial to Lincoln himself. Bacon argued 
that “the most important object is the statue 
of Lincoln” as a divus (see figure 7), which is 
modeled on ancient descriptions of the Statue 
of Zeus at Olympia and radiates Lincoln’s stoic 
determination (see figure 2).⁴ As Kirk Savage 
notes, “the colossal Lincoln holds a pose that 
is majestically upright, much like the olympic 
figure Taft, Roosevelt, and others wanted him 
to be.”13 The emphasis on the statue of Lincoln 
furthers the role of the Lincoln Memorial as a 
temple to a martyred hero who was killed before 
his vision for a unified nation became a reality.

Even with the memorial’s Greek inspiration, 
the Lincoln Memorial cannot help but 
be viewed as highly Roman in form. The 

Figure 6



Utraque Unum — Spring 2018   |   19

|   Aidan Poling

Memorial repeatedly utilizes Roman symbols 
of republicanism such as fasces and eagles; in 
Rome, the fasces represented the power of life 
and death that officers of the Republic (e.g. 
consuls or magistrates) possessed in their area 
of imperium, as well as the power of a united 
Republic (see figure 8). This symbolism, in 
turn, reflects Lincoln’s own occasionally heavy-
handed use of executive power to maintain a 
united United States. The Memorial’s incredibly 
high podium allows visitors to the monument to 
trek up in order to visit the Great Emancipator, 
offering access to one of the best vistas in D.C. 
and giving visitors the chance to experience 
the breathtaking view of the Reflecting Pool, 
Washington Monument, and Capitol Building. 
The very existence of this vista also highlights a 
degree of frontality in the Memorial itself, which 
is reminiscent of Roman architecture. Bacon’s 
design purposefully evokes patriotic unity, 
bravery in the face of adversity, determination 
in the face of injustice, and, most importantly, 
enshrines Lincoln in the American national 
consciousness. Above the statue of Lincoln are 
the words, “In this temple, as in the hearts of the 
people for whom he saved the Union, the memory 
of Abraham Lincoln is enshrined forever.” The 
Lincoln Memorial has certainly fulfilled its 
purpose of enshrining Lincoln’s memory, and 

continues to serve as an unparalleled focal point 
for the cult of Lincoln.14  

The Grant Mausoleum is unique among 
these buildings because it was a designed as 
a mausoleum. Towards the end of his life, 
Grant was in a dire financial situation and was 
struggling to complete his memoirs just to 
provide for his family after his death. As such, 
he had no grand estates similar to Monticello or 
Mount Vernon to be buried at. As a result, the 
method of his burial became a somewhat open 
question, with various locales vying for the 
honor of memorializing Grant. Public outcry 
to create a suitable monument for Grant was 
immense. Unlike the Lincoln Memorial, the 
Grant Mausoleum was created in the immediate 
aftermath of President Grant’s death. The 
rapid memorialization of Grant is reminiscent 
of the deification process of Julius Caesar, in 
which the people of Rome almost immediately 
commemorated Caesar with the construction of 
a 20-foot tall column of Numidian marble. The 
monument possessed the inscription of parenti 
patriae or “To the Parent of His country.”15  
Similarly, many Americans hailed Grant as “the 
greatest man of our century” after his death and, 
like Caesar, Grant was indelibly remembered as 
a “military victor” and “conqueror.”16 Like the 
Numidian Column, the Grant Mausoleum was a 

Figure 7 Figure 8
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grassroots effort at memorialization rather than 
a top-down effort, in which the Grant Memorial 
Association ultimately raised an incredible 
$600,000. (In comparison, the Statue of Liberty 
had cost $700,000.) This massive fundraising 
drive represents the deep gratitude and pride 
ordinary Americans felt to Grant and serves as 
a reminder that many monuments do not simply 
come about via state efforts to strengthen itself 
through the use of symbols, but also as a result of 
the genuine feelings of a populace which wishes 
to honor an extraordinary human being.17  

From the beginning, the Grant Mausoleum 
was intended to function almost solely as a 
monument to Grant himself. It was created in 
an atmosphere of frenzied monument building; 
following the Civil War, the nation witnessed an 
explosion of monuments to individual soldiers, 
generals, regiments, state militias, and battles. 
The most popular form for these monuments 
were so called “shaft” monuments consisting 
variously of pillars, square podiums or obelisks, 
and often crowned with some form of statue 
commemorating the fallen.18 One need only 
go to Gettysburg and see the ubiquity of small 
shaft monuments to individual regiments, along 

with the larger columnar monuments like the 
New York State Monument, to experience the 
popularity of “shaft” monuments. The Grant 
Memorial stands in specific contrast to this trend 
because many felt that using the ubiquitous 
shaft form would somehow belittle the man who 
many considered had done as much or more 
than Abraham Lincoln to preserve the Union 
and win the Civil War.

Duncan’s explicit goal in designing the 
Mausoleum was "to produce an edifice which 
shall be unmistakably a Monumental Tomb, no 
matter from what point of view it may be seen,” 
(see figure 9).19 Unlike the Lincoln and Jefferson 
memorial, which were based on temples, the 
Grant Mausoleum is modeled on those great 
classical and neoclassical mausoleums that 
preceded it and honored such extraordinary 
figures as Hadrian and Napoleon. The clearest 
sources of inspiration for the Grant Mausoleum 
are the Mausoleum of Halicarnassus, the 
Mausoleum of Hadrian, and the Dome de 
Invalides. The Mausoleum of Halicarnassus, 
one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, 
serves as inspiration for the square first floor 
topped with a colonnaded second floor. The 

Figure 9 Figure 10
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Mausoleum of Hadrian, which itself was inspired 
by the tumuli Mausoleum of Augustus, serves as 
inspiration for the circular drum shaped second 
floor (see figure 10).20

Both floors remain consistent with traditional 
Vitruvian principles by maintaining a set of Doric 
columns on the ground floor and ionic columns 
above them.21 Both also feature the proper 
corresponding ornamentations, including 
triglyphs and metopes for the Doric section and 
an architrave featuring three fasciae for the ionic 
order. A notable deviation comes in the form of 
the smallest set of engaged columns at the top of 
the structure; rather than the expected Corinthian 
columns, there are columns in the form of fasces, 
crowned with an Imperial or American eagle. 
These columns serve as the monument’s most 
direct allusion to Roman republicanism. The 
use of the fasces is symbolically reminiscent of 
their use in the Lincoln Memorial and evokes 
Grant’s role as a unifier of the nation and as a 
military leader. The recessed sunken crypt for 
the sarcophagi of President and First Lady Grant 
was acknowledged by Duncan to be a derivation 
of “L. Visconti's monumental design for the 
Tomb of Napoleon in the Dome de Invalides.”22  
The Grant Monument Association intended the 
Grant Mausoleum to be “generally evocative of 
the ancient world and the final resting place of 
a great leader.”23 In this, it succeeded: following 
its completion, the Grant Mausoleum became a 
place of pilgrimage for approximately 500,000 
people a year until the cult and memory of Grant 
faded around the First World War.

The creation of the Jefferson Memorial 
highlights the inherently political nature of 
monumental architecture. The creation of 
monuments to Lincoln and Grant had served 
the crucial purpose of providing a powerful 
“origin story” and sense of legitimacy for the 
Republican party, just as the deification of Julius 
Caesar had aided Augustus and the deification 
and emulation of Augustus aided all subsequent 
emperors.24 Until 1922, the two monuments 
to Grant and Lincoln had been created to 
memorialize these two behemoth Republicans, 

but no similar monument had been created in 
Washington to honor a Democratic President; 
this changed with the creation of the Jefferson 
Memorial. The Senate Park Commission of 1902 
described the Tidal Basin as a place worthy 
of a “great memorial,” and perhaps even “a 
Pantheon,” (see figure 11).25 Initially, many 
monuments had been proposed for the Tidal 
Basin location until a monument to Jefferson was 
ultimately selected over one to Teddy Roosevelt. 
This choice was most likely the result of two 
factors: since FDR was in office at the time, it 
would have looked politically inappropriate for 
FDR to create a grand monument to his distant 
cousin and uncle-in-law; more importantly, the 
political leaders of the time felt a keen pressure 
to normalize the Democratic administration. 
In the 12 years that the Democrats held the 
presidency—between the end of Grant’s term 
in 1877 and the start of FDR’s in 1933—they 
had chiefly been known as the racist, anti-
Lincoln, anti-Republican, party of the South. 
Memorializing Jefferson as a founder and 
“patron saint” of the Democratic party allowed 
Democrats to trace their lineage to more noble 
roots, just as Caesar sought to do by tracing his 
lineage to Aeneas and Venus.26 Memorializing 
Jefferson also highlighted an additional “origin 
myth” of the United States in the form of 

Figure 11
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Thomas Jefferson, writer of the Declaration of 
Independence.  

The members of the Jefferson Memorial 
Commission wished to exceed the classical 
grandeur of the Lincoln Memorial and create a 
new shrine to Jefferson. To do so, they selected 
the form of the Pantheon, the revolutionary 
Roman temple created by Agrippa and restored 
under Hadrian, as the Democratic answer to 
the Republican Pantheon. Initial plans by John 
Russell Pope, who had lost to Bacon in the 
design competition for the Lincoln Memorial, 
planned to make the memorial twenty-one 
feet taller than the Lincoln Memorial.27 Even 
members of FDR’s family objected to the 
monstrous size; Frederic Delano, FDR’s uncle, 
wrote to his nephew in horror about how “in 
an effort to outdo the Lincoln Memorial, [the 
Jefferson Memorial] is half again as large,” and 
"in an effort to be imposing, it proposes to have 
57 steps up to the main floor.”28 This reluctance 
to outdo the Lincoln Memorial mirrors the 
supposed reluctance of Hadrian to outdo 
Augustus’s Mausoleum.29 Either effort would 
have been viewed as the height of arrogance by 
contemporaries.

The neoclassical plan was met with some 
resistance by Republicans, who did not wish to 
honor Jefferson, and by modernists, who opposed 
the neoclassical plan overall. Milton Horn, 
president of the American Sculptors Society, 
argued that the Jefferson Commission “has 
now elected to erect an empty shell… a hollow 

mockery of a spirit which embodies an ideal.”30 
Others, such as the landscape architect Gilmore 
Clarke, argued that an imperial Roman temple 
was not in keeping with American values. Frank 
Lloyd Wright called the design an “arrogant 
insult to the memory of Thomas Jefferson,”31  
and derided it as a piece of “feudal art” 
contrary to Jefferson’s “noble spirit of progress 
and freedom.”32 While these criticisms were 
overridden by the fervent support of FDR, who 
ended up favoring a scaled back version of Pope’s 
Pantheon plan, the strengthening opposition 
to neoclassical monumental architecture has 
been clearly manifested in the comparatively 
scant construction of such monuments since 
Jefferson’s. By the time FDR was memorialized 
in 1991, neoclassical memorials were a thing of 
the past; now, FDR’s memorial is much more 
accessible and egalitarian. People are able to 
walk through FDR’s presidency and stand 
before the life-sized and approachable statues, 
in contrast to the imposing statues of men like 
Washington, Jefferson, and Lincoln.

Pope largely succeeded in creating an 
American Pantheon to Jefferson, although the 
creation of a Pantheon, or temple to all the gods, 
for a single man does seem ironic; however, it 
is worth recognizing in counterpoint that the 
memorial also memorializes Jefferson’s proudest 
achievements in the pursuit of American ideals. 
Quotations on the walls of the Jefferson memorial 
represent his support for freedom, found in the 
Declaration of Independence; tolerance, found 
in Virginia Act of Religious Liberties; progress, 
as detailed in a letter to Samuel Kercheval on the 
need for education; and opposition to slavery, 
as recorded in a number of different sources.33  
Notably absent is Jefferson’s role as a slave 
owner. This omission again underscores the idea 
so prevalent in classical memorial architecture: 
that only the best of a man should be honored 
and with the more troubling aspects of a 
historical figure’s life whitewashed. Monumental 
architecture is particularly potent at this sort 
of whitewashing of history; the very nature of 
massive statues and marble temples create the 

Figure 12
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illusion that the figures commemorated within 
are super-human in quality and as perfect as the 
temples and monuments made to commemorate 
them.

Overall, Pope’s Pantheon shares the key 
features of its Roman inspiration in regards 
to its rectangular entryway, high podia, and 
distinctive circular structure (see figure 12), 
although he notably diverges from the Pantheon 
by failing to include an oculus.34 

The decision to have the Memorial be 
unenclosed was a deliberate attempt to allow for 
its appreciation from all sides via a Greek-style 
peripteral colonnade.35 To maintain architectural 
consistency, ionic rather than Corinthian 
columns were used for the colonnade around 
the circular sections of the monument. While 
the monument’s peripteral nature is clearly 
Greek in origin, the use of these columns to 
create a colonnade is Greco-Roman and evokes 
the classical ideal that deep contemplation, the 
sort of contemplation this monument is meant 
to inspire, requires a serene place to walk 
and wonder about the world.36 This idea of a 
colonnade is further strengthened by the natural 
shaded portico in the form of the cherry trees 
which ring the Tidal Basin around the Memorial.

The choice of material for these monuments 
was also salient in the construction of the Lincoln 
and Jefferson Memorials. The Lincoln Memorial 
includes the use of Massachusetts granite, 
Colorado marble, Indiana limestone, pink 
Tennessee marble, and Alabama marble. Beyond 
the strictly aesthetic considerations, these stones 
were chosen to represent the reunification of 
a country previously torn apart by war.37 In 
regards to the Jefferson Memorial, the choice of 
marble and granite from Vermont and Georgia 
reflects the “geographic extremes of the original 

13 states,” while the use of stone from western 
states highlights Jefferson’s role in American 
expansion via the Louisiana Purchase.38 The use 
of stone from a variety of sources to illustrate 
power was by no means a new phenomenon, as 
the Pantheon featured a wide variety of stone 
from across the Roman empire. The marble floor 
includes exotic marble like Egyptian porphyry 
and Numidian marble. Even more impressive is 
the use of 40 Roman foot-long Egyptian granite 
columns, each of which was carved from a single 
piece of stone.

The neoclassical monuments which honor 
such immense American figures as Washington, 
Lincoln, Grant, and Jefferson are incredible to 
behold. Like the Roman use of their temples 
to divi like Julius Caesar and Augustus, these 
monuments evoke national pride and serve as a 
source of unity and strength for the nation while 
legitimizing the American democratic system. 
Their solemnity and majesty inspire us to ponder 
the ideals that make America great while also 
helping memorialize the men as heroes for our 
nation to aspire to. In attempting memorialize 
Lincoln, Grant, and Jefferson, the architects 
Bacon, Duncan, and Pope turned to classical 
architecture for inspiration and masterfully 
utilized and reinterpreted Greco-Roman forms 
and symbols. At times this proved controversial 
and seemingly at odds with American values, 
but in the end, the tools of antiquities’ greatest 
republic and greatest democracy were fittingly 
reused to commemorate four men who helped, 
in turn, to found our nation, defeat its enemies, 
and, perhaps most significantly, provide 
America with a “new birth of freedom.”

Aidan Poling is a junior in the College studying Gov-
ernment, History, and Classical Studies .
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A lbert Speer, the chief architect and 
later Minister of Armaments and 
War Production of the Third Reich, 

referred to Adolf Hitler and his rule as “one of 
those inexplicable historical phenomena which 
emerge at rare intervals among mankind, whose 
person determined the face of the nation.”¹ This 
dictatorship has been seen as a “paradigm for 
the twentieth century,” and the “negative great-
ness” of the “unperson” Hitler has forced many 
of its survivors to not only attempt to come to 
terms with its actions, but also to try and trace 
its causes.² According to ‘Sonderweg’ historians 
David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley, Hitler’s Ger-
many of 1933-1945 has become “a standard by 
which historical enormities are measured and 
outrage registered,” acquiring a “moral dimen-
sion [that] is now one of the peculiarities of Ger-
man history.”³  

This paper explores the long- and short-term 
historical dimensions of the Sonderweg debate 
and identifies certain aspects of the German 
psyche and geopolitical history that particularly 
influenced Hitler to become the leader he was. In 
doing so, it takes the position that Hitler’s skills 
and sentiments allowed him to become some-
thing of a “perfect storm,” synthesizing both the 
distress of the indigent post-World War 1 Ger-
man countryside and the multiparty chaos of the 
wavering country. Whether this perfect storm 
fulfilled or violated the prophetical Sonderweg 

theory is unclear, but we can clearly see that the 
figure of Adolf Hitler is no shocking outlier ap-
ropos of the prevailing opinions and sentiments 
of his time. Where he does stand out is his suc-
cess in subverting the plans of the old German 
elite—a societal stratum comparatively unique 
to Germany who, despite patronizing many of 
his plans, nevertheless failed to exert influence 
over him. 

The idea among German historians of a dis-
tinctive German ‘special path,’ or a Sonderweg, 
began in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries.⁴ This almost teleological view 
of “German exceptionalism”⁵ originated from 
both long- and short-term perspectives of Ger-
many’s historical and geographical uniqueness 
(i.e. comprising both the immediate post-WW1 
period and the time before then). On a higher 
level, nationalist historians emphasized an ideo-
logical difference between German ‘Kultur’ and 
Western ‘Zivilisation.’ Germans saw their ‘Kul-
tur’ as superior to decadent Western civilization; 
one striking manifestation of this is evidenced in 
German economist Werner Sombart’s contrast 
of the German “hero” and the British “trader.”  
This common theme in German thought—the di-
chotomy of the spiritually wholesome, tasteful, 
‘giving’ hero versus the shallow, opportunistic, 
‘taking’ trader—was simultaneously embraced 
by such prominent German intellects as Thomas 
Mann and Martin Heidegger.⁶   

The Thinker, the Soldier 
and the German
Reassessing the Sonderweg Debate and 
Hitler’s Path to Power

Alexander Jaros
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Often referred to as the “ideas of 1914,” 
this positive, cultural variant of the Sonderweg 
reached its zenith with the end of the First World 
War, when it was revitalized by the German his-
torians Otto Hintze and Ernst Troeltsch.⁷ For 
Germans taken up by the post-war ‘Kulturkrieg’ 
sentiment, American capitalism and Soviet 
communism appeared as “the same dreary 
technological frenzy, the same unrestricted or-
ganization of the average man.”⁸ Many scholars 
have attributed a “[tendency] towards irrational-
ism, the glorification of martial virtues, the abject 
obedience of the ‘subject’ (Unterten), inward-
ness, and contempt for supposedly mechanical 
western values” to the “peculiar” German in-
tellectual mind of the time—"[these] were vari-
ously seen as characteristic German aberrations 
from enlightened western ways of thinking.”⁹  
These early German historians felt a sense of 
national superiority over the ideas of the French 
Revolution (although after the total defeat of 
Germany in 1945, this overtly positive opinion 
of the Sonderweg was largely discredited).10  

The post-1945 debate, meanwhile, focused 
more critically on the liberal-democratic gen-
esis of German modernity; drawing from the 
theories of Friedrich Engels and Max Weber, 
historians in this period focused on the histori-
cal conditions leading to Hitler’s dictatorship.11  
In particular, these scholars found themselves 
drawn to the question of why Germany, dur-
ing the general crisis of the 1920s and 1930s, 
became fascist and totalitarian (while its de-
veloped peers in the north and west did not).12  
These long-term developmental questions were 
always framed in a comparative context; as such, 
the western, parliamentary nations of England 
and France were used as ‘norms’ against which 
to compare Helmut Plessner’s ‘verspätete Na-
tion’ of Germany.13 Historians emphasized Ger-
many’s characteristic ‘lateness’ (and subsequent 
governmental peculiarity) when compared to 
its ‘western’ counterparts. In doing so, schol-
ars like Hans-Ulrich Wehler, who believed that 
Germany had “suffered the stain of uniqueness 
stemming from a maimed path to modernity,” 

emphasized the delayed and weak parliamen-
tarization of the German constitutional mon-
archy.14 According to this paradigm, crippled 
development led to a pronounced “strong statist 
tradition” in the German state; this, in turn, led 
to an association between social reform and effi-
cient and sophisticated civil service—not the re-
volts of enraged masses like those of eighteenth 
century France.15  While the Stuarts, Bourbons, 
and Romanovs faced intense pressure from be-
low, a Hohenzollern had never lost his head.16 

Another one of the “several continuities”17  
that preserved the Sonderweg idea in German 
historiography was the post-industrial ‘Obrig-
keitsstaat’ of the old Prussian Junker elite, the 
imperial ruling class. This authoritarian state 
combined with both the “traditional (‘pre-in-
dustrial’) norms, mentalities and life-styles (e.g. 
authoritarian patterns and the anti-proletarian 
claims of the lower-middle classes)” and “the 
militaristic elements in the political culture of 
the middle and upper classes – e.g. the ‘Reser-
veoffizier’” to beget a society receptive to the 
conception of a Sonderweg.18  

This thesis is somewhat challenged, how-
ever, by the presence of the Bürgertum middle 
class. Although some scholars contend that this 
group was weaker in influence and social capi-
tal than its peers in the rest of Europe (due to 
a failed social revolution in 1848-49),19 research 
also shows that these individuals comprised a 
vibrant ‘Mittelstand,’20 and that the ‘Bildungs-
bürgertum’ (the “educated and cultivated bour-
geoisie”) was “strong and clearly contoured,” 
with aristocratic influence on them no greater 
than in other parts of the continent.21 Scholars 
have further argued that the Kaiserreich, the sec-
ond German empire, was “full of modern dyna-
mism”— particularly in science, scholarship, art, 
and culture.22 Based on this view, the Bielefeld 
School historian Jürgen Kocka made the claim 
that Nazism was “less as a result of premodern 
residues and anachronistic traditions than as a 
phenomenon of modernity itself.”23 Despite this 
counterpoint, however, many historians still 
concede that the German bourgeoisie had less of 
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an impact on its society than that of France, Italy, 
the Netherlands, and Switzerland.24  

Within the academic milieu, and particularly 
at a 1981 colloquium at the Institut für Zeitge-
schichte (where Karl Dietrich Bracher, Ernst 
Nolte, and many other prominent historians 
were present), scholars began to take issue with 
the application of the “Normalwegen” concept 
to the study of state development.25 This norma-
tive view, beyond implying some sort of gen-
eral western socio-political superiority through 
its presupposition of a ‘divergence from the 
West,’ could also imply that Germany “was only 
shocked into becoming a ‘normal’ liberal state by 
undergoing the purgative rigors of National So-
cialism.”26 Simply put, all serious scholars were 
cautious in terms of how closely they wished to 
link the long-term history of a people and their 
nation with the atrocities of Nazism. Many be-
lieved that the future of the German empire was 
“more open than we once thought,” and not a 
necessary path to 1933.27 Blackbourn and Eley, 
meanwhile, provided a “necessary corrective to 
this ‘uniqueness’ argument” with their Mythen 
deutscher Geschichtsschreibung, later expanded 
into English as The Peculiarities of German His-
tory: Bourgeois Society and Politics in Nineteenth 
Century Germany.28 

In the shorter-term, meanwhile, the Sonder-
weg was also evaluated in the context of 
Germany’s early twentieth century negative 
experiences: a humiliating and extremely puni-
tive military defeat in World War One (a loss 
that was not realized or recognized by most of 
its citizenry);29 ignominy in international affairs 
and trade; and serious national, and later global, 
economic difficulties. These events, despite be-
ing immediate predecessors of National Social-
ism (along with the retrospective long-term 
forces of “late nation-building, illiberal cultures, 
[and] blocked parliamentarization”) are never-
theless not seen by many historians as “[leading] 
directly and necessarily to 1933.”30 As a result, 
much of contemporary scholastic debate has 
pivoted towards evaluations Adolf Hitler’s man-
ifestation of the alleged German ‘characteristics’ 

and whether he was the natural consequence of 
“the lost war”— in short, whether Nazism was 
inevitable, or whether “even at the end of 1932 
the run to National Socialism could still have 
been avoided.“31 In seeking to address this ques-
tion, I will characterize this period as Hitler’s 
great opportunity for ascendancy—particularly 
because of the desire of the old elite to maintain 
influence. 

Indeed, as the NS-Zeit (i.e. Nazi era), once 
seen as the great climax where “German and 
world history were tied more closely than at any 
other time in modern history,”32 increasingly 
became a relic of the past, practitioners of the 
Sonderweg paradigm began to address how this 
‘special path’ could be applied to the Federal Re-
public and even to the defunct DDR. However, 
the relevancy of the Sonderweg in contemporary 
German society has often been refuted by histo-
rians; Blackbourn and Eley, for instance, claim 
that the end of the Third Reich and its integra-
tion into Western liberal consumerist democracy 
equally spelled the end of the notion of German 
particularism. Germany is perceived by many to 
have transitioned into another generic Western 
state, as evidenced by the ‘Stunde Null’ appella-
tion imparted on the year 1945.33    

Though this ‘cookie-cutter’ impression exists, 
many historians sought and still seek vestiges of 
potential Sonderweg qualities in the national 
and social character of the German people. These 
qualities, positive and negative, often have to do 
with the stereotypes of Kafkaesque bureaucracy, 
impressive economic capacity, and morose out-
looks on life. They do reflect a thought experi-
ment among academics to not view 1945 as the 
‘Sonderend,’ or the absolute end of Germany’s 
special path, but instead as a pre-history of the 
Federal Republic.34 Though problematic insofar 
as this line of thought could imply the Holocaust 
paved the way for a liberalized Germany, this 
idea stems from a general belief that “historians 
should stop staring at Hitler, free themselves 
from the ‘shadow’ of National Socialism, and 
develop a less constrained, more balanced view 
of German history as a whole.”35 The reality 
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is, however, that Hitler and his ‘Bewegung,’ 
or movement, were shadows of some of the 
most radical sentiments of the German people, 
brought to a head by extreme circumstances.

The knowledge of Hitler’s intellectual influ-
ences throughout his younger years presents us 
with the seeds of these radical sentiments. Hitler 
the thinker can be clearly understood as a prod-
uct of many contemporary German ideas, and 
his extreme applications, though irrational, are 
more in-keeping with his particular episteme 
than many would believe. Historians know, 
for example, that Hitler claimed to have grown 
up listening to the epic operas of the ultra-tra-
ditionalist Wagner (particularly the Götterdäm-
merung) in the very parochial town of Linz in 
Austria, and that his first experiences with true 
cosmopolitanism were during his stay in Vienna, 
which he described as “the granite-hard funda-
ment of [his] later actions.” He later claimed to 
have left Vienna “as an absolute Anti-Semite, 
as a mortal enemy of the entire Marxist world 
view,”36 and during his stay, he came under the 
influence of a variety of political pulp that was 
circulated around the streets under the anti-Se-
mitic mayor Karl Lueger. 

These pan-German street publications, like 
the ariosophical works of Guido von List and 
the anti-Semitic issues of Jörg Lanz von Lieben-
fels’s Ostara (Liebenfels was known as the “man 
who gave Hitler his ideas”), have been reliably 
recorded as influences on Hitler.37 Liebenfels 
even recalled a haggard man, likely Hitler, ar-
riving in his office in search of back-issues of 
his magazine.38 Combined with the radical Aus-
trian pan-German von Schönerer movement, of 
which Hitler’s father was a supporter, and other 
more wide-spread nationalist/völkisch publica-
tions like the Deutsches Volksblatt, we can see that 
those relatively radical ideas, not at all far from 
the tone and affected aura of Nazism and cer-
tainly not original to Hitler, found their way into 
his ideology.39      

While it can be imagined that Hitler never 
completely fleshed out his Weltanschauung, 
or worldview, and that it was a vague set of 

pan-German notions completed instead by 
his subordinates as they ‘worked towards the 
Führer,’ one could state that he, once in power, 
“sought to expel that part of the German self 
that, in his view, was a source of weakness and 
taint.”40 He saw human history as a history of 
racial struggle, and thereby this sentiment was 
at “the epicenter of the Nazi assault on civiliza-
tion.”41 This idea of internal weakness in a peo-
ple was not original to him, and it was in fact 
a historical neurosis of many Germans. Though 
Hitler’s application was extreme, the culture 
around him and the periodicals he read fed him 
these powerful ideas.  

One can clearly see this sentiment mani-
fested in the history of German Southwest Af-
rica, —particularly in the relationship dynamic 
between the Herero and Nama tribes and the 
German colonials. Germany held present-day 
Namibia as a colony from 1884 to 1915, and in 
2016 openly admitted that from 1904 to 1907 the 
German Empire committed the first genocide 
of the twentieth century on those two tribes af-
ter colonial conflicts broke out.42 This genocide 
involved the use of concentration camps and 
deadly forced labor, not unlike the intermediate 
steps of Hitler’s Final Solution. When contem-
plating a possible winding road from ‘Windhoek 
to Auschwitz,’ it is important to look at exactly 
how the Kaiserreich justified this behavior and 
how its colonists viewed Africans. In doing so, 
one can see the original psychological roots of 
Hitler’s racial program.

Southwest African tribes were not, at least 
initially, viewed as biologically inferior or ‘cul-
ture destroyers,’ as the Jews were in NS-Ger-
many. They were treated almost analogously to 
the later Russian POWs: as an individually ex-
pendable but economically indispensable servile 
workforce to be governed by an imperial Ger-
man elite while on the quest for Lebensraum.43  
Rather than “a biologically derived understand-
ing of an intrinsic, genetic Germanity that stood 
to be polluted through racial mixing, […] race 
in colonial-era Germany was a marker of hier-
archical distinctions that were essentially social 
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in nature.”44 Miscegenation, or “going native” 
(verkaffern), however, was still viewed as dis-
graceful and sometimes unlawful, particularly 
more so by those residing in the colony than by 
those in the Berlin Colonial Office.45 This social 
differentiation between the Germans and tribes 
is believed to stem from “a far-reaching pho-
bia of the Germans that they would lose their 
own identity and as a result lose political con-
trol” of the colony, as there had already been 
violent rebellions that were put down with ex-
treme force by the military commander Lothar 
von Trotha.46  More than racial ‘pollution,’ the 
Germans feared a loss of racial ‘prestige’: the 
prospect that their African servants would cease 
to respect their bosses.47 This “asserted socio-
political inferiority” resulted in an anxiety over 
an “enemy within” the “internal frontiers” of the 
empire and a concern about the social and politi-
cal allegiances of any ‘Mischlinge,’ or mixed race 
persons.48 It is this fear, turned toward many fac-
tions and demographics within Germany, that 
would inspire the idea of “being stabbed in the 
back” by internal subversives. It would also give 
rise to a “discourse of biological racism.”49  

While the WWI victors France and Britain 
were able to maintain control of their colonies, 
German experienced a “catastrophic failure… 
to maintain parity with or hegemony over other 
European powers” and “sought internal as well 
as external grounds” for this national failure.50  
“The fear of [the Mischlinge] polluting the body 
politic,” theorized by the German eugenicist 
Eugen Fischer, would transfer into Hitler’s ha-
tred of “blood-poisoning German Jews.”51 The 
language of the times even began to reflect later 
Nazi terminology, such as the colonial military 
commander Lothar von Trotha’s statement: “I 
destroy the African tribes with streams of blood 
[...] Only following this cleansing can something 
new emerge, which will remain”— a statement 
made as he carried out the Namaqua-Herero 
genocide.52 

The idea of Hitler as an influenced thinker 
can now be expanded with a greater qualifica-
tion: that of Hitler the soldier as a politically 

motivated product of 1918. His military connec-
tion indelibly tied him to the old Junker elite, who 
were desperately trying to maintain significance 
in a swiftly-evolving Germany. Better known as 
the Obrigkeitsstaat (the provider of reform and 
certainty), the state had been viewed paternally 
by its Bürger and had not failed them until the 
loss of 1918. Confused and defeated, the German 
population was done with the Kaiser, who went 
off into an exile of chopping trees and country 
walks. “Traditional state-oriented expectations” 
persisted among the lower middle classes, which 
boiled “into resentment against the new system 
when it proved to be incapable of protecting 
them against the forces of modernization.”53 The 
failed liberal democracy of the Weimar Republic 
would replace Wilhelm II, while the old Beam-
tentum and military remained discontentedly 
in the background, exerting influence wherever 
possible.54 Many historians have asserted that it 
was the populace’s reactionary tone toward the 
new government that eventually undermined it 
with consequences they could not foresee: the 
rise of a ‘bürgerlich’ Third Reich. 

This was certainly true of the WWI general 
Erich Ludendorff, a Social Darwinist who, de-
spite seeing great opportunity for the young 
Hitler (he was even present with him at the 1923 
Beer Hall Putsch), later distanced himself from 
the ambitious young corporal. Ludendorff even 
went so far as to denounce Hitler after his ascen-
sion to power, stating that: “I solemnly prophesy 
that this accursed man will cast our Reich into 
the abyss and bring our nation to inconceivable 
misery. Future generations will damn you [Hit-
ler] in your grave for what you have done.”55  
The nobles, like the Hanfstaengls, tried to make 
the parochial Hitler respectable with the even-
tual intent of taming him.56 This pattern is true 
of many of the old Junker nobles and military 
men of imperial Germany; angered by their lost 
legitimacy and the unfair punishment deliv-
ered to their land, these individuals “survived 
and contributed to the particular weakness of 
the Weimar democracy, and to the fact that it 
collapsed in the Great Depression while other, 
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more stable democracies in the west survived.”57  
Many, particularly exiled Kaiser Wilhelm II, 
hoped Hitler would win the war and create an 
anti-liberal, Christian, and Jew- and Briton-free 
United States of Europe.58 In a congratulatory 
May 1940 telegraph, Wilhelm told Hitler, “My 
Führer, I congratulate you and hope that under 
your marvelous leadership the German monar-
chy will be restored completely,” to which the 
maverick Hitler remarked to his valet, Linge: 
“What an idiot!”59 

Hitler was just the person to garner the sup-
port of the upset establishment, whether it be 
wandering first world war veterans like Erich 
Ludendorff and Hermann Goring, or any of his 
patron ‘Hitler-Muttis.’ He was a soldier with two 
iron crosses (however dubious his combat record 
was) and could easily empathize and commiser-
ate with both his trench comrades and former 
leadership (who were brought closer together 
by the equalizing straights of war and)— par-
ticularly due to his role as a dispatcher between 
higher-ranked officers. A staunch advocate of 
the “stabbed in the back”60 post-war sentiment 
and trained by the remaining military to lecture 
against communism,61 he posed as a young ‘old-
guard’ politician, formed completely by Ger-
man history, who could appeal to all discontent 
classes in the republic (except perhaps the KPD 
(German Communist Party) members).  

These influential sections of the Junker elite 
(the ‘stirrup-holders for Hitler’) began to form 
greater and greater numbers of professional para-
military entities (e.g. the skeleton Reichswehr 
and Freikorps), distancing themselves from 
some previous aristocratic distinctions.62 The old 
elite saw in Hitler a necessary anti-system popu-
list, indirectly related back to them, “to tacitly 
represent them against the liberal and left-wing 
elements of the ‘system’”.63  As the 1914 conser-
vatives became Hugenberg’s German National 
People’s Party (DNVP), the pre-1914 Agrarian 
League became Weimar Reichslandbund, and 
the Kaiser abdicated to an eventual Hindenburg, 
Hitler stood as another candidate for the ma-
nipulative Junker continuity. What made Hitler 

special, as evident by Ludendorff’s later feelings, 
is that he “rode the tiger” of right-wing political 
demagoguery and then successfully broke the 
continuity planned by the Old Gang.64 

The journalist Konrad Heiden, who in 1936 
published an early biography of Hitler, was the 
most on-point in his assertion that Hitler had 
been grossly underestimated.65 Using the old 
elite—the Papens, Hindenburgs, and Schleich-
ers with their respective institutions—to gain so-
cial leverage, Hitler also would take advantage 
of the both efficient and coldly detached ways 
of the Beamtentum bureaucracy (though he 
dreaded the idea of becoming a civil servant, like 
his father, as a youth).66 In fact, the traditional 
civil service of Germany was just right for facili-
tating Hitler’s far-reaching and sometimes gran-
diose plans. Jürgen Kocka has observed that the 
German bureaucratic tradition “eased the early 
transformation into a social welfare state and re-
inforced this in the long-run, helping to provide 
this society with a degree of disciplined achieve-
ment-orientation that has much to recommend 
it and can in no way be taken for granted.”67 
This would carry on in Hitler’s acronym-ridden 
empire, as it has been speculated that this disas-
sociated bureaucratic tradition, infamous for the 
quotes of “I was just following orders” and “That 
was not my department,” “helps to explain why 
there was so little resistance to government-
sponsored atrocities in the 1930s and 1940s.”68 

Hitler’s ascent thereby resembles a typical 
ascent of a powerful leader within a group. He 
began as a nobody with strong convictions and 
a little training, a stalwart follower of an ideol-
ogy, who entered an ideological group with the 
goal of honest service to further that group’s 
beliefs. Dissatisfied with the level of commit-
ment and quality of the ideology of the group’s 
other members and its leaders, he began to take 
a more participatory and vocal role in the group 
and eventually gained the attention of those 
members and leaders, garnering both patron-
age and notoriety. It was from here that he went 
from “drummer” of the party to its Führer. To 
reiterate, military service was both the greatest 
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political motivator of Hitler and his greatest 
qualifier, as his post-WWI Reichswehr training 
both paved the nationalist route for the discon-
tented corporal, and prevented the creation of 
another red-armband wearing Bavarian Soviet 
advocate (an idea with which Hitler had very 
possibly flirted while in attendance of the social 
democrat Kurt Eisner’s funeral procession).69 

With this ascent through the political elite 
came the support of the German capitalists, 
whose relationship to fascism can be best seen 
in the same way capitalism’s historically adapt-
able relationship with any government can be 
viewed: opportunism in order to survive and 
make a profit.70 In view of the terrifying collec-
tivized “red spectre of the KPD,” the great Ger-
man capitalist industrial dynasties, like Krupp 
and Siemens, sought to sow favor with the lat-
est and potentially friendliest regime.71 Even 
more paternal than the Wilhelmine government, 
“with an impressive repertoire of tactics, includ-
ing shop-floor discipline, black lists of militants, 
agitators, union joiners, and straightforward 
‘trouble makers’, labour exchanges, compul-
sory welfare schemes, centralized employers’ 
associations, and company unions,” adopted 
regardless of internal corporate social or politi-
cal leanings, these companies and their capital 
and product support (also results of the ‘German 
way’) fit well into Hitler’s scheme for a new and 
expanded German empire.72  

With these ideas in mind, it is fair to claim 
that the Sonderweg thesis, now viewed less 
seriously by the public and by academia, has 
been jettisoned prematurely. As evident in the 

deep structural analyses in the Blackbourn and 
Eley’s book, this continuity-focused approach 
has aided our research and understanding of 
Germany throughout these periods, teasing out 
subtleties that would have otherwise been lost 
to time. One of these subtleties is the cause of 
the ascendancy and then mentality of Adolf Hit-
ler, thereby the long-term sources of Nazism 
tied to the deeper structures of German history. 
Whether or not it is accurate to view German 
history as a one-way street from 1848 to 1945, it 
is a fair point by some historians, like Theodor 
Hamerow, to remark that the ‘mistakes’ of the 
1848 German middle class were not immedi-
ately “paid for in 1849, but in 1918, in 1933, and 
in 1945.”73 The “‘pre-industrial traditions,’ which 
blocked the development of ‘modern political in-
stitutions,’” would exist during the 50 years af-
ter 1848 to 1871 as a time when “the bourgeoisie 
could only have participated in the political sys-
tem as the junior partner of an aristocratic elite 
whose political dominance remained essentially 
intact.”74 The remaining traditional Junker class, 
one of the great idiosyncrasies of German his-
tory, strove in this way to remain influential in a 
modern world, and they made the great mistake 
to choose the anti-modern Hitler, a well-read 
racial pan-German, disillusioned veteran, and a 
more powerful ideological entity than they had 
realized, as their agent. 

Alexander Jaros is a junior in the McDonough 
School of Business studying Finance and Opera-
tions and Information Management and minoring 
in German .
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B razil’s involvement in the First World 
War is a topic all too often glossed 
over in the review of Brazilian history. 

Overshadowed by the towering impact of the 
Second World War and dwarfed by the relative 
absence of Latin America in WWI, the upheaval 
of 1914 has been largely relegated to scholars 
of Europe and the United States. Yet, although 
the impacts of the Great War on Brazil were less 
overt or dramatic than its successor, they were 
nonetheless extensive. As this paper will dem-
onstrate, WWI acted as a catalyst for economic 
and political change in Brazil, one that marked 
a turning point in Brazilian identity. As Eu-
rope’s economic ties to the region were severed 
and its lofted image as the center of civilization 
tarnished, Brazil pivoted away from foreign 
dependence and towards industrialization and 
modernization, sparking a new era of economic 
and political nationalism that would be central 
in redefining what it was to be Brazilian. 

To understand this transformation, however, 
it is first necessary to set the stage for the state 
of the Brazilian nation prior to WWI. As Bill Al-
bert notes in his work, South America and the First 
World War, heading into 1914 the Brazilian econ-
omy was still largely rural and agrarian, with 
only 10% of Brazilians living in cities with more 
than 20,000 people.¹ Central to this agricultural 
economy was the staple of Brazilian exports: cof-
fee. As the crops of northern and western Brazil, 
most prominently sugar and rubber, began to 
suffer from international competition and inter-
nal stagnation, coffee filled an ever-larger role in 
the financing of Brazilian growth.² Indeed, prior 

to WWI, Albert notes that coffee dominated 
60.4% of Brazilian exports, rubber coming in a 
distant second at 17.4% and no other commodity 
even cracking 5%, a trend which fueled a process 
of industrial growth and economic expansion in 
Brazil’s coffee-laden south.³ Thus, heading into 
1914, Brazil capitalized on a growing global mar-
ket for its goods to finance a marked expansion 
in manufacturing and industry.⁴  

Still, this growth in the Brazilian economy 
suffered from two central and ultimately fatal 
flaws. The first was the lopsided nature of the 
industrial development which predated the 
war. Although production was expanding, Wer-
ner Bael and Annibal V. Villela note in their re-
view of Brazilian industrialization that output 
was heavily concentrated on light industries 
such as textiles, clothing, and food.⁵ Indeed, as 
late as 1907, a mere 1% of Brazilian production 
was dedicated to capital goods, a figure in stark 
contrast to the 57% dedicated to light commodi-
ties and agriculture.⁶ This uneven expansion 
was complemented by an epidemic of foreign 
dependence within the Brazilian economy. In 
reflection of its colonial roots, Brazil relied on 
an economy of exchange with Europe whereby 
it exported raw materials in return for second-
ary goods and the ever-powerful “foreign capi-
tal, banks, shipping, and merchants” that came 
with them.⁷  Thus, the coffee-centric Brazilian 
system of exports filled an essential role within 
the design of the international economy: Bra-
zil exported goods in exchange for a constant 
and consistent inflow of European capital and 
products. 

A Catalyst for Change
How the Economic Rupture of the First 
World War Redefined Brazilian Nationalism

Ross Snyder
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Central among these European trading 
partners was Great Britain, whose long-lasting 
economic ties to the region worked in tandem 
with London’s place at the center of the global 
economy to promote an outsized role in the fi-
nancing of Brazilian growth.8 Indeed, Bill Albert 
notes that British banks were at the fore of in-
ternational investment in Brazil, making up over 
62% of incoming capital.⁹ Adding to the influ-
ence of this foreign dependence was the reliance 
on such funds for the provision and mainte-
nance of “basic services,” such as electricity and 
transportation, meaning that foreign capital not 
only fueled growth within the Brazil economy, 
but provided the sparks that kept the systems of 
production running in the first place.10 Indeed, 
the basic functioning of the Brazilian financial 
system itself was heavily dependent on foreign 
support and influence. Foreign banks domi-
nated local commerce, managing upwards of 
46% of all local deposits and placing the con-
trolling influences in Brazilian investment deci-
sively on foreign shores.11 Thus, on the eve of the 
First World War, Brazil’s economy grew not on 
the merits of its own stability but through a com-
plicated and overlapping system of foreign sup-
port and credit, one which left Brazil with little 
control over its own economic fate. 

This dependence on foreign influence in ev-
erything from the financing of industry to the 
management of bank loans was far from acci-
dental. Such direct involvement by European 
governments and banks stemmed from a deep-
rooted allegiance among the Brazilian elite to 
the ideals of European civilization and moder-
nity, with France filling an especially coveted 
role throughout South America.12 In this way, 
cultural emulation served to reinforce structural 
subservience as Brazil’s elites “believed that a 
European ideal of progress could be attained 
by their countries adopting the role assigned to 
them within a seemingly ‘natural’ world divi-
sion of labor.”13 Thus, ties to European cultures 
and economies, even through a system of pri-
mary exports and cultural dependence, were 
vaunted as a powerful means of legitimation for 

the Brazilian nation. By upholding the imbal-
anced position of Brazil’s vulnerable status quo, 
the upper class stood to gain an inextricable link 
to Europe which many hoped could be used to 
secure for the Brazilian nation what seemed to 
be the inherently European ideals of political 
stability and cultural maturity.14 

Then came the First World War. Historically, 
the dominant narrative of Brazilian, and indeed 
of Latin American, involvement in the war is 
one of minimal participation. Although, as Percy 
Alvin Martin notes in his 1925 book, there was 
a greater degree of Latin American participa-
tion than typically acknowledged (with eight 
countries declaring war and five severing rela-
tions with Germany), the overall outlook south 
of the U.S. was one of neutrality, every country 
remaining neutral until 1917 and seven main-
taining this stance throughout the conflict.15 Still, 
in a South America eager to distance itself from 
the bloody and expanding struggle between 
European powers, Brazil stood out as the only 
country to fully enter the war. Chief among the 
motivations for such engagement was the im-
portance of inter-sea trade and communication 
for the Brazilian economy, a network of com-
munication that was crucially severed when the 
German navy launched unrestricted submarine 
warfare in 1917 and subsequently sank a number 
of Brazilian ships in quick succession.16 Thus, de-
spite an initial concern with German violations 
of international law, it took a decisive blow to 
Brazilian systems of trade and transport to fi-
nally goad the nation into a full proclamation 
of war on October 26, 1917.17 It had taken three 
years, but Brazil firmly entered the fray of inter-
national warfare, and did so, as Martin explains, 
compelled by “the defense of her national honor, 
the vindication of international law, and her be-
lief in the principles of American solidarity.”18 

Nonetheless, Brazil’s military impact on the 
war was, to quote Percy Alvin Martin, “all but 
negligible.”19 Entering into the war far too late 
and with little military assistance, Brazilian 
troops provided minimal support for the fight 
in Europe, their primary role relegated to one 
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of food supply as Martin notes that agricultural 
production surfaced as the “most important con-
tribution of Brazil toward winning the war.”20  
Thus, in many ways, Brazil’s emergence as the 
sole South American belligerent served more as 
a symbol of solidarity than anything else, a truth 
reflected in Brazil’s insignificant place in post-
war negotiations dominated by the U.S. and 
other Allied powers.21 Indeed, Brazil’s ultimate 
exclusion from the Permanent Council of the 
League of Nations served to punctuate this rel-
egation to the status of a secondary international 
player.22 Still, the question remains, if Brazil’s 
entry into the war was delayed, their military 
impact minimal, and their post-war political role 
stunted, why is the First World War of any note 
in the annals of Brazilian history? By what cause 
can historians like Bill Albert claim that “the war 
marked a major economic, political, social, and 
cultural watershed” for the region?23 As will be 
shown, the impact of WWI can most decisively 
be seen in the economic dislocation it caused, as 
Brazil’s vulnerable position in the global econ-
omy was thrust into public view, forcing a shift 
in Brazilian perceptions about their role as a na-
tion and state on the international stage. 

The First World War shattered the precari-
ous optimism on which the Brazilian economy 
rested and exposed the fatal flaws of a perma-
nent policy of foreign dependence. As Albert 
describes, “as soon as blood began to flow on 
the battlefields of Europe the war claimed an 
unseen, but important, victim – the interna-
tional economy.”24 Crises beset the fields, farms, 
and factories of Europe and consequently the 
constant inflow of foreign funds, banking, and 
resources that had formed a staple of the Bra-
zilian economy disappeared.25 The long-trusted 
system of capital and credit “dried up,” and the 
country’s economic outlook took an immediate 
and dramatic plunge.26 Disrupting the till-then 
typical relationship between European produc-
tion and Latin American raw goods, Chris Wrig-
ley notes in his review of the topic that scholars 
have deemed the war a split in the history of 
international trade, dividing one economic era 

from another – an outlook that was all too pro-
phetic in the case of Brazil.27  

The impact of this rupture in the interna-
tional economy was felt across all sectors of 
the Brazilian state, being first and foremost 
expressed in a dramatic decline in the sale of 
coffee. Despite being able to maintain relative 
stability following the outset of the war, Brazil’s 
coffee market plunged with the onslaught of 
German submarine warfare in 1917 as the num-
ber of ships coming into Brazilian ports dropped 
by 60% and global consumption of coffee de-
creased by 25% - the equivalent of five million 
bags.28 Brazil’s press claimed that such restric-
tions had made coffee “for all intents and pur-
poses unsaleable,” a sentiment only reinforced 
when England (which already considered cof-
fee a non-essential commodity) officially placed 
it on its foreign contraband list and thus cut off 
the massive markets of Germany and Belgium, 
which constituted a third of all coffee sales.29 
This severing from European markets would 
prove fatal in more ways than one. As Thomas 
Skidmore reflects in his book Brazil: Five Centu-
ries of Change, the precipitous decline in interna-
tional trade predictably created a drop in access 
to the secondary and industrial products usually 
provided by Europe, German naval blockaders 
reinforcing a drought in the Brazilian supply of 
finished goods.30 This already precarious posi-
tion was reinforced by injury to Brazil’s internal 
revenue supply as the import duties that pro-
vided a majority of the federal budget suddenly 
dried up.31 As a result, Albert cites that “import 
revenue dropped by over 40% and the federal 
budget deficit rose to almost $15,000,000,” a qua-
drupling of the 1913 deficit.32 

To punctuate this perfect storm of financial 
predicaments was the sudden and irretrievable 
loss of the foreign capital which so underpinned 
Brazil’s economy. With Brazil unable to pre-
vent the cessation of European loaning as crisis 
spread abroad, the country was left at the mercy 
of foreign interests and banks, who invariably 
worked to reinforce the system of dependence 
and subservience upon which their power rested 
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– a conservative move which hampered Brazil-
ian efforts to reorient their economy.33 All the 
while, England continued its efforts at economic 
warfare by issuing the Black List, a policy used 
to cut off trading between outside firms and Ger-
man allies, which Martin notes had an outsized 
effect on the Brazilian rubber industry whose 
long-established links to the German economy 
were quickly targeted.34  

Thus, with the onset of WWI came a dra-
matic illustration of the “fundamental weakness 
in Latin America’s primary export capitalism,” 
one that Albert notes forced Brazilian citizens 
and leaders alike to reassess their position in 
the global economy and their path forward as a 
nation.35 The impact of this shock was first and 
foremost seen in a dramatic shift in the orien-
tation of the Brazilian economy, as new efforts 
emerged to industrialize and localize produc-
tion in order to decrease foreign influence. The 
debate surrounding the immediate impact of the 
war itself on Brazilian industrialization is per-
petually divided. Some scholars, such as Andre 
Gunder Frank, claim that wartime industrializa-
tion increased due to efforts to replace restricted 
European imports as new factories emerged at 
a rapid rate during the war.36 Still others, such 
as Baer and Villela, hold that the loss of foreign 
imports actually hampered progress, as cement, 
steel, and capital goods all decreased in produc-
tion.37 Nonetheless, it is often the overlooked 
post-war period that provides the starkest ex-
ample of the rapid shift in the orientation of the 
Brazilian economy. As Skidmore observes, the 
post-war years saw a boom in the profits from 
coffee exports as demand recovered and inter-
national trade resumed, fueling an internal push 
for industrial investment and growth as “Brazil 
[used] much of its export earnings to finance the 
imports needed for industrialization…diversify-
ing its economy away from dependence on agri-
culture.”38 Indeed, Albert goes so far as to claim 
that “[it] is almost impossible to refute…that 
early industrial growth was important in pro-
viding the basis for subsequent development,” 
a notion conceded to even by Baer and Villela, 

who, despite their harsh criticism of claims that 
industrialization increased during the war, note 
that metal, cement, and capital goods produc-
tion all increased markedly in the decade fol-
lowing it.39  

In this way, the war acted as a catalyst for a 
substantial shift in the economic outlook of the 
Brazilian nation. Awakened to the fundamental 
instability of their pre-WWI economic position, 
Brazil’s government took notable steps to rear-
range the economic model upon which Brazilian 
prosperity perched. In many ways, this shift was 
more ideological than anything else: an opening 
up of Brazil’s willingness to depart from the Eu-
ropean model of development and dependence. 
Even scholars such as Albert, who argue that the 
fundamental nature of Brazil’s primary goods-
based economy remained firmly in place fol-
lowing the end of the war, still concede that the 
vantage point of Brazil’s decision making was 
reshaped after 1918, the political climate altered 
“in a way [that] favored subsequent industrial 
development.”40 

Beyond this expansion in Brazil’s industrial 
outlook, the shock of WWI on the international 
economy helped spur a fundamental shift in the 
orientation of Brazil, as it politically, ideologi-
cally, and economically departed from Europe. 
Importantly, as the “extent of the region’s exter-
nal dependence became [increasingly] evident,” 
Albert notes that Brazil expressed a newfound 
national identity through the emergence of an 
“economic and cultural nationalism.”41 The roots 
for this nationalistic surge lay in the perceived 
fall of Europe’s vaunted position as the pin-
nacle of civilization, an image which had been 
irrevocably tarnished by the barbarity put on in-
ternational display in the fields of Gallipoli and 
the Somme. Indeed, after watching millions of 
men fight over “seemingly meaningless meters 
of mud,” Skidmore notes that “[WWI] provided 
a catalyst to the efforts of the nascent national-
ist movement in Brazil to spread the doctrine 
that Brazil could only survive and prosper by 
recognizing and playing on the separateness of 
its identity.”42 Brazilian character was emerging 
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from the shadows for the first time as a point 
of pride, instead of shame. Although it would 
stretch credulity to claim that the hold Europe 
(and subsequently, whiteness) had over civiliza-
tion disappeared completely with the outbreak 
of the war (in many ways it still pervades to this 
day), WWI can be said to have placed the first 
crack in the glass castle of racial and cultural 
superiority. 

The growth in a recognition of the value of an 
independent Brazilian identity, free from efforts 
for emulation, was further captured in an emer-
gent cultural dialogue in the 1920s and 1930s. 
First and foremost, this departure is revealed 
by the blossoming of the Brazilian Modernist 
movement, which emerged in the heart of São 
Paulo following the infamous Modern Art Week 
of 1922.43 With “artists, writers, and intellectu-
als” on display, the divergence from Europe that 
WWI had spurred was fully realized as Mod-
ernists worked to proclaim “cultural indepen-
dence…from Eurocentrism,” a move meant to 
“shock [Brazil] into a new consciousness” of na-
tional pride and awareness.44 As Marshall Eakin 
notes in his book Becoming Brazilians, this move-
ment for a “rediscovery of Brazil,” which would 
blossom in the 1930s, got its fundamental roots 
in the early 1920s.45  

Central to this shift away from Europe was 
a debate about what Brazilian identity, sans Eu-
ropean guidance, actually entailed. Although 
this question would later become the basis for 
the foundational works of Gilbert Freyre, in the 
midst of the Modernist movement of the 1920s 
talk of an identity formed from the “amalgam of 
the [three] cultural flows” which constituted the 
Brazilian state, began to emerge.46 “The Brazilian 
Modernists…fervently rejected…the ‘official’ 
history of the country [as] their works aimed to 
[encompass a Brazilian culture derived]…from 
Europe, Africa, and the Indigenous peoples.”47  
With the departure of European ideals of civility 
came an embrace of a Brazilian nationalist rooted 
in an “intransigent attitude against further [cul-
tural] subjection.”48 It was within this framework 
that Brazilian Modernism strove to fill the void 

of WWI with a new image of national culture, 
one that Marshall Eakin claims worked to “ex-
plicitly and loudly proclaim…independence 
from Europe.”49 

This pivot from European dependence, how-
ever, went beyond the radical revamping of na-
tional identity that followed the First World War. 
It was also tangibly, and crucially, expressed in 
both an emergent allegiance to the United States 
and the rising ideal of Pan-Americanism. First, 
WWI marked a watershed in the rise of the U.S. 
as an international superpower, a transforma-
tion which brought with it an increasingly domi-
nant American interest in Brazil. Indeed, going 
back to the start of the war, Brazil had made 
concerted efforts to strengthen its ideological 
ties to its northern neighbor, Percy Alvin Mar-
tin remarking that Brazil’s wartime policy was 
“frankly American.”50 This shift in outlook was 
affirmed by the Brazilian government’s efforts to 
ensure that the “true import of [their] revocation 
of neutrality” did not go unnoticed – one gov-
ernment circular going so far as to assert that “no 
occasion could so unite the hearts of Brazil and 
the United States [as WWI].”51 

The U.S. government had fertile ground 
within which to plant their efforts for postwar 
economic expansion. Although the British re-
mained the primary lenders to Brazil following 
the war, the inflow of U.S. capital ballooned mas-
sively, their investment in industry going from 
“$50 million in 1914 to $557 million in 1930.”52 
As London was replaced by New York as the 
center of the international financial scene, the in-
fluence of Europe was markedly diminished and 
Latin America as a whole began to shift towards 
a tighter allegiance with their northern neigh-
bor.53 The United States had emerged as a new 
leader in Brazilian economic and political align-
ment, and would prove reluctant to relinquish 
its grasp. 

The extent of Brazil’s shift towards a more 
regional political alignment didn’t end with the 
growth of U.S. investment in the region – the cor-
responding rise of Pan-Americanism provided 
another key indicator of the decline in European 
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influence following WWI. As expressed by 
Martin, Pan-Americanism encompassed efforts 
for the “moral union of the independent states 
of the Western hemisphere based upon certain 
distinct principles which these states have in 
common and which they do not share…with 
Europe.”54 Thus, at its heart, the Pan-American 
movement was a rejection of the prominence of 
European culture – a divergence that worked to 
embrace the merits of a unique and differenti-
ated Latin American identity. Where European 
influence declined, the shared customs and cul-
tures of Brazil and its neighbors rose to take its 
place. The impacts of this ideal went beyond 
just an ideological shift, with political engage-
ment surrounding Pan-Americanism becom-
ing widespread from the very outbreak of the 
war – a Pan-American Union even getting its 
start in Washington to discuss the prospect of 
increased regional unity.55 It was at a discussion 
hosted by Clark University in Massachusetts in 
1916 that Brazilian ambassador Senhor Mangel 
De Oliveira Lima argued that, despite the eco-
nomic hardships of the war, WWI had “drawn…
the South American countries…more closely to-
gether than anything else.”56 Such pride in the 
virtue of local culture, such an emergence in 
nationalist activity and thought, such rejection 

of European ideals of civility, would be hard to 
imagine before WWI. 

For a war that Brazil was late to enter and had 
little to offer in, WWI had an outsized impact 
on the country. Despite the minimal role Brazil 
played in providing troops or aiding in the fight, 
WWI was cataclysmic for the Brazilian economy. 
Due to a loss of trade, a fall in coffee purchases, 
and a decline in foreign capital and finance, Bra-
zil was forced to reckon with the vulnerability of 
the international position that it had staked for 
itself in the preceding century. As a result, Bra-
zil reshaped its industrial economy in the 1920s, 
shifted its economic and political locus towards 
the United States, and most importantly, began 
an ideological departure from European values. 
Although the path towards economic indepen-
dence would have to brave the challenges of the 
Great Depression and WWII, and although the 
development of a Brazilian nation that is one 
and the same as the Brazilian state is still in prog-
ress, WWI acted as a great catalyst for the many 
changes of the 20th century. From the fires of the 
First World War emerged a Brazilian nation and 
economy that was remade, if not reborn.

Ross Snyder is a junior in the College studying His-
tory and Government .
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O ne of the central problems in philo-
sophical theology arises from the 
apparent conflict between God’s per-

fect knowledge of future contingent events and 
human freedom. This problem, deemed “the 
problem of divine foreknowledge,” threatens to 
collapse doctrines of divine providence as well as 
doctrines of sin and salvation. In this paper, I will 
present Richard Pike’s argument against the com-
patibility of divine knowledge and human volun-
tary action. I will then proceed to formalize some 
of the premises of Boethius’s doctrine of divine 
eternity and demonstrate that those premises ren-
der Pike’s assumptions incoherent and argument 
invalid. I will conclude with two suggestions for 
Pike sympathizers to respond to Boethius. 

How can God have perfect knowledge of 
events involving free will? Human free choice 
with respect to acts of the will is a necessary sup-
position for moral agency and responsibility, as 
well as for understandings of sin and salvation in 
the Christian tradition. Moreover, it seems intui-
tive that God must have perfect knowledge of all 
things, even those things that happen at times fu-
ture to the present moment. We call such knowl-
edge divine foreknowledge (DF). Indeed, many 
theists claim that God’s omniscience is essential 
to God—that is, omniscience is a quality proper 
to God and only God. Herein lies an apparent 
contradiction: if God has perfect knowledge of 
all things, especially DF, it appears that human 
beings do not (and cannot) have free choice with 

respect to volitional acts in the future. It appears 
to be the case that no action can be contingent. 
If God has perfect knowledge of the world, the 
world must necessarily conform to the divine 
knowledge. In his article “Divine Omniscience 
and Voluntary Action,” philosopher Richard 
Pike formalizes this argument to elucidate what 
assumptions give rise to the problem of DF.¹ It 
will be useful for our purposes to reconstruct 
his argument to examine and ultimately critique 
his presuppositions. His argument can be recon-
structed as follows.² 

“P” premises refer to premises that come 
from Pike’s work; “B” premises refer to prem-
ises I develop out of Boethius’s The Consolation of 
Philosophy. “P’” premises will refer to revisions 
of Pike’s premises using the “B” premises:

(P1) God necessarily exists and is essentially 
omniscient. [definition of God]
(P2) Jones did X at t2 and had the power not 
to do so. [definition of human free choice]
(P3) Necessarily, if Jones did X at t₂, then 
at some time t₁ < t₂, God believed Jones 
would do X at t₂. [definition of essential 
omniscience]
(P4) At t₁, God believed Jones would do X at 
t₂. [P1, P2, P3]
(P5) If Jones had the power not to do X at 
t₂, then Jones could make God’s belief at t₁ 
false. [P4]
(P6) Jones could make God’s belief at t₁ 
false. [P2, P5]

Richard Pike and the 
Analogy of Divine 
Knowing

Patrick Mulcahey
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(P7) Jones could not make God’s be-
lief at t₁ false. [P1, definition of essential 
omniscience]
(P8) Jones both could and could not make 
God’s belief at t₁ false. [P6, P7]
(P9) Either P1 is false or P2 is false. [P1 – P8]

The genius of Pike’s argument is apparent: 
the premise that drives the entire argument is 
P3. Many theologians and philosophers of reli-
gion maintain that God must bear some degree 
of temporal relationship with the world.³ It 
seems to be a necessary presupposition for any 
Christian theologian who wishes to account for 
the unfolding of salvation history from the Fall 
to the establishment of covenants eventually to 
Christ’s birth, death, and resurrection. More-
over, a temporal relationship to the world seems 
to be necessary for God to act in the world: di-
vine providence requires the unfolding of God’s 
plans in the passage of time. Naturally, then, 
at some time before an action X is performed, 
if God has DF, God must know (and hence be-
lieve)4  that X will be performed at its proper 
temporal locus. Premises P4 – P7 accordingly 
follow, ultimately generating the contradiction 
in premise P8. It appears to be necessary to ei-
ther reject the premise that God necessarily ex-
ists and is essentially omniscient or the premise 
that human beings have free choice with respect 
to their actions. In the section that follows, I will 
endeavor to rescue premises P1 and P2 by intro-
ducing and subsequently formalizing Boethius’s 
doctrine of divine eternity.  

In Book V of The Consolation of Philosophy, 
Boethius reiterates the classical understanding 
of eternity and provides a solution for the ap-
parent contradiction between human free action 
and DF. To resolve the apparent contradiction, 
Boethius introduces the analogy of divine vi-
sion: “[God’s] knowledge, which passes over 
every change of time, embracing infinite lengths 
of past and future, views in its own direct com-
prehension everything as though it were taking 
place in the present.”⁵ 

Boethius’s idea is admittedly obscure in 
the Consolation and relies heavily on analogical 

reasoning. Consider this analogy. Imagine a line 
of six completely identical men who are stand-
ing in single file such that each man in the line 
cannot see past the man immediately in front of 
him. Now, imagine that the back halves of each 
of the men’s heads are painted different colors. 
Because each man is identical, a man in the line 
only knows the color painted on the back half 
of the head of the man directly in front of him. 
Now imagine a woman, perhaps a drill ser-
geant, who stands outside the file and can see 
each color painted on the men’s heads in their 
right succession.⁶ The knowledge of the men in 
the single file line is analogous to human knowl-
edge. We order events according to temporally 
successive events. The knowledge of the female 
drill sergeant is analogous to the divine knowl-
edge: God sees all things together as present and 
simultaneous. While God may be able to know 
the order, whether logical or ontological, within 
the presentation of all things in eternity, God 
knows all events as totally simultaneous. This 
knowledge originates from God’s “sight” from 
eternity. 

I want to now introduce a series of premises 
that attempt to formalize Boethius’s metaphor 
of divine vision from eternity. The first three, 
B1 – B3, are propositions about the relationships 
among an agent F choosing to do an action A at 
t₁, God’s vision of F doing A, and God’s knowl-
edge of F doing A. 

(B1) God knows (believes) F does A at t₁ iff 
God sees F do A at t₁.
(B2) God sees F do A at t₁ iff X chooses to 
do F at t₁.
(B3) God knows (believes) F does A at t₁ iff 
X chooses to do F at t₁. [B1, B2]

Note that there does not exist any strict 
causal relationship among the three phenomena. 
While other philosophers, like Aquinas,⁷ are 
wont to say that God’s knowledge is the cause 
of all things, I avoid doing so. Not only does this 
prevent the free choice/DF contradiction from 
the outset, it focuses the formal language used 
to describe divine knowledge into the point of 
time with which Boethius is most concerned: the 
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present. This segues into the premise B4, which 
specifies the temporal locus of God’s knowledge 
of contingent events.

(B4) For any true proposition P, God knows 
P as present. 

To say that God’s knowledge of a proposi-
tion P (e.g. F does A at t₁) is as present is also 
obscure. Consider the following comparison. 
Human beings can know propositions as past, 
present, or future. I know that Barack Obama 
was first inaugurated as President of the United 
States on January 20, 2009. This is knowledge 
of a proposition as past. I know that I will die 
someday in the future. This is knowledge of a 
proposition as future. I know that I am typing 
this word on my computer right now. This is 
knowledge of a proposition as present. God’s 
knowledge of propositions is of this last mode. 
Indeed, I would like to suggest that proposition 
B4 and the analogy of vision both imply a much 
stronger proposition shown below.

(B5) For the set of all time points {t₁, t₂, t₃…}, 
God experiences each time point as temporally 
present without any temporal succession be-
tween them. 

If all moments are present to God in eternity, 
God must experience each apparent time point 
equally as temporally present. Necessarily, then, 
there can be no temporal succession between 
them. This proposition is widely debated in both 
the Boethius scholarship and contemporary 
scholarship on DF.⁸ I want to note that when 
taken univocally,⁹ B5 appears completely inco-
herent. B5 must instead be taken analogically, 
in the tradition of classical and medieval theol-
ogy. There is only a partial similarity between 
the metaphor of God’s vision and the reality of 
God’s knowledge. 

I want to now contend that B5 renders Pike’s 
proposition P3 invalid. From above, proposition 
P3 reads “Necessarily, if Jones did X at t₂, then at 
some time t₁ < t₂, God believed Jones would do X 
at t₂”. The obvious contradiction between B5 and 
P3 lies in the tense used to describe God’s men-
tal. P3 implicitly contends that God can have a 
mental act with a point in time in the past. B4 

and B5 both contend that God’s mental acts are 
always located in the same point in time tempo-
ral locus: the present. The second contention be-
tween the two propositions concerns the clause 
“then at some time t₁ > t₂”. B5 appears to imply 
that any temporal relationship between two 
times ti and tj that implies a greater than or less 
than relationship is nonsensical for God. For any 
two times ti and tj, ti = tj for God. This is not to 
say that the times are identical; rather, the phe-
nomenology of their temporality is equivalent in 
God. These two conflicts necessitate the revision 
of proposition P3 to P3’.

(P3’) Necessarily, if Jones does X at t₂, then 
at some time t₁ = t₂, God believes Jones does 
X at t₂.
The revision of P3 further necessitates a re-
vision of proposition P4.
(P4’) At t₁, God believes Jones does X at t₂. 
[P1, P2, P3’]

Proposition P5, “If Jones had the power not 
to do X at t2, then Jones could make God’s belief 
at t₁ false”, does not follow from these two prem-
ises. This is because God’s belief at t₁ is one with 
his belief at t₂, his act of vision at t₂, and Jones’s 
choice to do X at t₂. They are all unified in the 
present-ness of both the action and God’s vision. 
Therefore, accepting Boethian eternity renders 
Pike’s argument for the incompatibility of divine 
omniscience and human free action invalid. 

I will now suggest two possible points of 
attack for someone who does not grant that 
Boethian divine eternity solves the problem 
of DF. One way to attack the Boethian account 
of divine knowledge and eternity is to suggest 
that there are facts that are tensed, as Swinburne 
has previously done.10 While the existence of 
tensed facts or the irreducibility of tense is often 
mounted as an objection to a B-theory of time, 
this objection has direct bearing on the premise 
B4 as presented in this paper. If there are propo-
sitions that are indeed tensed, the Boethian God 
cannot be essentially omniscient. A defender 
of Boethius must then provide an argument 
that such tensed propositions are reducible to 
propositions are reducible to multiple tenseless 
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propositions and that reducing tensed proposi-
tions to tenseless propositions does not deprive 
the proposition of its force in its tensed articula-
tion. Alternatively, a defender of Boethius could 
try to maneuver around the primacy of the tem-
poral cataloguing of a proposition, instead argu-
ing that tensed facts are only “tensed” insofar as 
they are ordered logically or ontologically. 

A second problem arises when one asks a 
defender of Boethius’s metaphysics of time to 
provide an account of the human experience of 
the passage of time. If all moments of time are 
equally real, what explains the human experi-
ence of time’s passing from past to present to 
future? Perhaps one could provide a pseudo-
Kantian account of time as a necessary feature of 
the human mind’s structuring of the world (i.e. 
the transcendental aesthetic).11 Obviously, a Bo-
ethian (or more broadly, someone who adheres 
to the classical concept of eternity) cannot be 
willing to grant the noumena-phenomena dis-
tinction as Kant does, but such an account of the 
passage of time would explain the experience 
of time’s flow without entailing that the flow of 
time is merely fictive. I am yet unsure whether 
such a view generates any major contradictions, 
but such a solution could present a challenge to 
the neo-Platonic, Augustinian understanding of 
the world’s revealing itself to the human mind. 
In the Christian tradition, theologians would 
have to be careful never to commit themselves 
to constructivist or even transcendental idealist 
accounts of the consciousness of time. 

For committed theists across religious tradi-
tions, the coexistence of God’s perfect knowl-
edge and human free will with respect to actions 
is necessary for doctrines of sin, salvation, and 

providence. In this paper, I present Richard 
Pike’s powerful argument against the compat-
ibility of divine omniscience and human free ac-
tion. I then present Boethius’s doctrine of divine 
eternity as a solution to the problem of DF in a 
formalized manner, ultimately showing how 
Boethian eternity makes one of Pike’s premises 
invalid. I then suggest two further possible ob-
jections to Boethian eternity with ways one who 
wants to defend Boethius could respond. Look-
ing forward, I hope that this paper represents an 
attempt to push the bounds of analytic theology 
as it is currently practiced towards understand-
ing God and His properties analogically, rather 
than purely univocally. As I see it, future work 
on this problem can take one of two courses. 
First, a philosopher could further develop the 
basic metaphysics of classical eternity and for-
malize it in premises as done briefly here. This 
purely philosophical research project would 
want to address the problems typically asked of 
classical accounts (and in modern terminology, 
B-theories) of time, including accounting for the 
passage of time and the so-called “preeminence” 
of the present (i.e. why is it that the present mo-
ment seems to be most real to us?). The second 
course is more explicitly theological. An ana-
lytic theologian of a classical persuasion could 
use this model and these premises to develop 
accounts of divine immanence, transcendence, 
and providence. This analogical breath of life 
into analytic theology only promises to enrich 
the conversations of theologians and religious 
philosophers in the 21st century. 

Patrick Mulcahey is a senior in the College studying 
Biochemistry .
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C lassical Chinese philosophy has often 
been broadly described as “Confu-
cian,” but the “Confucian” label is 

largely a misnomer, owing to its overgeneraliza-
tion of other distinct strains of classical Chinese 
philosophy. Daoism, of which Zhuangism is a 
subset, is major school of moral philosophy in 
classical Chinese philosophy alongside Confu-
cianism, and although both emphasize humanity 
as possessing a quasi-telos which they called the 
Way (道), they differ in their assessment of how 
one is to attain this end. In brief, Confucianism 
can be seen as a system of virtue ethics which 
argues that the ideal person is one who focuses 
one’s life on moral cultivation through develop-
ing the highest virtue of “Goodness”, or genu-
ine care for others, and who accepts and play’s 
one role in society through ritual and duties to 
family and community. In contrast, Zhuangist-
Daoist philosophy is very briefly summarized 
as advocating for a return to natural flourishing 
through the letting go of what it sees as “artifi-
cial” social constructs and norms. To the Zhuan-
gist, moral systems cannot claim objective truth 
or goodness.

In the Zhuangzi (《庄子》), the foundational 
text of Zhuangist moral philosophy, a chapter 
entitled “Robber Zhi” (《盗跖》) stands out as 
a controversial text in classical Chinese philoso-
phy.¹ Despite being a short and rather minor 
chapter, “Robber Zhi” has long since attracted 
the attention of Confucian and Daoist scholars 
for its alternative portrayal of the otherwise 
sagely Confucius in his interaction with a fero-
cious but surprisingly witty outlaw. While most 
literature on the Robber Zhi chapter either seek 

to undermine its validity as a Zhuangist² work 
or emphasize its role as a direct, Yangist (psycho-
logical and ethical egoism)³ criticism of Confu-
cianism, very little has been done in appreciating 
how the Robber Zhi chapter may be seen as an 
integral part of the Zhuangist tradition in com-
municating the inherent limitations of any moral 
framework. Through analyzing how the story of 
Confucius’s meeting with Robber Zhi fits into 
Zhuangzi’s greater narrative, I argue that the 
Robber Zhi chapter can be interpreted as com-
municating the need for intellectual and moral 
humility, and is a rejection of dogmatic, absolut-
ist morality in a way consistent with Zhuangzi’s 
approach to the Daoist morality and the Dao. In 
doing so, this paper will first analyze the textual 
and contextual features of the Robber Zhi chap-
ter as a minor chapter of the Zhuangzi, followed 
by a literature review of existing interpretations 
of the Robber Zhi chapter. Subsequently I will 
explain my interpretation of the Robber Zhi 
chapter and offer insight into how this interpre-
tation is relevant for Chinese philosophy and its 
applications in modern society.

“Robber Zhi” is a chapter of the within a 
larger anthology entitled The Zhuangzi, written 
by Zhuangzi during the Warring States period 
(403 – 221 BCE) of China. The chapter describes 
a meeting between Confucius, a well-known 
sage and teacher of morality at the time of writ-
ing, and Robber Zhi, an infamous brigand who, 
along with nine thousand of his henchmen, ter-
rorizes the countryside and commits all kinds of 
atrocities. In the story, Robber Zhi is described 
as the epitome of what might be describe as an 
“anti-sage”: literally too busy engaging in crime 
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and sowing disorder that he “forgot his own 
relatives, ignor[ed] his parents and siblings and 
neglect[ed] his ancestors.”⁴ Liuxia Ji, the older 
brother of Robber Zhi, is unable to convince his 
younger brother to give up his life as an outlaw, 
prompting an egoistic Kongzi to take matters 
into his own hands to bring the tyrant to heel. 
In the ensuing conversation between Confucius 
and the brigand, Confucius flatters Robber Zhi, 
highlighting the brigand’s numerous “virtues” in 
being handsome and tall, witty and charismatic, 
and offers to be his envoy if he would only lay 
down his arms and be a feudal lord instead of an 
outlaw. This, however, fails to appeal to Robber 
Zhi, who launches into a critical discourse of the 
Confucian moral framework, making use of Yan-
gist, Primitivist and Daoist arguments in refuting 
Confucius, who is left dumbstruck.⁵ In particu-
lar, Robber Zhi criticizes Kongzi for creating an 
artificial moral framework by cherry picking and 
warping ideas of the “sage kings” in service of a 
personal, ultimately hypocritical agenda of mak-
ing an ideal moral society. Alluding to Confu-
cius’s moral thievery in drawing an ultimately 
arbitrary line in the “sand of morality” for per-
sonal gain, Zhi exclaims “If they call me ‘Robber 
Zhi’, why don’t they call you ‘Robber Qiu’?”⁶ At 
the close of the parable, Robber Zhi expels Con-
fucius from Mount Tai, and Confucius returns to 
Liuxia Ji admitting to have “taken some painful 
medicine when I wasn’t sick. I ran off to pat the 
tiger’s head and braid its whiskers, and I barely 
escaped its jaws.”

A preliminary observation about the Robber 
Zhi chapter is that vis-a-vis other chapters of the 
Zhuangzi text, the chapter contains numerous 
incongruities in its portrayal of Confucius, both 
of his character as well as his teachings. While 
the Confucius of the other stories of the Zhuangzi 
can be characterized as espousing a uniquely 
Zhuangist-Daoist moral philosophy of detach-
ment, in the Robber Zhi chapter Confucius is 
seen to possess a more traditional Confucian 
moral philosophy, albeit one that has numerous 
inaccuracies. For instance, Confucius in the Rob-
ber Zhi chapter not only confronts a dangerous 

rebel with the explicit intention of reforming 
him, but he also puts up an awkward, Confu-
cian ritualistic performance before an apathetic 
outlaw, “[shuffling] forward,” “[p]olitely declin-
ing the offered mat, he retreated a few steps and 
bowed twice to Robber Zhi.”⁷ Instead of bring-
ing himself as a Daoist “empty receptacle,” Con-
fucius suggests in no uncertain moralistic and 
self-righteous terms that if only Robber Zhi gave 
up his life of banditry and took up his rightful 
position as a feudal lord, it would be “the act of 
a sage and wish of the world.”⁸ This echoes the 
classical Confucian idea that one can fulfil one’s 
道 Dao (or Way) by doing what one’s social po-
sition asks of you. These textual inconsistencies 
highlight the differences between the Robber Zhi 
chapter and other sections of the Zhuangzi, since 
Confucius is depicted in the Robber Zhi chapter 
as both non-Daoist in character and unable to do 
what he asks of others.

Lastly, the Robber Zhi chapter is problematic 
because it demonstrates hypocrisy on the part of 
Confucius, since Confucius is depicted as doing 
exactly what Confucianism argues one ought not 
to do. At the beginning of the meeting, Confucius 
flatters Robber Zhi by citing handsomeness, the 
ability to debate and leadership as the three vir-
tues in the world, ranked from the highest virtue 
to the lowest virtue.⁹ This blatantly runs con-
trary to the standard Confucian treatise about 
the importance of inner moral values (zhong 忠 
moral self-discipline and shu 恕 moral discre-
tion) as the means of becoming a 君子 Junzi,10 
and the emphasis on superiority of internal prin-
ciples and virtues which require cultivation over 
those which require no effort whatsoever. To the 
reader, this sudden change in Confucius’s stand 
on virtue throws a wrench into any comprehen-
sion of the kind of moral philosophy Confucius 
is trying to convey to Robber Zhi: initially it is 
evident that Confucius does not embody the 
Daoist ethic, but does Confucius even embrace 
the Confucian moral ethic in this situation at all?

Most literature analyzing the Robber Zhi 
chapter fall into two main categories: those 
which characterize the chapter as a Yangist text 
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that directly counters elements of Confucian 
morality, and those which discount the authen-
ticity and hence usefulness of the chapter as a 
hallmark of classical Chinese philosophy. Works 
that characterize the Robber Zhi chapter as a 
Yangist exposition often cite the a consistent Yan-
gist thread in Robber Zhi’s monologue, noting 
that Robber Zhi argues against conforming and 
being controlled by structures and hierarchies 
of society and rails against artificial moral codes, 
which he sees as “[going] against [one’s] essence 
and nature.”11 In his translation of the Zhuangzi, 
A. C. Graham labels the Robber Zhi chapter as a 
part of the “Yangist miscellany” (chapters 28-31), 
commenting that the stories basically have no 
place in Zhuangist thought and in fact represent 
the ideas of the Yangist school.12 These sources 
also see the chapter as a direct attack on Con-
fucianism.13 Harold Roth interprets the chapter 
as insinuating that the Confucian moral frame-
work is a hypocritical argument for self-serving 
individuals. These individuals, ostensibly under 
the banner of bringing harmony to society, are 
willing to “reduce [their] moral requirement to 
a mere respect for the forms,” referencing Con-
fucius’s offers to make Robber Zhi, already a de 
facto leader, a de jure leader without insisting on 
moral change.14  

The other category of the literature suggests 
that the possible alternative provenance of the 
Robber Zhi chapter makes it an unimportant 
element of classical Chinese philosophy. Ivan-
hoe and Carr remark that a number of chapters 
which severely criticize Confucius are the work 
of pretenders and suggests that they are ulti-
mately peripheral sources of classical Chinese 
philosophy, and highlight that this is especially 
true for the Robber Zhi chapter, which was 
“confidently identified as of rather late origin”.15  
Chung Wu also notes reservations amongst vari-
ous scholars over the authenticity of the Robber 
Zhi chapter, though most will concede the pres-
ence of a limited Zhuangist philosophy.16 

With respect to the Yangist categorization 
of the chapter, while Robber Zhi’s monologue 
may appear to advance a Yangist agenda, the 

presence of other arguments from the anarchist, 
primitivist and even Daoist moral traditions 
suggests that content of the monologue is not as 
important as what it says about Confucius. As 
seen in earlier analysis of the chapter’s context, 
Robber Zhi’s criticism of Confucius includes a 
significant number of Yangist concepts, includ-
ing that the prioritization of the self and an em-
phasis on genuineness.17 However, there are also 
numerous other references to different moral 
traditions, such as what A. C. Graham defined 
as the “primitivist” moral tradition, which ad-
vocates for a return to a “tribal Utopia in which 
men lived as spontaneously as the animals,” as 
seen in Robber Zhi’s reference to the pre-Yellow 
Emperor society as the true ideal, “They knew 
their mothers but not their fathers and lived 
together with the deer. They farmed their own 
food and wove their own clothes and had no idea 
of hurting each other.”18 In addition, Robber Zhi 
references a very Daoist critique of Confucian-
ism at the end of his conversation with Confu-
cius, calling it a “crazy, fraudulent, vain, empty, 
and artificial business.”19 Given that Robber Zhi 
cherry-picks elements from these to weave an 
argument against Confucianism, it seems rather 
unlikely that the focus of the conversation was 
on the Yangist principles that were present in 
it, but rather what the conversation says about 
Confucianism.

Furthermore, despite his passionate outburst 
which seemingly leaves the sagely Confucius 
at a loss, Robber Zhi can hardly be considered 
a champion for Yangism either. Objectively 
speaking, his acts of violence and terrorism are 
contrary to the Yangist goal of achieving peace 
and longevity through prioritizing oneself and 
abstaining from interference in the affairs of 
others.20 As Ivanhoe and Norden commented in 
their translation, it is likely that “[t]he histori-
cal Yang Zhu probably did not advocate thiev-
ery and violence,”21 let alone encourage others 
to “minc[e] and munch on human livers.  If the 
Yangist moral philosophy is not the focus of the 
Robber Zhi – Confucius dialogue, then perhaps 
we might say that the function of the dialogue 
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was not only in highlighting that alternative 
moral philosophies are “available”, but that 
dogmatic and absolutist Confucianism, as per-
sonified by Confucius, can also be proven wrong 
sometimes.

Much of the literature has little to say about 
the Robber Zhi chapter as espousing a uniquely 
Zhuangist approach to morality, having focused 
mainly on the Yangist aspects of the story or 
its characteristics that ostensibly reduce its au-
thenticity and therefore its value as a Zhuangist 
source. While I admit that these arguments in 
the literature are plausible, I argue that in a more 
holistic fashion, the Robber Zhi chapter of the 
Zhuangzi, complete with all its textual incongru-
ities, plays an important role in communicating 
at a deeper level the limitations of the Confucian 
moral framework, or any moral framework for 
that matter, through its metanarrative. In addi-
tion, the chapter also highlights the self-defeat-
ing nature of moral fanaticism.  

Firstly, we see that Confucius’s meeting with 
Robber Zhi is mainly motivated by a rigid adher-
ence to Confucian ideas of social duties in a way 
that does not fit the situation he is resented with. 
From the beginning of the Robber Zhi chapter, 
it is evident that Confucius embodies some ele-
ments of what we understand as the Confucian 
moral philosophy. This Confucian moral phi-
losophy, typified by a focus on achieving one’s 
道 Dao through the fulfillment of one’s social 
roles and responsibilities [君君臣臣, 父父子子], 
is expressed in Confucius’s remarks to Liuxia 
Ji.22 Confucius decision to meet Robber Zhi is to 
fulfil what is expected of him given his role in 
society, as prescribed by a Confucian moral phi-
losophy. Confucius’ decision to confront Robber 
Zhi, therefore, demonstrates that an adherence 
to a dogmatic, absolutist moral philosophy is 
sometimes nothing short of unthinking fanati-
cism, encouraging one with good intentions to 
charge blindly into a situation which, upon tak-
ing a step back, may not have been pragmatic at 
all, let alone the best course of action. This pat-
tern of adherence to the prescriptive Confucian 
moral philosophy also plays out in Confucius’ 

conversation with Robber Zhi, where he demon-
strates to have failed to “fast his mind” when he 
parades the Confucian moralistic and self-righ-
teous philosophy in front of an apathetic Robber 
Zhi through his flattery.23  

Analyzing this series of events from the 
standpoint of the larger Zhuangist metanarra-
tive, we see that the Robber Zhi chapter cannot 
be simplified as a mere criticism of Confucian-
ism or Confucius himself. Rather, we see that the 
failure begins not with Confucius’s ritualistic 
flattery of Robber Zhi, but with the dogmatic, 
prescriptive moral framework that not only con-
vinced Confucius that converting Robber Zhi is 
in accordance with the Way, but also convinced 
Confucius to parade a set of rigid rituals and 
moral philosophy in front of a battle-hardened 
brigand. At the heart of Zhuangzi’s Daoist ap-
proach is the “fasting of the mind” and detach-
ment, and in doing so enable oneself to respond 
spontaneously and flexibly to situations that 
transpire. Seeing Confucius’s awkward rigid-
ity before Robber Zhi, we might have reason to 
believe that had Confucius chosen to “fast his 
mind,” his options, decisions and possibly his 
results would have been different. 

Nevertheless, this does not amount to a di-
rect refutation of Confucianism. While one 
might interpret this as highlighting a limitation 
of Confucianism, given that Confucianism was 
what provided these prescriptive moral norms 
in the first place, I see this rather as a reference 
to the larger concept of undoing fixations, given 
that at the end of the chapter, Confucius admits 
that the experience was “painful medicine,” not 
poison.24 Furthermore, Robber Zhi himself can 
hardly be considered a protagonist in this story, 
given that the author made a point to highlight 
the morally objectionable features of the brig-
and, such as his blatant disrespect for his kin and 
cannibalism.25 The lack of a clear protagonist in 
the story, coupled with Confucius’ remark of the 
meeting as “medicine,” suggests that the meta-
narrative focuses less on putting down Confu-
cianism or championing any other. Rather, it 
highlights, through a Zhuangist-Daoist lens, 
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how Confucianism could be improved and bet-
ter practiced.

Another textual feature that contributes to 
this larger metanarrative of a need for detach-
ment from rigid moral frameworks is Robber 
Zhi’s criticism of the Sage kings, whose moral 
example in a large part grounds the moral phi-
losophy of Confucianism. In The Analects, Con-
fucius bases much of his moral philosophy after 
the good moral example of the Sage Kings of the 
Xia and Western Zhou dynasty, such as King 
Yao, King Wen, and the Duke of Zhou, whose 
memory in the eyes of the people served as an 
existential justification for Confucius’s moral 
teachings. Revered by Confucius, these figures 
are described as “semi-gods” in the analects, 
depicted as people who have and could do no 
wrong, for instance remarking “How great was 
Yao as a ruler! So majestic! It is Heaven that is 
great, and it was Yao who modeled himself upon 
it.”26 In the Robber Zhi chapter, however, Robber 
Zhi directly attacks Confucianism by highlight-
ing that these Sage Kings also committed atroci-
ties, thereby debasing the Confucian premise of 
an ideal society based on the example of perfect 
Sage kings. In the A. C. Graham translation, Rob-
ber Zhi stresses that “Yao was not a good father, 
Shun was not a good son, Yu became paralysed 
down one side, T’ang banished his sovereign, 
King Wu smote Chow.”27 But beyond the imme-
diate criticism of Confucianism, however, this 
exposé also contributes the greater Zhuangist 
metanarrative that history and morality is ulti-
mately perspectival, and that it sometimes be-
comes counterproductive to become fanatically 
fixated on what is eventually only perspectival. 
To be fixated on a moral framework and to insist 
on its prescription to society is akin to drawing 
a line in the sand and insisting that one side is 
better than the other, when in actual fact the line 
itself is arbitrary and that good and bad may ex-
ists on either side of the line. 

However, it is equally important to note that 
this does not suggest moral relativism, or the 

view that there is no right moral framework (just 
as there is no wrong moral framework). I would 
agree with numerous scholars that Zhuangzi 
was not a moral relativist, but rather advocated 
for individuals to embrace a Daoist moral philos-
ophy of detachment and the undoing of fixation 
so that one might better be able to embrace a de-
cisions with a clear and composed mind, rather 
than one clouded by judgements and values that 
are prescribed and not authentically embodied 
and comprehended.28 In fact, as Ivanhoe sug-
gests, Zhuangzi was rather open to the idea that 
even a Confucian or Mohist could embody this 
Daoist ethic of detachment.29 The larger meta-
narrative that I see in the Robber Zhi chapter, 
is that prescriptive moral norms and dogmatic 
moral frameworks have their limitations, and 
that it is essential for everyone, including Con-
fucius himself, to learn to take a step back and 
contemplate before binding ourselves to path 
dependent approaches to complex moral issues. 

In sum, this paper sought to demonstrate 
that the Robber Zhi chapter can be interpreted 
as communicating the risks of dogmatic, abso-
lutist moral frameworks, and that as a whole, 
the chapter is consistent with the largest Daoist 
message of detachment as seen in the rest of the 
Zhuangzi. While the chapter contains numer-
ous contextual incongruities that make it differ-
ent from other chapters of the Zhuangzi in term 
of its portrayal of Confucius, I argue that these 
incongruities ought not to be read superficially, 
but rather as part of a larger metanarrative that 
the author weaves to support the Zhuangist ap-
proach. Through the use of these contradictions 
in the course of the chapter, the story highlights 
a metanarrative of the need to, in a very Dao-
ist fashion, “take a step back” when making de-
cisions, lest an adherence to a dogmatic moral 
framework blind us to into making decisions 
that are unwise. 

Paul Keh is a junior in the School of Foreign Service 
studying International Politics .
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THE SANCTUARY

A cademia traditionally values the 
Symposium for being an eloquent se-
ries of encomia about eroticism that 

provides Plato’s views on love. Plato opens the 
dialogue by proposing that each speaker “make 
a speech in praise of Love.”¹ This is the only ex-
plicitly stated goal within the Symposium. While 
the dialogue does seem to be openly concerned 
with this objective, there is another major part 
of the Symposium that should not be ignored: 
the mystic element. In this paper, I will expose 
the connections between the Symposium and the 
ancient Cult of Demeter by exploring Phaedrus’ 
speech and Diotima’s ladder of love as allusions 
to the Eleusinian Mysteries.

Plato obscures the religious dimension of 
the Symposium because the Eleusinian Myster-
ies were supposed to be kept secret.² The Ele-
usinian Mysteries were the initiation rites held 
biannually to gain membership into the Cult of 
Demeter at Eleusis. Non-initiates could not par-
ticipate or witness the ceremonial initiation rites. 
Although the rites were secret, the Cult was not. 
The Cult existed for nearly two thousand years, 
from around 1450 BCE to 392 CE, and nearly all 
ancient writers and thinkers, including Plato and 
Socrates, were initiates. Anyone could be initi-
ated, including men, women, and even slaves. 
The two restrictions were that you could not be 
initiated if you had killed another human, and 
you had to speak Greek. Despite these prom-
ises of openness, initiation was realistically only 
available to some, as initiates were required 
to travel long distances and spend days at the 
ceremonies. 

Divulging the Mysteries was punishable by 
pain, exile, or death, even for the most famous 
of worshippers.³ Anyone who attempted to dis-
close the secret rites at Eleusis would be charged 
with “profaning the mysteries” and tried. Al-
cibiades, the famed Athenian general, drunkenly 
imitated the rites and was condemned with all 
of his property confiscated.⁴ Diagoras of Melos, 
the poet and philosopher, was condemned after 
telling the secrets of the Mysteries, and the Athe-
nian people issued enormous rewards for his 
capture and death.⁵ Poets and artists could not 
explicitly provide any details about the secret 
initiation ceremonies in their work, because they 
feared being accused of profaning the Mysteries. 
Notably, some individuals associated with Plato 
and Socrates, including Alcibiades, Aristomene, 
and Diogenes, were tried for profaning the Mys-
teries.⁶ Alcibiades is even featured in the Sympo-
sium and briefly references the Mysteries when 
he compares Socrates’ prose to the music that 
“reveals those who are in need of the gods and 
of initiation rites.”⁷ Plato was hyper-aware of the 
consequences of profanation, and thus explains 
why he went to such great lengths to obscure the 
Mysteries in the Symposium.

Phaedrus’ speech, which scholars tradition-
ally dismiss as contradictory and unimportant 
in relation to the discussion of Eros, offers the 
dialogue’s first glimpse at the Eleusinian Mys-
teries by incorporating thanatos, or death, into 
an account of Eros.⁸ Phaedrus believes that the 
greatest measure of love is self-sacrifice, or dy-
ing for a loved one’s sake. He states that “only 
those in love are prepared to die for one another” 
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and illustrates this using the familiar myths of 
the sacrifices made by Alcestis and Achilles for 
their loved ones.⁹ Although Phaedrus insists that 
dying for love is a virtue worthy of the highest 
praise, neither Alcestis nor Achilles actually died. 
Alcestis’ soul was returned and Achilles ven-
tured on to the Isle of the Blest instead of the Un-
derworld.10 By choosing examples of individuals 
who do not actually die to support a point about 
the value of dying, Phaedrus clarifies that he is 
referencing the self-sacrifice of the body, not the 
soul, as being the most virtuous of all acts.

Like Phaedrus’ myths, the Cult of Demeter 
is concerned with the death of the body. The 
Cult is based on the story of Demeter’s separa-
tion and subsequent reunion with her daugh-
ter Persephone. This story was recorded in the 
Homeric Hymn of Demeter, written in 600 BCE, 
which remains our only surviving written record 
of the Cult. Long ago, when gods walked the 
Earth, Plouton, the god of the underworld, stole 
Persephone from her mother, Demeter. Demeter 
reacted violently and Zeus forced Plouton to re-
turn Persephone to her mother. Plouton tricked 
Persephone into eating pomegranate seeds to 
keep her in the underworld, but Zeus struck 
a deal between Demeter and Plouton so that 
Persephone would spend a third of the year in 
the underworld, and the rest with her mother.11  
Initiates of the Cult were taught to identify 
with Persephone as she passed back and forth 
between life and death. Initiates took on the be-
lief that although the body dies, the individual 
lives forever in reincarnated states.12 Those who 
joined the cult no longer feared death, as they 
understood that they would simply venture into 
the next life. Thus, Phaedrus’ view on the ends 
of Eros is remarkably similar to the ends that 
result from initiating into the Greater Mysteries.

Plato further associates Phaedrus’ account 
with the Cult of Demeter through his subver-
sion of the pederastic relationship. Pederasty 
in Athens was a sexual relationship between an 
adult male and an adolescent boy, commonly 
practiced by intellectuals. Phaedrus evaluates 
pederastic relationships in the same way that the 

Cult assesses the relationship between the initi-
ate and their guide during the Mysteries. It was 
paramount that all initiates had guides, or teach-
ers, who would instruct them in the ways of the 
cult and show them how to complete the rites. 
Phaedrus’ account concludes with the claim 
that although the gods recognize the honor that 
arises out of passionate love, “it is those cases 
where the beloved shows his devotion to his 
lover rather than the other way round that they 
appreciate and reward […], because a lover has 
a god within him and he is thus more akin to 
the divine than the beloved.”13 Here, Phaedrus 
places value on the pederastic relationship over 
the passionate one, emphasizing the importance 
of a connection which incorporates learning. 
Further, Phaedrus subverts Athenian norms 
by noting the significance of the beloved, simi-
larly to the way that value would be placed on 
the initiate more than the guide in the rites of 
the Eleusinian Mysteries. This surprising aspect 
proposes an alternative evaluation of pederasty 
that deviates from the norms set forth by other 
speakers in the dialogue and connects Phaedrus 
to the Cult of Demeter.  

While Phaedrus and other speakers offer 
various interpretations of Greek myths in sup-
port of their arguments, Diotima is the only one 
who Plato definitively associates with religion. 
After introducing her into the dialogue, Plato 
identifies her as a priestess. Priestesses interpret 
“petitions and sacrificial offerings” for the gods 
from humans and “instructions and favors” 
for humans from the gods by communicating 
through spirits.14 Socrates indicates that Diotima 
is a priestess by remarking that on “one occasion 
in particular, before the plague, she procured for 
the Athenians, after they had performed sacri-
fices, a ten-year postponement of that disease.”15  
Because she instructed the Athenians on which 
sacrifices to make to postpone the plague, she 
must be a priestess, even if she is not directly 
named as such. Whether or not Plato based her a 
real figure, her presence in the dialogue reminds 
us of the priestesses who would have been pres-
ent at the rites of the Greater Mysteries.16 
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Diotima’s account of Eros is exclusively con-
nected with the Eleusinian Mysteries rather than 
with any other Athenian cults or rites in general. 
Halfway through her speech, Diotima  references 
the Eleusinian Mysteries, stating that there are 
“aspects of the Mystery of love that […] Socrates 
might be initiated into. But for the final initiation 
and revelation, to which all this has been merely 
preliminary for someone on the right track [she 
is not sure if Socrates has the capability].”17 Here, 
Diotima’s account is divided into two sections, 
mirroring the division between the Lesser and 
Greater Mysteries that make up the Eleusinian 
Mysteries.

Diotima’s speech, like Phaedrus’, makes 
claims about death that mirror the Cult’s at-
titude. Diotima expands the end of Eros from 
simply the beautiful to the beautiful and the 
immortal.18 She explains that human beings, as 
well as animals, are always directed towards im-
mortality through various activities on Earth, 
the most obvious being procreation. Procreation 
is aimed at immortality “because procreation 
is a kind of everlastingness […] for the mortal 
creature, as far as anything can be.”19 Diotima’s 
procreation does not refer only to the generation 
of offspring, but to the generation of “Wisdom 
and the rest of virtue” in general.20 This wis-
dom can take the form of virtuous laws, “good 
ordering of cities and households,” or poetry, 
techne, commonly translated as craftsmanship, 
and wise military ventures, to name a few.21 She 
states that although a man may be the “same 
person, he never keeps the same constituents; he 
is always being renewed, while things like hair, 
flesh, bones, blood – in fact the entire body – are 
constantly passing away.”22 Initiates took part in 
the rites of the Eleusinian Mysteries because they 
were considered to be essential to humanity’s 
survival, as they maintained harmony among 
birth, growth, death, and the regeneration of 
humans, crops, and nature.23 Plato invokes the 
Cult through Diotima’s concern with birth and 
rebirth.

Diotima’s connection with the Mysteries 
is further revealed because her version of Eros 

and the Mysteries are both aimed at the same 
end: happiness. Through a conversation with 
Socrates, she elucidates that the lover of beautiful 
things wants to possess the beautiful forever.24  
When Socrates cannot determine what the lover 
of beautiful things will gain by possessing them, 
Diotima shifts the focus of the conversation 
from the lover of the beautiful to the lover of the 
good.25  This change is unannounced and easy to 
miss if reading quickly. While it may seem as if 
she is changing the subject matter from the good 
to the beautiful, she is simply making a compari-
son that Socrates will understand as a philoso-
pher who has devoted himself to studying what 
constitutes a good life. When she reformulates 
the question in this way, Socrates can conclude 
with Diotima that end of loving is happiness. 
Diotima uses the elenchus, a dialectical method, 
with Socrates to subtly assert this bold claim. 
She presents it as an undeniable fact rather than 
a proposition. Similarly, according to the Hymn 
of Demeter, the end of the Eleusinian Myster-
ies is happiness. The Hymn explains that after 
a person has experienced the final ritual of the 
Mysteries, “olbios among earth-bound creatures 
is he who has seen these things.”26 By promoting 
the same ends that arise from initiation into the 
Mysteries, Plato connects Eros to the Cult.

Plato presents the Greater Mysteries through 
Diotima’s ladder of love. Diotima’s ladder con-
nects to the Eleusinian Mysteries in its form and 
in its end. Both ladder and the Mysteries require 
stepwise progressions towards a final Truth. In 
order to reach Diotima’s truth, one must first 
ascend the ladder in order of the seven steps 
she presents.27 First, he will fall in love with one 
beautiful body and there beget beautiful ideas; 
second, he will realize that the beauty of one 
body is akin to the beauty of all bodies and be-
come a lover of all bodies; third, he will realize 
that the beauty of souls is more valuable than 
beautiful bodies and congregate with beauti-
ful souls in order to give birth to beautiful dis-
course; fourth, he will learn to see the beauty 
in customs, activities, and laws, and transcend 
beyond the focus on bodies; fifth, he will see the 
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beauty in all branches of knowledge so that he is 
no longer content with individual things; sixth, 
he will gaze upon the vast sea of beauty and 
give birth to beautiful discourses and thoughts 
out of a love for wisdom; seventh, he will know 
the Form of Beauty by glimpsing it through the 
eye of the soul, and finally beget true virtue. In 
order to reach the Greater Mysteries’ Truth, ini-
tiates would first walk twelve miles from Ath-
ens to Eleusis. Next, initiates would walk into 
the sea to cleanse and purify themselves. They 
would bring a swine into the sea with them and 
sacrifice it after exiting the water. Finally, initi-
ates would say a password that their guides had 
taught them, take communion through a drink 
called kykeon, and see the final vision of Truth. 
Initiate testimonials are readily available that ex-
plain the effects of being initiated, even though 
the final vision itself has never been divulged in 
writing. Initiates would experience “the renewal 
of his or her humanity and also the renewal of 
their connection to divinity, nature, community, 
and the cosmos. As the rites concluded, initiates 
returned home with a new vision of life, blessed 
by the mysterious gifts of beauty and love.”28 

Several specific similarities liken Diotima’s 
ladder to the Mysteries. Both the Mysteries and 
the ladder of love rely heavily on aspects of guid-
ance. In both the Mysteries and the ladder of 
love, the guide must educate their student about 
each level. Additionally, both the Mysteries and 
Diotima’s ladder emphasize an individual’s soul 
as transcendent, while their body is irrelevant. 
Diotima’s “vast sea of the beautiful” leads the 
experiencer to discern a unique knowledge of 
beauty.29 The Eleusinian Mysteries also involve 
the sea in the journey towards Truth. During the 
Greater Mysteries, initiates would gather at the 
call, “Alade! Mystai!”, which translates as, “To 
the Sea, Initiates!”, and parade to Athens’ sea-
shore.30 The sea was believed to purify the soul 
and ready it for the experience of seeing the fi-
nal rite. Although Diotima does not describe the 
sea  as having purifying factors, she does say 
that it strengthens and invigorates those who 
are contemplating, and it is the penultimate step 

towards begetting true virtue.31 Diotima could 
have used any kind of language to refer to the 
object of contemplation, but she chose the sea. 
The purifying dip into the sea that takes place 
during the Greater Mysteries did not require 
secrecy, so most of the men at the Symposium 
would have easily made the connection between 
the Mysteries and the ladder themselves.

One of the most easily overlooked aspects of 
Diotima’s ladder of love is the necessary pres-
ence of the eye of the soul. She does not explic-
itly identify it as the mind’s eye, but Plato deems 
it as such in the Republic, a Socratic dialogue on 
politics.32 Diotima urges Socrates to understand 
that it is impossible to glimpse the Form without 
this so-called eye, stating that the Form must be 
contemplated “with that faculty by which it has 
to be viewed” (emphasis mine).33 This strange 
description seems to offer the ascender a degree 
of agency in using the eye that he is not offered 
elsewhere on the ladder; he can either utilize it 
and glimpse the Form, or not and never see the 
Form, even if he has conformed to every other 
guideline. We can better understand this mys-
terious eye and its capacity for sight by looking 
at its equivalent in the Mysteries: kykeon. Kykeon 
was made of boiled barley water and mint that 
likely had psychotropic properties.34 This ex-
plains why the final rite was described as if it 
were totally immersive state of ecstasy; the ini-
tiates were experiencing psychedelic hallucina-
tions. Diotima’s implication that an agent must 
be present to allow for the onset of the final Form 
invites the connection to be made between the 
eye of the soul and the kykeon.

In describing the final step of the ladder of 
love, Plato comes closer to divulging the sub-
stance of the final rite of the Great Mysteries than 
he does anywhere else in the dialogue. Diotima’s 
language in this section is as poetic as she gets 
during her entire speech. She details that the 
Form is eternal, completely unique, “marvelous 
in its nature” and “the very thing […] for the 
sake of which all the earlier labours were un-
dertaken.35 This devotional language indicates 
that the Form is completely awe-inspiring and 
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unlike anything the ascenders would have ever 
seen before. It is eerily similar to the testimo-
nies given by Ancient Greeks who experienced 
the final rite of the Greater Mysteries. Plutarch, 
a famed Greek biographer, describes the expe-
rience of being initiated by remarking that “at 
the moment of quitting it come terrors, shudder-
ing fear, amazement. Then a light that moves to 
meet you, pure meadows that receive you, songs 
and dances and holy apparitions.”36 Plutarch 
describes initiation with the same level of devo-
tion and awe as Diotima, while also failing to 
describe the final rites depicted in the initiation. 
Without knowing any specifics of the rites, the 
only thing we can definitively conclude is that 
Diotima’s glimpse at the Form is abstract. Per-
haps this is because there is no language that can 
accurately describe the experience of kykeon or, 
perhaps it is simply because Plato did not want 

to profane the Mysteries. Either way, Diotima’s 
description of glimpsing the Form is intimately 
and unequivocally linked to the experience of 
the final rite of the Greater Mysteries of Eleusis.

Plato’s Symposium is not just a record of what 
love is like. It is a dovetailed record of many of 
Plato’s views that reveals a secretive underside 
to the dialogue. When these claims are fully 
brought to light, they clarifies why there are so 
many mystic elements in the Symposium and they 
elucidate contentious aspects of the dialogue. I 
hope to have shed some light on the Symposium 
and its hidden spheres of knowledge by connect-
ing the dialogue to the Eleusinian Mysteries of 
the Cult of Demeter through Phaedrus and Di-
otima’s speeches.

Ciara Hockey is a senior in the College studying Phi-
losophy and English .
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I n this paper I will analyze the exclu-
sion of Anne Conway and her ontology 
throughout philosophical history and 

argue that her ontology should be interpreted 
as a coherent metaphysical system rather than 
disregarded as a theodicy. I will first offer a 
short history of Anne Conway’s life, which 
will include explanation and analysis of her 
various religious influences. This will lead 
into a discussion of her metaphysical system, 
and how her radical spirituality affected both 
her writing style and her philosophical ideas. 
Through close analysis of Conway’s ontol-
ogy, I hope to reveal the cohesiveness of her 
metaphysics and justify why her work is phil-
osophical, rather than just religious. This pa-
per will argue that the historical significance 
of Conway’s treatise can be understood in a 
contemporary philosophical context by ana-
lyzing her metaphysics through the lens of her 
religious motivations, rather than disregard-
ing her work because of them. The value of 
Anne Conway’s philosophical work has been 
unjustly diminished throughout the history 
of philosophy due to her uncommon spiritual 
and religious influences. 

The Life of Anne Conway 
Anne Conway was born in London in 1631 to a 
family of modest economic means, with strong 
political and academic connections. There is little 
known of Conway’s formal education, but her 
philosophical training can be closely followed 

through her letters with her brother’s tutor, 
Henry More.¹ Henry More was one of the most 
renowned members of the Cambridge Platonists, 
a philosophical tradition that originated at Cam-
bridge University in the seventeenth century. 
Conway is often classified as a Platonist because of 
her association with More, however, much of her 
treatise is dedicated to refuting many of More’s 
claims—specifically his concept of substance du-
alism. More often referred to Conway as his “her-
oine pupil,” as he was extremely impressed by 
her intellectual abilities.² Conway’s relationship 
with More and the Cambridge Platonists intro-
duced her to the discipline of philosophy, but she 
found her chief influences elsewhere.

Many of the ideas in Conway’s treatise can 
be attributed to her life experiences. She suffered 
from lifelong incurable headaches, and is argu-
ably better known as a medical subject than as a 
philosopher.³ In her search for a cure, she came 
into contact with several of the most famous 
physicians of her time, such as Robert Boyle 
and Francis Mercury van Helmont.⁴ Yet, Con-
way’s medical condition, in part, undermined 
her philosophical work—she was viewed as 
an incurable subject rather than an intellectual. 
These headaches caused Conway much suffer-
ing throughout her life, which influenced the ex-
tensive discussion of purgative suffering in her 
treatise.⁵ Furthermore, Conway’s affectionate re-
lationship with her husband, Edward Conway, 
may have prompted the emphasis on universal 
and sympathetic love in her ontology.⁶  

The Case of Anne Conway 
A Theologist Philosopher

Madeline Jones
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Influence of Quakerism and 
Kabbalism 
While Anne Conway did find inspiration in her 
personal life, the two most significant influences 
on her metaphysics were her introduction to 
the Kabbalah by Henry More and Francis Van 
Helmont, and her conversion to Quakerism. The 
English translation of the Hebrew Kabbalah, 
which is derived from Judaism, gained much 
traction in England during Conway’s time. Con-
way was introduced to the Kabbalah through 
More and van Helmont’s correspondence with 
Christian Knorr von Rosenroth, a German Kab-
balism scholar.⁷ Both Conway and More viewed 
the Kabbalah as a “source of ancient truth,” and 
when analyzing Conway’s metaphysics closely 
it becomes clear that many of her central axioms 
have Kabbalistic influences. In the Kabbalah 
there is a notion of the “Celestial Adam” or the 
son of God, as an emanation, or representation, 
of an infinite God.⁸ This principle is quite similar 
to Conway’s notion of “Middle Nature” that will 
be discussed in the following section. 

Conway was simultaneously introduced 
to Quakerism by van Helmont, and converted 
late in her life to the dismay of her family.⁹ As 
she engaged with these two uncommon reli-
gions, her admiration of radical spirituality and 
mysticism increased. Conway was introduced 
to Quakerism around 1674, and quickly began 
correspondence with Quaker leaders such as 
George Keith and William Penn.10 Conway’s at-
traction to Quakerism is often attributed to the 
similarities she found between the immense suf-
fering of early Quakers, as their religious sect 
was detested in England, and her own personal 
suffering from her incurable headaches. In 1676, 
she wrote to Henry More:

“they have been and are a suffering people 
and are taught from the consolation [that] 
has been experimentally felt by them under 
their great trials to administer comfort upon 
occasion to others in great distress…the 
weight of my affliction lies so very heavy 
upon me, that it is incredible how very sel-
dom I can endure anyone in my chamber.”11 

Conway viewed the perseverance of the 
Quakers through their immense suffering as in-
spirational, and admired their patience and for-
titude. The Quakers believed that suffering was 
necessary for salvation, which is reminiscent of 
Conway’s concept of and justification for human 
suffering in her treatise. It is difficult to distin-
guish the effects of the Kabbalah and Quakerism 
on Conway’s life and work from one another, as 
both religions had mystical influences and simi-
lar understandings of suffering as “spiritually 
medicinal.”12  

Conway’s interpretation of these two theolo-
gies was a driving force behind her metaphysics 
and ontology, and thus it is both unreasonable 
and irresponsible to separate these influences 
from her work. Yet, Conway’s radical spiritual-
ity, resulting from her interest in these nontra-
ditional religions, makes it difficult to digest 
her religiously saturated writing and isolate her 
fundamental metaphysical principles from her 
mystical ones. Furthermore, both Kabbalism 
and Quakerism were marginal ideologies dur-
ing Conway’s time, and remain atypical today, 
which is another complicating factor in her on-
tology. The overwhelming religious imagery in 
Conway’s treatise makes it daunting to many 
modern readers, and has caused her work to 
often be classified only as a religious theodicy, 
rather than a philosophical ontology. The next 
section of this paper will outline the main tenets 
of Conway’s The Principles of the Most Ancient and 
Modern Philosophy in order to confirm, regardless 
of her immense religious influence, that her trea-
tise is both a theodicy and an ontology.  

Conway’s The Principles of Most 
Ancient and Modern Philosophy  
The Principles of Most Ancient and Modern Philoso-
phy outlines Anne Conway’s ontological system, 
and acts as her response to the dominant ontolo-
gies of the time. In this treatise, Conway responds 
to and contests the philosophical beliefs of her 
mentor, Henry More, and of the Cartesian sys-
tem—the dominant ontological system at the time. 
The Principles offers an “alternative cosmology to 
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the mechanistic worldview popularized by Des-
cartes,” by proposing a cosmological ontology fo-
cusing on morality and the relationships between 
all forms of nature.13 Conway found inspiration 
from the Cambridge Platonists and Henry More, 
Descartes, Spinoza, and Hobbes, but the majority 
of her treatise focused on disproving their meta-
physics and finding a solution.14 A driving force 
behind Conway’s work was her desire to recon-
cile pain and suffering with the existence of God. 
The incorporation of this theological concept 
into her ontological system resulted in a work 
that is simultaneously theological, moral, and 
metaphysical. Yet, this unfortunately caused The 
Principles to be religiously dense and difficult for 
modern readers to penetrate. 

Conway’s metaphysical perspective can be 
described by both vitalist monism and monis-
tic vitalism.15 Vitalism proposes that all living 
things are fundamentally different from non-
living things because they contain a certain “dis-
tinctive spirit.”16 Monism proposes that there 
exists only one substance or “nature” in the 
world, which counters Descartes’ dualist claim 
that body and mind are composed of different 
substances. All things in the world are just dif-
ferent modes or articulations of the same partic-
ular substance, regardless of appearance, form, 
shape, or density. Conway’s ontological system 
has a tripartite hierarchy of “species” consisting 
of (1) God, (2) “Middle Nature” or Christ, and 
(3) Creation.17 God is infinite, unchangeable, 
independent, infinitely good and wise, and the 
highest “most perfect” spirit. “Middle Nature,” 
which is similar to the aforementioned Kab-
balistic concept of “Celestial Adam,” connects 
God with his creation. Creation is “one entity or 
substance…so that it only varies according to its 
modes of existence.”18 Thus, Conway’s concep-
tion of God’s creations affirms her monism, as 
she believes that body and spirit are of the same 
substance, but have modal differences in regards 
to their corporeality or physical articulation.

Many of Conway’s contemporaries use the 
terms “mind,” “soul,” and “spirit” interchange-
ably, however Conway tends to use only “spirit” 

and “soul” in her treatise—likely because of her 
mystical Quaker influences.19 Conway’s concep-
tion of body and spirit differ greatly from many 
philosophers of her time.20 She believes body and 
spirit are both more or less extended, divisible, 
and penetrable, whereas the Cartesian system 
asserts that only the body has these qualities. 
Conway refers to the particles that compose bod-
ies and matter as “monads,” which she believes 
are the least-extended, most simple particles of 
nature, whose infinite multiplicity expresses the 
infinity of God.21 Additionally, the “creation” in 
Conway’s system is not only body or only spirit, 
but rather body and spirit together: every body 
must have a spirit and each spirit must be con-
nected to a body. This concept can be attributed 
to Kabbalism, as the Hebrew word for spirit, 
ruach, also means “air.” Thus, Conway asserts 
that “because air has such swift motion, all the 
swiftness of motion is attributed to the spirit 
which is in a moving body.”22 The spirit is in 
constant motion, and is the moving force behind 
the body. This claim is consistent with vitalism, 
as all bodies require a “distinctive spirit.”

It is quite difficult to separate Conway’s mo-
nism from her vitalism, as her justification for 
vitalism is grounded in monism, and vice versa. 
Conway presents three specific arguments for 
vitalism in her treatise. Firstly, she believes that 
all creatures must, in some aspect, be similar to 
God. Secondly, she asserts that “matter has as-
sumed an infinity of motions from the slowest 
to the fastest, on account of which it becomes 
better by virtue of a certain inner power to im-
prove itself.”23 Here Conway argues that the “in-
ner power” of matter is the spirit, and that the 
spirit encourages its connected body to improve 
to become closer to God. Conway’s third argu-
ment for vitalism is grounded in her “likeness 
principle,” or what she calls “the great love and 
desire which spirits or souls have for bodies.”24  
She argues that the basis of all love is that (1) two 
things are of the same nature or substance, (2)  
are similar in some aspect, or (3) that one was 
created by the other. Conway’s vitalism requires 
a monist system, as in order for creatures to be 
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like God, or for spirits to love bodies, there must 
be similarities between them. This argument 
proposes three types of love: universal love 
between all creatures because they are of one 
substance, particular love between similar indi-
vidual creatures, and divine love between all of 
God’s creations and God. 

Conway’s vitalist and monist system is de-
rived from the infinity and immutability of God, 
which was not unusual for a philosophical sys-
tem at this time as most seventeenth century 
ontologies necessitated an infinite God. Rather, 
it is Conway’s extensive discussion of suffering 
and transmutation that make her ontology dif-
ficult to digest. Conway, through her likeness 
principle, denies the existence of true death and 
“dead matter.” There can be no matter or body 
without spirit, regardless of whether or not a 
“death,” in our common understanding of such, 
occurs. Every creature must share some attribute 
with God, and there exists no dead attribute of 
God: God is infinitely alive.25 Thus, dead matter 
cannot exist in Conway’s ontological continuum 
because it shares no common attribute with God. 
Conway believes that when a body “dies,” the 
spirits within this body divide: some smaller 
spirits remain with the physical body, while the 
“dominant spirit,” which determines species, 
transmutes into another body. Thus, there is no 
metaphysical sense of “true” death for Conway, 
as dominant spirits are mutable and can inhabit 
any of God’s creations. 

Conway’s conception of death and trans-
mutability relate closely to her understanding 
of suffering. Conway believes that suffering is 
a necessary channel of purification and restora-
tion. She argues that “every degree of evil or 
sin has its own punishment, pain, and chastise-
ment appropriate to the nature of the deed it-
self, by means of which evil turns back again 
to good.”26   Creatures share in the goodness of 
God through the nature of their existence, and 
suffering occurs when a creature falls away 
from God’s goodness. Creatures of God are 
constantly changing from good to evil, evil to 
good, or good to better, as spirits are constantly 

active and in motion.27  Additionally, a creature, 
throughout the process of changing from one 
type of creature to another, can become infi-
nitely more spiritual and good through suffer-
ing, but cannot become infinitely more evil.28 
Evil cannot be infinite because God is not evil, 
but bodies can become infinitely more spiritual, 
as this brings them closer to God—the highest 
spirit. Conway’s understanding of suffering, 
death, and transmutability are central to her 
treatise, and her radical spirituality becomes 
clear through these concepts. Her mystical the-
ories of spirits and their transmutability offer an 
uncommon understanding of death and salva-
tion, but clearly offer a reconciliation between 
the existence of God and human suffering. 

Conway’s ontological system is fraught with 
unfamiliar mystical influences, however, she 
succeeds in providing a cohesive, albeit very re-
ligious, ontological system. She argues for her on-
tological beliefs that God has created the world 
and all of its creatures, and that God is infinitely 
good and perfect—as he does not create annihila-
tive death nor infinite evil. She explains the loving 
relationship between spirit and body through the 
likeness principle, and explains why all bodies 
must have a spirit through her vitalist arguments. 
However, these axioms are difficult to separate 
from her religious language and constant refer-
ences to God. Her emphasis on love, suffering, 
and salvation, which is motivated by Kabbalism 
and Quakerism, distracts from the metaphysi-
cal content of her work. Many philosophers of 
Conway’s time found influence in religion, but 
Conway’s text is overtly more religious than 
works of her contemporaries which has led many 
to exclude The Principles from the philosophical 
cannon. Although it is quite difficult to separate 
her religious beliefs from her philosophical ones, 
her metaphysical system is comprehensive. Con-
way’s treatise should not be viewed only as an 
irrelevant theodicy because of her religious influ-
ences, as she produced an original and innova-
tive, yet religiously saturated, ontological system 
that explains her philosophical understanding of 
experience, being, and reality.
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Reception of Conway:  
Then and Now  
The authorship of The Principles of Most Ancient 
and Modern Philosophy was not widely attributed 
to Anne Conway until almost a century after 
its initial publication. In 1690, eleven years af-
ter Conway’s death, a Latin translation of her 
treatise was published anonymously in Amster-
dam. Two years later, an English translation of 
The Principles was published anonymously in 
England. While no author was listed, the pref-
ace explained that the treatise was written “not 
many years ago, by a certain English Countess, 
a Woman learned beyond her Sex.”29 However, 
Conway’s authorship of The Principles was not 
kept a secret amongst early enlightenment phi-
losophers such as Leibniz.30 Conway was eventu-
ally acknowledged as the author of The Principles 
in 1784, when a British magazine revealed her as 
the author of the work.31  

 It is important to note that Anne Con-
way’s treatise was published posthumously. It 
is unknown who had her treatise published, but 
it is widely assumed that Francis Mercury van 
Helmont urged its publication. As previously 
mentioned, the language of Conway’s treatise 
is religiously saturated and quite difficult to dis-
sect. This could have resulted from her varying 
religious influences, or because her treatise was 
not written for publication. Regardless of Con-
way’s intentions to publish her treatise or not, it 
was still highly regarded by some of her contem-
poraries. Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, a major ca-
nonical figure, was quite inspired by Conway’s 
treatise. Leibniz adopted the term “monad” 
from Conway when creating his own monad-
ology, and was also philosophically influenced 
by the Kabbalah.32 Although Leibniz supported 
Conway’s religious ontology, her work has still 
failed to receive much recognition today.

Anne Conway’s work has only recently be-
gun reappearing in academic and intellectual 
spaces with the publication of Anne Conway: A 
Woman Philosopher in 2004. This was the first, and 
remains the only, philosophical biography to be 

written on Conway. In the centuries since The 
Principles was posthumously published, there 
have been immense changes in the discipline of 
philosophy. There is now a focus on rationalism, 
rather than on empiricism or religious philoso-
phy. Conway’s spiritual understanding of na-
ture and existence are hardly reconcilable with 
the modern scientific notions of nature. The Prin-
ciples’ mystical influences also make it difficult 
to classify Conway as a rationalist, which has 
caused many philosophical scholars to accept 
her status as a marginal, rather than a canonical, 
figure.   

Conclusion
The philosophical discipline no longer praises 
the incorporation of theological influences in on-
tological treatises, and more significantly those 
with influences from unpopular and scarcely 
practiced religions.34 In Anne Conway: A Woman 
Philosopher, the author proposes that Conway 
“employs the philosophical idiom of thinkers 
and philosophers no longer regarded as front-
line, and in some cases considered distinctly 
defunct.” This makes understanding Conway 
within the context of the present-day philo-
sophical tradition extremely difficult.35 The ten-
dency of the current philosophical discipline to 
disregard highly religious works causes modern 
philosophers to disregard Conway’s piece as a 
theological theory. Contemporary philosophers 
fail to find importance in Conway’s work be-
cause it is highly religious, and more so because 
her philosophical idiom is no longer considered 
“frontline.” A trend has formed within meta-
philosophy of omitting crucial philosophers 
from the canon because of their association with 
antiquated idioms and traditions.36 In sum, Con-
way’s religious and mystical influences, from 
Quakerism and the Kabbalah, undermined the 
historical and philosophical value of her work.

In this paper, I offered an overview of Con-
way’s personal life and religious influences as a 
preface to an explanation of the main tenets of 
her ontological system. The Principles of Most An-
cient and Modern Philosophy offers a spirited and 
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innovative metaphysics that is extremely impor-
tant within its historical context. When Conway 
wrote The Principles, the Kabbalah had been re-
cently translated into English, Quakers were at 
odds with the Anglican Church, and there were 
various competing ontological systems circulat-
ing around Europe. Conway offered an original 
ontological system that was innately more spiri-
tual and mystical than others due to her Quaker 
and Kabbalistic influences. However, I have 
shown how the radical spirituality of Conway’s 
treatise has caused her philosophical work to 
become overlooked by the scholarly philosophi-
cal community. The impossibility of isolating 

Conway’s metaphysics from her religious influ-
ences should not discredit The Principles entirely, 
as it is historically significant. While Conway’s 
ontological system cannot be separated from her 
Quaker and Kabbalistic influences, close analysis 
of The Principles reveals that this work is indeed 
philosophical, rather than just theological. The 
philosophical significance of Conway’s highly 
religious ontology can only be recognized by 
analyzing her work in the historical, social, and 
religious context of the late seventeenth century. 

Madeline Jones is a senior in the College studying 
Philosophy and American Studies .
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W hile critics have noticed the obvi-
ous descriptions of age in Sir Ga-
wain and the Green Knight, their 

broader significance has been neglected. Age in 
the poem goes far beyond a “generation gap” 
between the Green Knight and King Arthur’s 
court at Camelot.1 Instead, both literal and sym-
bolic references to aging cast the entire narrative 
in terms of the human life cycle. With this read-
ing, the poem’s adventures symbolically bring 
Gawain through the process of aging, beginning 
with youth at Camelot, continuing to old age, 
and concluding with metaphorical death at the 
Green Chapel. The Green Knight’s active role in 
provoking and framing this symbolic develop-
ment suggests that he and Morgan le Fay want 
to test how the young knight reacts to the ex-
periences of aging and death, while the poem’s 
conclusion suggests that he will pass his experi-
ences along to Camelot’s other residents. I will 
begin by tracing how the poem’s events line up 
metaphorically with the human life cycle as it 
was conceived of in the Middle Ages.

In Fit I, Arthur’s court comes across as care-
free and even immature. By setting the opening 
scene during the New Year’s holiday, the Gawain 
poet is able to show the amusing ways in which 
Arthur’s knights and ladies spend their time, 
including “feasting and fellowship,” jousting 
tournaments, and “carol-dancing.”² While none 
of these activities are unusual for a medieval 

court, they are all examples of the lighter side 
of life in the Middle Ages. There is no mention, 
for instance, of war or the actual business of gov-
erning a kingdom. The poet presents this mer-
rymaking as typical of Camelot at New Year’s, 
telling us that “in peerless pleasures passed they 
their days.”³ The world of Camelot, then, is akin 
to youth itself, where the more serious concerns 
of adulthood can be deemphasized in favor of 
fun. Larry Benson emphasizes the innocence of 
Camelot, observing that it “has no troubles…it 
is isolated completely from the world of nature 
outside its confines.”⁴ 

Arthur himself fits well as the ruler of this 
childlike court. The king is “light…and a little 
boyish,” and his behavior confirms the character-
ization.⁵ Just before the Green Knight enters, the 
poet gives a good example of Arthur’s personal-
ity. It is the king’s custom to wait for “some fair 
feat…or far-borne tale of some marvel of might” 
before beginning a feast, a whimsical tradition 
that fits with Camelot’s youthful frivolity.⁶  Ar-
thur’s conversation also suggests immaturity; he 
discusses “trifles fair” with his companions, not 
serious matters.⁷ 

The Green Knight’s entrance brings these 
characterizations to the foreground by contrast-
ing his physical maturity with Camelot’s youth. 
The intruder has bristling eyebrows⁸ and “a 
beard big as a bush,”⁹ which indicate that he 
is middle-aged. He highlights this difference 

The Function of Age in  
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Green Knight
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himself by calling the knights “beardless chil-
dren,”10 and also draws attention to his beard 
when he issues his beheading challenge11 and 
when Arthur accepts it.12 These specific refer-
ences to their age difference show that the Green 
Knight is aware of his greater maturity. Ad-
ditionally, by drawing attention to his age, he 
frames the conflict by showing he is older and 
more mature than Arthur’s court.13 

The Green Knight’s entrance not only high-
lights the court’s immaturity, it begins the 
process of ending its innocence. The conflict pro-
vokes, as Piotr Sadowski notes, “Arthur’s loss of 
temper, his boyish rashness to seize the Green 
Knight’s axe, and the court’s ineptness to handle 
the crisis.”14 Sadowski analyses these elements 
as the three chief manifestations of Camelot as 
a metaphorical childhood, one which had until 
this point avoided the adult world. The Green 
Knight’s maturity clashes with Camelot’s in-
nocence and immediately sparks a change. We 
learn that Arthur’s “heart had wonder” at the 
shocking events, though he tries to conceal it 
behind the same kind of amusements that his 
court had enjoyed before;15 the looming pres-
ence of the beheading axe16 during the rest of 
the feast suggests that the Green Knight’s intru-
sion has cast a shadow over the festivities. Later, 
during the All-Hallow’s Day feast that proceeds 
Gawain’s departure, Camelot’s previous fun has 
become a façade. “Many a mournful man made 
mirth for his sake,”17 but to no avail; the courtiers 
still suffer “much secret sorrow.”18 “The inno-
cent mirth of the Round Table is gone,” as Ben-
son phrases it, destroyed in the confrontation 
with the deadly seriousness of the adult world.19  
To cast the change in the language of age, the 
golden childhood of Camelot has ended, and its 
courtiers have begun to grow up.

This maturation is conveyed metaphorically 
through the description of the passing of the sea-
sons that begins the poem’s second fit. Medieval 
thinkers were fascinated by parallels between 
seasonal change and human aging, and they 
worked out elaborate schemes to explain how 
the two corresponded. The Anglo-Saxon monks 

Bede and Byrhtferth, for example, devised a the-
ory that used heat and moisture to connect the 
four seasons to the so-called four ages of man: 
childhood, adolescence, maturity, and old age.20  
A writer of the fifteenth century, John Lydgate, 
propounded a similar theory that also incorpo-
rated his ideas about diet and the humours.21 The 
point is not to analyze Sir Gawain through the 
lens of any particular medieval conception but 
to show that this line of thinking was common 
in medieval England, including at the time the 
poem was written. Its evocative description of 
the seasons can thus be understood as part of this 
tradition of relating the former to human aging.

Fit II opens by placing the preceding events 
within the same metaphorical childhood sug-
gested by Camelot’s immaturity; the adventure 
happened “when young was the year.”22 But the 
poet quickly moves on to his description of the 
passing seasons. “Fresh falls the rain in fostering 
showers / On the face of the fields; flowers ap-
pear.”23 This portrayal of spring, with its mention 
of flowers just beginning to grow, emphasizes 
the new life of the season and its connection to 
youth and innocence. This was Camelot’s condi-
tion before the arrival of the Green Knight. But 
spring soon yields to “the season of summer 
with the soft winds,”24 a time that brings with it 
both the growth of crops and the “golden sun.”25  
It is analogous to young adulthood, a period of 
physical and mental development. Next comes 
autumn, and here the poet gives hints that he 
is not only speaking about the year. He men-
tions how “wroth winds in welkin wrestle with 
the sun,”26 slowly weakening youth’s vigor, 
and even explains that “the grass turns to gray, 
that once grew green.”27 Seasonal change has 
brought Camelot from the new life of spring to 
its gradual decline in fall, corresponding to ma-
turity. There is a terse mention of winter at the 
section’s end: “the year moves on in yesterdays 
many, / And winter once more,” but its signifi-
cance as a metaphor for old age, life’s final stage, 
is left until later.28 

Bookending this description of the year are 
two feasts: the happy festivities of New Year’s 
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and the mature, gloomy All-Hallow’s Day. 
These feasts, as has been noted, demonstrate the 
change in Arthur’s court. Its inhabitants are no 
longer the carefree young people that greeted 
the new year playfully; they have become sor-
rowful and metaphorically aged as the seasons 
have passed.29 

Narratively, Gawain’s impending depar-
ture is the cause of their gloom, and it is his 
travels through the wilderness that symbolize 
the onset of old age; Gawain’s physical journey 
through the hardships of winter corresponds to 
the temporal journey through the years. He, as a 
representative of Camelot and the poem’s pro-
tagonist, will experience the rest of the symbolic 
aging process. We hear first about the monsters 
that the knight must fight on his quest, but “sav-
age wolves” and “giants that came gibbering 
from the jagged steeps” are not his greatest chal-
lenge.30 Instead, the most difficult trial comes 
from winter itself. The poet gives us a wonderful 
description of Gawain’s misery:

And if the wars were unwelcome, the winter 
was worse,
When the cold clear rains rushed from the 
clouds
And froze before they could fall to the frosty 
earth.
Near slain by the sleet he sleeps in his irons
More nights than enough, among naked 
rocks,
Where clattering from the crest the cold 
stream ran
And hung hard icicles overhead.
Thus in peril and pain and predicaments dire
He rides across country till Christmas Eve[.]31

The passage emphasizes the discomfort 
Gawain endures. He is tormented above all by 
the cold, given tangible form by the repeated 
mentions of icy rain and streams. But he must 
also sleep in his armor, an uncomfortable ne-
cessity that would be taxing to his health. It is 
neither difficult nor uncommon to connect win-
ter’s pain and physical discomfort with com-
mon experiences of old age, both in our own 
time and as they were perceived in the Middle 

Ages. Byrhtferth, for example, described winter 
as “cold and moist” and related this to how old 
men are perpetually “cold and snuffly.”32 Ga-
wain’s discomfort and presumably poor health 
correspond perfectly to both his surroundings 
and this line of thought. Medieval thinkers asso-
ciated physical suffering with old age in general, 
as Shulamith Shahar has pointed out. Age was 
“a source of suffering and misery…[the elderly 
man] was as good as frozen and had no plea-
sures left.”33 The misery of traveling through the 
winter wilderness symbolically turns Gawain 
into an old man, complete with the suffering and 
discomfort of age. 

Medieval thinkers also noted the “grow-
ing awareness of approaching death” in old 
age, which corresponds to the natural world’s 
death in winter.34 Gawain passing his nights 
among “naked rocks” whose vegetation has 
withered with the cold fits well with this concep-
tion.35 These bleak surroundings are a constant 
reminder of his likely death at the Green Cha-
pel and contrast with Camelot’s idyllic, happy 
youth.

Fit III emphasizes Gawain as a symbolic 
old man through his interactions with Bertilak 
and his wife. In a reversal of the earlier dichot-
omy, Gawain is now the elder and Bertilak the 
younger. The latter has a “broad, bright…beard, 
of a beaver’s hue” and “lusty” manner, which 
show him to be middle-aged and vigorous.36 
Gawain, by contrast, seems elderly, weak, and 
infirm; he is told by his host to “lie abed late” 
to recover from his hardships, lack of sleep, 
and ill-nourishment.37 Bertilak, meanwhile, will 
spend the coming days hunting. The distinc-
tion is clear, and the poet spends a great deal 
of the fit contrasting Bertilak’s strenuous activ-
ity with Gawain’s virtual imprisonment in bed. 
The hunters, for example, rise before daylight, 
while Gawain sleeps in long past the sunrise.38  
This keeps in line with medieval thought on the 
proper care of old people; the weakness of literal 
old age, like Gawain’s winter-induced weakness, 
should be mitigated by “the rest and benefit” of 
sleep.39 Medieval physicians also recommended 
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that the aged refrain from “all labor…all anxiety 
and excitement,” just as Bertilak directs Gawain 
to rest.40 This frames Gawain as symbolically old 
and therefore in need of care, a characterization 
which Gawain does nothing to reject. Bertilak 
thus plays an active role in Gawain’s aging pro-
cess, just as he played the decisive role in spark-
ing Camelot’s maturation with his entrance.

The seduction scenes between Bertilak’s wife 
and Gawain also fit within the medieval view of 
old age. Just as the aged were supposed to avoid 
physical exertion, they were advised to abstain 
from sex. Medically, the elderly were believed 
to lose their sex drive,41 and, even if remained, 
sex was viewed as a dangerous excitement for 
the frail old body that should be heavily discour-
aged.42 But the more serious danger was moral, 
based on their supposedly lessened sex drives. 
With decreased temptation, it “ought therefore 
to have been easier for the whole person…to 
avoid sin and to repent.”43 Old people who still 
had sex were thus especially wicked, and to their 
lust was added the additional sin of not acting 
one’s age.44 This was even worse; the old man 
who acted like he was still young “violated the 
laws of nature and behaved like a madman.”45  
Sexual activity in the elderly was also linked to 
vanity; if they had no libido, then only the sinful 
desire to feign youth could be responsible.46 

This staunch disapproval of sex in old age 
operates in the background of Bertilak’s wife’s 
attempted seduction. The surface-level justifica-
tion for Gawain’s refusal to have sex remains his 
devotion to the virtue of chastity and his cour-
tesy as a sworn knight, but these reasons can co-
exist with the medieval, moralistic view of sex in 
old age.47 Gawain, the bedridden, symbolically 
old man, cannot in good conscious consum-
mate his relationship with the young woman; 
it would be both morally wrong and physically 
dangerous. Sex is linked with youth and vitality, 
not with elderly frailty, and so to have sex with 
Bertilak’s wife would be tantamount to subvert-
ing his own symbolic age and with it the natural 
cycle of human life. The poet even gives us a hint 
of the connection between Gawain’s refusal and 

his coming death: “the warrior had / the less will 
to woo, for the wound that his bane must be. / 
He must bear the blinding blow.”48 That is, it is 
Gawain’s “growing awareness of approaching 
death,” a key hallmark of old age, that makes 
sex unappealing.49 We learn later that Bertilak 
instructed his wife to seduce Gawain, making 
these scenes another way in which he frames the 
symbolic aging.50 

Gawain’s transition to symbolic old age by 
Fit III is also evident in his physical weakness, 
shown primarily in the kisses he and Berti-
lak’s wife exchange. Gawain is not the active 
initiator of the kisses, as we might expect of a 
young knight; instead, she “takes him in her 
arms / Leans down her lovely head, and lo! he is 
kissed.”51 The entire episode evokes the image of 
a young girl kissing her ailing grandfather.

The natural and inevitable conclusion to the 
process of aging is death, and so Gawain’s sym-
bolic life cycle concludes with his mock execu-
tion at the Green Chapel. On the way, however, 
Gawain’s guide gives him a warning about the 
danger he faces from the Green Knight which 
sheds light on how we ought to interpret the 
scene. It is worth quoting in full:

None passes by [the Chapel] so proud in his 
arms
That he does not dash him down with his 
deadly blows,
For he is heartless wholly, and heedless of 
right,
For be it chaplain or churl that by the Cha-
pel rides,
Monk or mass-priest or any man else,
He would as soon strike him dead as stand 
on two feet.
Wherefore I say, just as certain as you sit 
there astride,
You cannot but be killed[.]52 

The Green Knight eventually kills every-
one who reaches him, regardless of their social 
class or morality. He is cast as the grim fate that 
awaits all humans: death itself.53 The emphasis 
on the universality of death, while still resonant 
today, was especially common in the poetic 
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imagination of the Middle Ages. Depictions of 
the “Dance of Death,” for instance, showed peo-
ple of every social rank dancing with a skeleton 
to emphasize death as the common “reaper and 
leveler” of humanity.54 Thus Gawain’s coming 
death at the Green Knight’s hand is not only the 
narrative consequence of the beheading game 
from Fit I; it is an instance of the universal ex-
perience of mortality that inevitably concludes 
our lives.

The Green Chapel itself is reminiscent of both 
a funeral barrow and hell.55 These images evoke 
thoughts about death itself and what might 
come after, which fits logically as the next step in 
the aging sequence. Gawain himself notes how 
“bleak” and “hideous”56 the place is, while de-
tails like the mention of a “cold stream”57 subtly 
hint at the same seasonal aging metaphors used 
throughout the poem.

The moment of death itself is important in-
somuch as Gawain proves willing to suffer it; 
while he shies from the first blow, he steadies 
himself and receives the second. We might inter-
pret this straightforwardly as Gawain embracing 
the inevitability of his death were it not for the 
green girdle that he has chosen to wear as a last 
hope of survival. But, as Brewer has remarked, 
the presence of the girdle does not destroy the 
dramatic ending or lessen our appreciation of 
Gawain’s bravery. We never get the sense that 
Gawain “can now afford to be complacent.”58 
Instead, the girdle operates in the background, 
relevant but not determinative in our under-
standing of the scene. Gawain bears the killing 
blow, which does indicate a willingness to die, 
but he also maintains a chance of surviving.

How then are we to judge his actions? We can 
look to the Green Knight’s own evaluation: he ac-
knowledges Gawain as “a man most faultless by 
far / Of all that ever walked over the wide earth” 
but chides him for “lack[ing]…a little in loyalty” 
through his deception with the girdle.59 Even this 
infraction is mitigated because it was motivated 
by Gawain’s desire to prolong his life. The Green 
Knight’s tone here is important. He is play-
ful and warm throughout his exchange; we are 
told that Gawain’s actions “please him well.”60 It 

seems clear that Gawain has faced down death 
and passed whatever test the Green Knight was 
conducting, the girdle notwithstanding.

To understand this test, we can begin by ex-
amining the Green Knight’s explanation for his 
actions. It was Morgan le Fay, the “old withered 
lady” of Hautdesert, who instigated the behead-
ing challenge to frighten Queen Guinevere.61 
Readers and critics have often found the Green 
Knight’s rationale bland or hollow, but it at least 
points us to one more satisfying. The poet de-
scribes Morgan as an embodiment of old age, 
one that contrasts sharply with Bertilak’s young 
wife. Fit II contains a litany of physical descrip-
tions, including how her “flesh hung in folds” 
and a reference to her eyes as “unsightly to see, 
and sorrily bleared.”62 That such an “ancient” 
woman caused the poem’s events is significant 
because of the process of symbolic aging which 
Gawain has undergone.63 That is, Gawain’s tran-
sition from Camelot’s carefree youthfulness 
through old age to his symbolic death is ulti-
mately Morgan’s doing. She guided the Green 
Knight to Camelot to confront its childlike in-
nocence and test how its people would respond 
to the loss of that innocence. How would they 
respond to the discomforts and difficulties of old 
age and death itself? These unpleasant aspects 
of human life were absent from Camelot, but by 
symbolically bringing Gawain through the life 
cycle, Morgan and Bertilak can observe how a 
young person grows up and whether he can face 
his own mortality with maturity.

The Green Knight’s active role is key. The 
symbolism of youth, old age, and death comes 
as the consequence of how Bertilak sets up and 
frames Gawain’s quest. He provokes the shift 
from childhood to maturity with his entrance 
and frames Gawain’s age in Fit III. By both leav-
ing him out of the hunting trips and showing his 
symbolic inability to have sexual intercourse, he 
casts Gawain as old and weak. Finally, he is the 
personified experience of death at the Green Cha-
pel. The Green Knight plays the instigating role 
in almost every key scene of Gawain’s process of 
symbolic aging. He also calls attention to age at 
other important moments of the poem, such as 
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his jeering label of Arthur’s knights as “beardless 
children.”64 These details indicate the intentional-
ity of aging for Morgan and Bertilak’s purpose: 
through a series of adventures, they are deliber-
ately putting Gawain through the universal ex-
periences of aging and death to test his reactions.

With this in mind, and remembering the 
Green Knight’s jovial approval of Gawain’s per-
formance at the end of Fit IV, we can conclude 
that Gawain has passed: he has responded to 
old age and death in the proper way. But how 
should a person react to his own mortality? In 
the Middle Ages, at least, the standard response 
was mixed. “The didactic literature of the pe-
riod,” Shahar explains, “called on the old person 
to be ready to die, to prepare to die, not to fear 
death nor yet to wish for it.”65 This is a fair de-
scription of Gawain’s actions: he is willing and 
ready to face death at the Green Knight’s hands, 
but certainly not eager. The morning before, for 
instance, he can barely sleep, and yet he does not 
accept his guide’s offer to escape.66 The green 
girdle is the ultimate sign of Gawain’s mixed at-
titude toward death. He uses it as a last hope to 
stay alive, but, as noted, still takes a considerable 
risk in facing the killing blow. That the Green 
Knight believes Gawain’s desire to stay alive ex-
cuses keeping the girdle shows that his, and the 
poem’s, attitude towards death matches the typi-
cal medieval view. Bertilak cannot fault Gawain 

for wanting to stay alive, especially since this 
desire did not prevent him from persevering 
through the difficulties of old age and coming to 
the Green Chapel. 

As the focus of the poem’s final stanza, the 
girdle functions as the symbol of the knowledge 
and maturity that Gawain has gained through 
his experience: that, while old age and mortality 
are inevitable, there is no need for either despair 
or enthusiasm for death. The girdle will also 
pass along that knowledge to the other residents 
of Camelot. Gawain has been their “representa-
tive in the adventure,”67 the young person who 
directly experienced the symbolism of aging, 
but by agreeing to wear similar belts,68 the others 
take on these experiences.69 

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’s use of both 
literal and symbolic descriptions of age are not 
just cosmetic features or minor details; they can 
be read as integral to the text’s meaning. Morgan 
and Bertilak test Gawain through the human life 
cycle, from innocent youth to death, and then 
send him back to share the experiences he has 
gained with the youthful court. “Gawain, like 
us all, must confront death in establishing his 
maturity,” a confrontation that, among its other 
facets, gives the poem deeper meaning.70 

Jack Brownfield is a junior in the College studying 
Theology and English .
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THE PARLOR

W ithin Russian culture, few indi-
viduals can claim as esteemed a 
place as Aleksandr Sergeevich 

Pushkin (1799 – 1837). Indeed, “Pushkin is our 
everything” is a very well-known and often-
quoted phrase in Russian. In 1836, during the 
summer before his untimely death, Pushkin 
composed a series of short poems on Kamen-
niy Island, St. Petersburg. These poems are: “II. 
The Desert Fathers and Blameless Women,” “III. 
An Italian Stylization,” “IV. Worldly Power,” 
and “VI. From Pindemonte.” Collectively, these 
poems are known as the Kamennoostrovskiy 
Cycle. In the Kamennoostrovskiy Cycle, Alek-
sandr Sergeevich Pushkin uses Lenten liturgical 
and Biblical subtexts, along with Slavonicisms, 
to illustrate that spirituality is the path to true, 
inner freedom - the answer to a theocratic and 
illiberal State ideology. This is a notion that Osip 
Emilyevich Mandelshtam (1891 – 1938) contin-
ues eighty-five years later, in 1921, in his poem 
“Below the Domes of Aged Silence, I Love…”, 
as is evident by his imitation of four major sty-
listic and thematic elements used in the Kamen-
noostrovskiy Cycle: meter, diglossia by means 
of Slavonicisms, Lenten subtexts, and a focus 
on Church-State relations. In these works, the 
two poets engage in a masterful dialogue where 
Pushkin contrasts true faith with a theocratic 
ideology as much as Mandelshtam contrasts it 
with an atheistic one.

Pushkin’s Kamennoostrovskiy Cycle pres-
ents a well-developed formulation of his theol-
ogy concerning the human person, freedom, 
and ecclesiology, aptly fit within the context 
of Lent. Mandelshtam continues the dialogue 
Pushkin has begun by adopting numerous tech-
niques in “Below the Domes of Aged Silence, I 
Love…” that shaped the Kamennoostrovskiy 
Cycle. One can easily notice that all five of these 
poems are written with a simple rhyme scheme: 
rhyming couplets. But the most foundational 
link between Pushkin’s Cycle and Mandelsh-
tam’s poem is the meter: iambic hexameter, also 
known as the alexandrine verse. The alexan-
drine verse is characterized by consisting of six 
bi-syllabic feet in which the second syllable is 
stressed and a caesura, i.e. a break between feet 
that corresponds with the end of a word, after 
the third foot. Although different literary cul-
tures understand and interpret the significance 
of meter and rhythm differently, we will give 
priority to manner in which they are understood 
within the Russian literary tradition, as all the 
poems here are products and participants of that 
tradition. Within the Russian tradition, individ-
ual meters create particular subconscious rhyth-
mic associations among poems written in that 
specific meter.1 In addition to the alexandrine 
verse, Slavonicisms are prevalent in each of the 
poems. A Slavonicism is a word of Old Church 
Slavonic (OCS) origin that is being borrowed 

Pushkin and 
Mandelshtam
A Diglossic Dialogue on Freedom from 
Within and Without

Melvin Thomas
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for use in standard Russian. OCS, marked in its 
ninth-century lexicon, morphology, and syntax, 
is the language used to this day in the prayers 
and worship services of the Russian Orthodox 
Church. As such, although not exclusively, Sla-
vonicisms are usually borrowed into Russian 
to invoke liturgical connotations for the Rus-
sian audience, since the words, grammar, and 
syntax are reminiscent of a language only heard 
at church services. This technique also creates 
diglossia within the text. Diglossia is defined 
as “a situation in which two languages (or two 
varieties of the same language) are used under 
different conditions within a community, often 
by the same speakers. The term is usually ap-
plied to languages with distinct ‘high’ and ‘low’ 
(colloquial) varieties.”2 This is precisely the re-
lationship between Russian and OCS, with the 
former being considered low-style and the latter 
being considered high-style. Additionally, all 
these poems often invoke religious and spiritual 
references, usually liturgical and/or Biblical sub-
texts. In particular, there is a definitive Lenten 
theme present within the Kamennoostrovskiy 
Cycle. The second half of “The Desert Fathers 
and Blameless Women” is a reformulation of 
the Lenten Prayer of St. Ephrem, which Ortho-
dox Christians pray often during Lent. “An Ital-
ian Stylization” and “Worldly Power” are both 
situated during Good Friday. Mandelshtam 
continues this Lenten theme by situating his 
poem during Holy Week. Finally, Mandelshtam 
is arguably making as much of a claim about 
Church-State relations in his poem as Pushkin is, 
particularly in his “Worldly Power.” Mandelsh-
tam’s deliberate use of these elements indicates 
that he is engaging in a dialogue with Pushkin on 
the poetic terms Pushkin established eighty-five 
years earlier in his Kamennoostrovskiy Cycle.

The first step to understanding the Kamen-
noostrovskiy Cycle is ascertaining the histori-
cal conditions in which Pushkin lived when he 
wrote these poems, particularly in regards to 
Church-State relations in Imperial Russia. In 
1721, Tsar Peter I abolished the Moscow Patri-
archate and established the Most Holy Govern-
ing Synod, which “was made up of clerics, but 

it was itself subjected to state control, and its 
individual members at a given moment may 
have reached their ecclesiastical positions by 
state action… The Synod was not a body of the 
church but of the state.”³ “All laws on ecclesias-
tical matters were expressions of the emperor's 
authority, sometimes drafted by the Synod, yet 
at others prepared by a special non-synodal 
committee for submission to the emperor by the 
overprocurator —not necessarily after the Synod 
had studied them. Legislation drew its force 
solely from imperial confirmation, and not from 
the authority of the Synod.”4 After ecclesiasti-
cal landed property was secularized in 1764, the 
Church had no option but to depend on the tsars 
for land and money. In return, “the clergy had 
to proclaim imperial manifestoes, statutes, and 
decrees in the churches, and the Church had… 
to use its authority to silence or at least weaken 
all opposition to the government.”⁵ In essence, 
during Pushkin’s time, the Russian Orthodox 
Church seemed to be little more than a political 
tool of the tsars to influence and maintain con-
trol over Russian society. 

The second step is to unpack the theology 
that Pushkin poetically presents in the indi-
vidual poems of the Kamennoostrovskiy Cycle 
while simultaneously keeping in mind the re-
maining poems. In “The Desert Fathers and 
Blameless Women,” Pushkin equates the lust for 
power with the serpent that tempted Eve in the 
Garden of Eden. Firstly, Pushkin considers this 
sin distinct from the others, i.e. desperate idle-
ness and idle speech, as this is the only one that 
is enhanced by a symbol. Secondly, the symbol 
itself elevates the gravity of this sin, for Pushkin 
is calling to mind the sin that was responsible 
for humanity’s fall from grace. This symbol and 
its corresponding sin have implications for the 
State’s grasp for power, particularly ecclesias-
tical and moral authority. After all, part of the 
serpent’s temptation to Eve was the ability to 
know good and evil. Failing to respect the inde-
pendence and ecclesiastical integrity of the Or-
thodox Church and instead using it to weaken 
opposition to the State manipulates a spiritual 
reality that should only be faithful to God into 
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serving the tsar’s self-interest and political ambi-
tions. This subjugation is clearly an overreach of 
the empire’s power in Pushkin’s eyes. Secondly, 
Pushkin recognizes who God is by addressing 
Him as “Master,” but he also asserts his own 
freedom by abstaining from referring to himself 
as God’s slave, as the Lenten Prayer does. Fi-
nally, by asking God to revive the virtues of hu-
mility, patience, love, and chastity in his heart, 
as opposed to granting them as St. Ephrem asks, 
Pushkin implies he already has these virtues. 
Nevertheless, Pushkin recognizes man’s desire 
for inner, spiritual freedom from sin and his 
need for divine grace by making the supplica-
tion and acknowledging God’s lordship in the 
first place. 

At first glance, “An Italian Stylization,” seems 
to be a fantastical account of Judas’s fate after 
committing suicide. The poem itself establishes 
a beautiful polemic, implicitly contrasting the 
execution on the cross, the resurrection, and the 
ascension into heaven of Jesus with the suicide 
on the tree, the revival, and the flinging of Judas 
“into the throat of hungry Gehenna.” Indeed, Ju-
das’s revival is poetically marked in the Russian 
original. In Russian, Dkhnul zhizn’ (“Breathed 
life”) contains the very first spondee in the Ka-
mennoostrovskiy Cycle, accentuating the action. 
These and other dualistic polemics are discussed 
at length in Davydov’s article “Pushkin’s Final 
Lyrical Cycle: An Experiment of Reconstruc-
tion.”⁶ However, what Davydov’s analysis fails 
to address is how this poem fits within the larger 
context of the Kamennoostrovskiy Cycle beyond 
its Lenten subtexts. Indeed, what might this 
poem have in common with poems that speak 
about spiritual freedom, State interference in re-
ligion, and political freedom?

The answer lies in the protagonist of “An 
Italian Stylization,” Judas Iscariot, who is never 
mentioned by name but rather identified as 
“the traitor disciple.” Judas traveled with and 
learned from Jesus for three years, just like all 
the other apostles. During this time, Jesus did 
many things that upset both the political and 
religious authorities of His time, e.g. forgiv-
ing sins, performing miracles on the Sabbath, 

claiming superiority over the law of Moses. But 
despite all the miracles he saw, all the teachings 
he heard, and the sacraments he could have been 
empowered to perform, Judas sold his Lord out 
to the officials whom He threatened. Moreover, 
he committed his act of treachery for the sake of 
just thirty silver coins. Lastly, he betrayed Christ 
with a kiss, a symbol of love. For the sin of sell-
ing out God to please the authorities, Judas is 
destined for, according to Pushkin’s poem, eter-
nity in hell with Satan and his demons. Within 
the context of the following poem in the Cycle, 
“Worldly Power,” which illustrates another 
Lenten event taking place on the same day and 
applies it to Church-State relations, “An Italian 
Stylization” also can be interpreted to comment 
on the same topic. That is, the figure of Judas can 
be interpreted as symbolic of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church, which is supposed to be apostolic, 
i.e. adherent to the authority of the apostles’ suc-
cessors, just as Judas was an apostle, but has in-
stead succumbed to the State authorities rather 
than maintain fidelity to Christ. The Russian Or-
thodox Church has not been entirely abolished 
but has been revived underneath the oversight 
of the Most Holy Governing Synod, becom-
ing a sort of “living corpse,” i.e. an oxymoron. 
Moreover, now it is no longer submitting to the 
“Lord” whom Pushkin alluded to in “The Desert 
Fathers and Blameless Women,” but now serves 
and is embraced by this new “accursed lord.”⁷  

“Worldly Power” begins where “An Ital-
ian Stylization” left off by depicting the scene 
of Christ on the cross on Good Friday but then 
shifts from first-century Palestine to Pushkin’s 
own nineteenth-century Russia. Here we en-
counter the literary construct of chronotope. 
Conceived of by Russian literary scholar Mikhail 
Mikhailovich Bakhtin, chronotope comes from 
two Greek words, chronos and topos, which mean 
“time” and “space,” respectively. Analyzing 
chronotopes involves acknowledging the con-
nectedness of these two dimensions, temporal 
and spatial, and recognizing how they can be 
layered upon each other. In “Worldly Power,” 
Pushkin maintains the visual of the crucifix from 
the first century but brings it to the nineteenth 
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century, where the crucifix is a symbol of the 
Russian Orthodox Church, and Mary Magda-
lene and the Blessed Virgin Mary have been re-
placed by “two terrifying sentinels.” The image 
is particularly poignant because, according to 
Matthew 27:62-66, Jesus’s tomb was guarded by 
Roman soldiers after His burial. In this example, 
Pushkin uses time to inform time, i.e. using the 
events of the first century to shed light upon the 
events of his contemporary nineteenth century. 
Pushkin is drawing a striking parallel between 
the Roman soldiers who were responsible for 
Christ’s death and the imperial sentinels who 
are supposedly guarding His Church. 

As the poem moves from this chronotopic 
scene onto the rhetorical questions, each mark-
edly beginning with a spondee on Il’ (“Or”), it 
falls into a literary genre called Menippean sat-
ire. Unlike traditional satires which tend to take 
aim at specific individuals, Menippean satires 
criticize mindsets and attitudes, often by ma-
nipulating perspectives. The second half of the 
poem criticizes the Russian government for its 
theocratic practices and intrusion into the reli-
gious realm by posing them as insults to God, 
e.g. calling Christ’s sacrificial death “the bag-
gage of bureaucrats.” Specifically, Pushkin ques-
tions why the Russian Orthodox Church needs 
“the sentinel guard” of the State in order to ex-
ist. Then he sarcastically asks the State authori-
ties if they believe they are honoring “the king 
of kings” through their commandeering of the 
Church. Pushkin’s next satirical question serves 
as a vivid reminder of the suffering Christ en-
dured precisely at the hands of the State authori-
ties of His time but also by His free will. That 
is, if Christ is unafraid to “obediently hand over 
his flesh to his torturers’ scourges, nails, and a 
spear,” then His Church should be prepared to 
obediently follow His example. In the end, Push-
kin’s final rhetorical question points out that this 
interference of the State into the Church has re-
sulted in the exclusion of “the simple people” 
for the sake of “the strolling masters.” There is 
no greater disgrace to Christ’s sacrifice than to 
impede His encounter with those whom He died 
to atone. 

While it may be granted that “From Pinde-
monte” seems far more concerned with politics 
than religion, the reason for this shift may be ex-
plained by what is present, and what is absent, 
in the rest of the Cycle. In the preceding poem, 
“Worldly Power,” Pushkin made an internal 
shift between the scene of the crucifixion, an in-
tensely religious event, to asking satirical politi-
cal questions about nineteenth-century Russian 
society. Considering that the shift away from ex-
plicitly religious did not begin with “From Pin-
demonte” but rather within “Worldly Power,” 
the final poem of the Cycle does not stand out 
as much. Finally, it is also important to keep in 
mind the numeration of the poems. Particularly, 
“Worldly Power” is “IV.,” while “From Pinde-
monte” is “VI.,” implying that there is a missing 
“V.” poem. It stands to reason, since we know 
the content of “IV.” and “VI.,” that Pushkin in-
tended on writing another poem that would 
continue the transition begun in “Worldly 
Power” from explicitly religious to increasingly 
political, perhaps even involving Christ’s resur-
rection on Easter to conclude the Lenten theme. 
If this is the case, then “From Pindemonte” likely 
would not have stood out as much from the rest 
of the Cycle.

Pushkin offers a deeply personal view of 
freedom in “From Pindemonte.” Specifically, 
he admits that he is not particularly concerned 
with democratic rights, e.g. having a say in 
taxation (likely a reference to America), oppos-
ing wars, and freedom of press. Instead, all of 
these are just flimsy words to him. “Depending 
on the tsar… [or] on the people,” i.e. autocracy 
and democracy, respectively, is of little concern 
to Pushkin. What matters to Pushkin is freedom 
of the inner, spiritual variety. In lieu of politi-
cal rights, Pushkin wants the right to “not bend 
neither his conscience, nor his thoughts, nor his 
neck for power or for livery.” In lieu of politi-
cal freedom, Pushkin wants the freedom “to be 
enthralled by the divine beauties of nature” and 
“joyfully tremble in raptures of tender emotion 
before works of art and inspiration.” Simultane-
ously in all these declarations, Pushkin acknowl-
edges the role of God in his worldview. When 
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it comes to giving political power to the people 
and the tsar, Pushkin uses an idiom to dismiss 
the significance of both, but the idiom contains 
a spondee on Bog (“God”). This spondee hints 
at Whom Pushkin thinks one should “depend” 
on. When emphasizing the freedom to experi-
ence and marvel at nature, Pushkin directly ac-
knowledges God as the source of the beauties 
of nature with the word “divine.” Furthermore, 
the reaction to natural and artistic creations that 
Pushkin describes sounds strikingly much like 
wonder and awe, one of the seven gifts of the 
Holy Spirit in Christian theology. While “From 
Pindemonte” may seem to be the least religious 
poem in the Cycle, its theme is intimately related 
to that of the most religious poem in the Cycle, 
“The Desert Fathers and Blameless Women,”: in-
ternal freedom, a topic subsequently adopted by 
Mandelshtam. 

Mandelshtam’s “Below the Domes of Aged 
Silence, I Love…,” begins by introducing St. 
Isaac’s Cathedral in Leningrad, Russia in the 
twentieth century, during the rise of the Soviet 
Union and its persecution of the Russian Ortho-
dox Church. Within this first stanza, Mandelsh-
tam’s reflection on the moving power of prayers 
gives us echoes of Pushkin’s similar reflection at 
the very beginning of “The Desert Fathers and 
Blameless Women.” In the second stanza, Man-
delshtam more specifically situates his poem 
within the context of Good Friday due to the 
liturgical subtext referring to “the procession 
of the burial shroud,” a Good Friday service. 
While maintaining the twentieth-century Len-
ingrad cathedral as a base setting, Mandelshtam 
constructs a chronotope in this stanza by impos-
ing onto this base a reference to first-century 
Palestine, i.e. “And [I love] the Galilean gloom 
of Holy Week in the ancient/dilapidated fishing 
net.” Here, Mandelshtam is using the events of 
first-century Palestine to inform and contextual-
ize the events of twentieth-century Leningrad. 
Specifically, he links St. Isaac Cathedral’s funeral 
and Good Friday commemoratory services with 
the gloom of Holy Week, i.e. Christ’s death on 
the first Good Friday. In addition to imposing 

temporal realities upon each other, Mandelsh-
tam blends together different spatial realities 
in these lines as well. “The ancient/dilapidated 
fishing net” seems to be a reference to the apos-
tles, most of whom were fishermen on the shores 
of the Galilean Sea. But the image, understood 
only in this way, makes little sense – how can 
the gloom of Holy Week be in this fishing net? 
However, if the apostles were fishermen, then 
churches can be thought of as fishing nets, i.e. 
what the apostles baptized people into. After 
all, Christ told his first apostles in Matthew 4:19, 
“I will make you fishers of men.” Furthermore, 
the Russian word for cathedral, “собор,” con-
tains connotations of people being gathered in. 
In this sense, St. Isaac’s Cathedral is the ancient 
or dilapidated fishing net containing the Gali-
lean gloom of Holy Week. The word vetkhom 
is a Slavonicism because it means “ancient” in 
OCS but “dilapidated” in contemporary Rus-
sian. This example of diglossia furthers the chro-
notope temporally yet again because we do not 
know which meaning to ascribe, i.e. the archaic 
or the contemporary. Through these chronotopic 
impositions of Good Friday in first-century Pal-
estine onto Good Friday in twentieth-century 
Russia, Mandelshtam harkens back to Pushkin’s 
“Worldly Power,” which also involves a chrono-
topic application of Good Friday.

The second half of Mandelshtam’s poem 
begins with praises for “The eternal cathedrals 
of Sophia and Peter,” i.e. Hagia Sophia in Con-
stantinople and St. Peter’s Basilica in Rome. 
One may initially be inclined to think of these 
cathedrals and the cities they are located in as 
famous centers of Christianity. However, were 
that the case, Mandelshtam surely would have 
picked a Moscow cathedral, e.g. St. Basil’s Ca-
thedral or the Cathedral of Christ the Savior, 
instead of a Leningrad cathedral. After all, Mos-
cow was often referred to as the Third Rome 
after the fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman 
Turks in 1453. If the cathedrals are metonyms 
for the cities they are located in, what connects 
Rome, Constantinople, and Leningrad? They 
are all capitals of Christian empires that have 
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fallen: Rome in 476, Constantinople in 1453, and 
Leningrad in 1917. Thus, these cathedrals are 
not so much symbols of glory but of tribulation. 
But Mandelshtam is confident that “in times of 
heavy woes, it is to here… sorrowful wolf prints 
drag.” That is, those persecuted who face wolf-
like loneliness can come to St. Isaac’s Cathedral, 
and Mandelshtam pledges that “we will never 
betray [them].” Where does Mandelshtam’s con-
fidence and intense faith come from? The answer 
is in the next line: “For free is the slave who has 
overcome fear.” What has enabled Mandelshtam 
to overcome fear? “The gain of deep, complete 
faith, preserved beyond measure in cold barns.” 
In these concluding lines, we hear echoes of 
Christ’s words in John 12:24: “Amen, amen, I 
say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls to the 
ground and dies, it remains just a grain of wheat; 
but if it dies, it produces much fruit.” The perse-
cution of the Church and the deaths of martyrs 
have produced immeasurably resilient faith “in 
cold barns,” likely a reference to the cold climate 
of Mandelshtam’s country. Pushkin taught us in 
the Kamennoostrovskiy Cycle that the only thing 
that can counter the State’s constraints on exter-
nal freedom is inner freedom. Mandelshtam’s 
“Below the Domes of Aged Silence, I Love…,” 
teaches us that we achieve inner freedom, in 
turn, by overcoming fear in “Jesus Christ, and 
Him crucified.”⁸ 

The four poems of Aleksandr Sergeevich 
Pushkin’s Kamennoostrovskiy Cycle put for-
ward his own theology on topics as diverse as 
the human person, freedom, and Church-State 
relations. “The Desert Fathers and Blameless 
Women” acknowledges the lordship of God and 
man’s search for strength “amidst the storms 
and battles of life” as possible only through 
Him, as evident through his reconfiguration of 
the Lenten Prayer of St. Ephrem the Syrian. Read 
within the larger context of the Cycle, “An Italian 
Stylization” draws parallels between the “traitor 
disciple,” Judas, who handed Christ over to the 
authorities of his time, and the nineteenth-cen-
tury Russian Orthodox Church, which has sub-
mitted to the authority of the Russian Imperial 

State instead of maintaining faithfulness to 
Christ. “Worldly Power” satirically questions 
the State for its intrusions into the life of the 
Church, introducing the construct of chronotope 
to superimpose the events of nineteenth-century 
Russia onto Christ’s crucifixion on Good Friday 
in first-century Palestine. Finally, “From Pinde-
monte” offers Pushkin’s comprehensive view on 
the nature of human freedom not as something 
grasped through the rights that the State be-
stows upon its people, but as something found 
within oneself. Specifically, rights, in Pushkin’s 
view, consist of not needing to betray one’s 
mind and conscience and instead being able to 
be “enthralled by” and “tremble” in the pres-
ence of God in all of creation, both natural and 
artistic. Throughout all of these poems, Pushkin 
incorporates a number of stylistic and thematic 
elements that characterize the entire Cycle: the 
alexandrine verse, diglossia through lexical, 
syntactical, and morphological borrowings from 
Old Church Slavonic, Lenten subtexts, and a fo-
cus on freedom amidst troubling Church-State 
relations. All of these elements are adopted and 
synthesized by Osip Emilyevich Mandelshtam 
in his poem, “Below the Domes of Aged Silence, 
I Love…”, initiating a dialogue between the two 
poets. Mandelshtam’s poem, written predomi-
nantly in the alexandrine verse, diglossically 
laments the Soviet persecution of the Russian 
Orthodox Church, symbolized by St. Isaac’s Ca-
thedral in Leningrad, and chronotopically links 
it with Good Friday. While Pushkin argues that 
the nineteenth-century Russian State has gone 
morally astray by becoming too involved with 
the Church, Mandelshtam argues that the twen-
tieth-century Soviet State has done the same by 
persecuting the Church. In the end, both poets 
are asserting the same thing: a State with a theo-
cratic regime is just as repugnant as a State with 
an atheistic regime, and freedom from both of 
these external constraints is to be found within 
“the seed of deep, complete faith.”

Melvin Thomas graduated from the College in 2018 . 
He studied Government and Russian .
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1 830 was late in the day to found a debating 
society devoted to the lofty concepts of 
eloquence and liberty at Georgetown Col-

lege. Georgetown, the oldest Catholic college in 
the United States, had been founded over four 
decades previously, amidst the surge of educa-
tional institutions established in the heady days 
following the founding of the new American 
republic. For a literary society, 1830 missed the 
rush of extracurricular frenzy which surged in 
the last decades of the eighteenth and first de-
cades of the nineteenth century, when such ex-
tracurricular clubs usually sprouted up within 
years of a school's founding. But predominantly 
Catholic students at Georgetown founded in 
that year a debating society devoted to literary 
pursuits, quickly choosing for itself a name, 
“Philodemic,” whose etymological roots trans-
late to “love for the people.” They may have 
been late, and the club itself was not unique—
largely adapting the debating practices, oratori-
cal exercises, and constitutional frameworks of 
other college literary societies of the day—but 
what was exceptional about this debating soci-
ety in particular was its rather un-Catholic com-
mitment to American and enlightenment-based 
ideals, captured by its motto “Eloquence in the 
Defense of Liberty.” 

Catholic-Americans in 1830 were still a 
small minority in the United States, concen-
trated in only a few states, especially Maryland 
and Louisiana. Yet this existing demographic 

minority—unlike the wave of immigration from 
Catholic countries, especially Ireland, that would 
begin in the 1830s and 1840s—was fairly well 
integrated economically and socially into the 
American polity. Despite a long-standing dis-
comfiture among many Protestant Americans—
including many of the Founding Fathers—about 
the status of Catholics in the new Republic and 
their potential political inclinations and loyalties, 
Catholics had increasingly begun to assert them-
selves as legitimately American, on par, and 
even in accordance with their religious identity. 
The Philodemic Society of Georgetown College, 
drawing its membership from elite Catholic fam-
ilies in the surroundings of the nation’s capital 
and from those farther afield who could afford 
to send their children to Georgetown, was a pro-
totypical expression of this national aspiration.

Philodemicians, in the three decades before 
the Civil War and in the immediate years suc-
ceeding the conflict, sought to define themselves 
as more American than Americans, aspiring to 
contribute a positive Catholic-American citizen-
ship to this new country devoted to religious 
freedom and democratic, tolerant liberal ideals. 
Their quest to do so was not just opposed by 
the bigoted biases of non-Catholic Americans; it 
was also in contradiction to the ideology of the 
Catholic Church in Europe, and even among 
many prelates in the United States. Yet they per-
severed nonetheless, using a variety of media in-
nate to the collegiate debating society—festivals, 

History of the Philodemic 
Society, Pt. 1

Jonathan Marrow

This piece is the first of a four-part series about the his-
tory of the Philodemic Society at Georgetown . 
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celebrations, patriotic anniversaries, orations, 
toasts, dinners, debates, resolutions, and eulo-
gies—to proclaim their simultaneous American-
ness and Catholicism, the former marked by a 
definite commitment to the ideal of liberty, sup-
posedly unhindered by the latter. 

In the following pages, I give an overview 
of the college debating society of the mid-nine-
teenth century and how Georgetown College 
and the Philodemic fit into this phenomenon. 
Future installments will examine how the Philo-
demic handled and manipulated subjects such 
as slavery, religious freedom, and post-war 
reconciliation. Although each installment will 
address a distinct forensic theme of the Philo-
demic Society, the common media involved—
speeches, commemorative festivals, and weekly 
debates—as well as the unique demographic 
and geographic position that the Philodemic 
represented—largely Catholic students at a col-
lege in the nation’s capital—make it a distinc-
tive and rare institution to study. Moreover, in 
its unifying principle of “Eloquence in the De-
fense of Liberty,” the Philodemic committed 
itself to a specific political, national, and social 
ideal, nuanced and evolving over the decades, 
but always broadly in tune with what its mem-
bers believed to be the core of American re-
publicanism. The nineteenth century debating 
society offers an ample pool of evidence, with 
a tremendous amount of written and printed 
material that describe and record its activities. 
From the Philodemic Archives at Georgetown, I 
compiled over 1200 debate resolutions and de-
cisions from the years 1830 – 1875, along with 
the meeting minutes for those years; 46 printed 
orations for events like Commencement, Wash-
ington’s Birthday, Independence Day, and the 
Celebration of Catholic Pilgrims; and a mass of 
other materials like letters, officer and committee 
reports, financial records, calligraphed constitu-
tions, specially composed poems, and even, in 
one case, a musical tune entitled the “Philodemic 
Grand March.”¹ 

I. The Nineteenth-Century 
Literary Society
The literary society was a particularly American 
institution in the nineteenth century, a form of 
student organization that had grown out of the 
need for students to shape their own extracurric-
ular life out of the narrow, restrictive confines of 
academic university life. Beginning in the colo-
nial period,² and gaining momentum in the uni-
versity “rush” after the Revolutionary War, they 
quickly became the primary form of student or-
ganization outside of the classroom, and main-
tained this status until fraternities eclipsed them 
in the years after the Civil War. Chroniclers of lit-
erary societies have generally ignored societies 
at Catholic schools in favor of those at Northern, 
Protestant institutions, which offer another par-
ticularly rich site for analysis.³ Not just groups 
that met for debate, they encompassed a broad 
range of activities, forming almost a “college 
with a college” as one scholar put it:

Elaborately organized, self-governing youth 
groups, student literary societies were, in effect, 
colleges within colleges. They enrolled most of 
the students, constructed—and taught—their 
own curricula, granted their own diplomas, se-
lected and bought their own books, operated 
their own libraries, developed and enforced 
elaborate codes of conduct among their mem-
bers, and set the personal goals and ideological 
tone for a majority of the student body.⁴ 

Another historian has called them “virtually 
little republics, with their own laws and a demo-
cratically elected student administration.”⁵ De-
spite a multitude of activities, debate was their 
central activity, occurring on a weekly basis in 
these groups. This was where students could ad-
dress, in a formally outlined process, the leading 
political debates of the day on the same stage with 
the philosophical, religious, and moral questions 
that were more intimately connected with their 
day-to-day studies. The debates were the primary 
vehicle for students to aspire to not just personal 
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edification and intellectual maturity, but also to 
greater heights of citizenship and civic engage-
ment, or what a chronicler of pre-war Southern 
student societies, Timothy Williams, calls “intel-
lectual manhood.”⁶ For Williams, these societ-
ies helped men on the brink of adolescence and 
adulthood make their transition, finding the skills 
to “speak like men, not boys” and to acquire the 
practice of public, virtuous citizenship in the re-
public. The students took their exercises deadly 
seriously, to a point that seems, to a modern eye, 
more befitting the activities of an actual legisla-
ture than a undergraduate student club. (And 
one, it should be recalled, whose members were 
much younger than today’s undergraduates, per-
haps with an average age of sixteen or seventeen.)

This unique form of organization—how-
ever limited to the elite, educated students of 
the day—gives us an invaluable look into stu-
dent opinions, philosophies, moral outlooks, 
and personal concerns, on a scale reached by 
few other mediums or forms of social organiza-
tion. This is not least the case because of how 
strenuously (and self-consciously) the students 
recorded their own exertions, printing speeches 
for wide distribution, recording meeting and 
debate minutes, writing down celebration 
toasts, and organizing the printing of reports 
of their celebrations in newspapers and peri-
odicals. This presents for the historian a trea-
sure trove of documents of different varieties, 
purposes, and intentions for the same group of 
people over the course of many decades, allow-
ing us a close look at a concentrated population 
in a way few other documentary sources can. 
Although the extremely self-aware and inten-
tional nature of many of these records necessi-
tates a critical reading on the historian’s part, 
and may detract from a careful reading of what 
these students believed, they concurrently give 
us a much better sense of how they wished to 
be perceived in the context of their time, and 
perhaps to prosperity as well.

II. The Founding and Operations 
of the Philodemic
The Philodemic Society, although sharing a 
broad degree of similarity with fellow societies 
at non-Catholic schools, nonetheless differed 
substantially. For one, although it possessed its 
own library and handed out diplomas to gradu-
ates starting in 1839, it sponsored a significantly 
smaller degree of extracurricular activities 
than comparable societies, founding no literary 
magazine or newspaper and requiring no quasi-
academic exercises like compositions. Instead, 
debates and public speeches formed the core of 
its activities.⁷ Its founding was another impor-
tant example of its differences from other societ-
ies. Not only was it founded later than similar 
clubs at comparable institutions, it also did not 
grow out of a need for student autonomy and 
was instead founded in part by a Jesuit profes-
sor, Fr. James Ryder S.J. In fact, the Philodemic 
decreed in its constitution that its presiding offi-
cer would always be a Jesuit professor, revealing 
a degree of willingness for faculty involvement 
that few other societies had. This may seem un-
important, but it is vital to keep in mind that 
student autonomy in these groups was not just 
advocated for its own sake, but also because it 
helped these societies resemble more closely 
the constitutional structure of the United States. 
Some societies took this very seriously; in 1840, 
for instance, the American Whig Society at Princ-
eton (then the College of New Jersey) reorga-
nized and rewrote its constitution to base itself 
directly on the U.S. Constitution, with a Senate 
and House of Representatives (for graduate stu-
dents and undergraduates respectively).⁸ Much 
like Congress and following in the footsteps of 
other societies, the Philodemic appointed com-
mittees of investigation, elected officers, and 
passed resolutions of respect upon the deaths of 
eminent alumni or community members like the 
President of the United States; it even conducted 
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treaties with other debating societies in the col-
lege. Various subsidiary debating societies were 
founded at Georgetown in the decades after the 
Philodemic’s establishment, going by names like 
Phileleutherian, Philhistorian, and Philonomo-
sian. Georgetown differed from other schools, 
however, in that it decreed that only students of 
the three highest classes—Poetry, Philosophy, 
and Rhetoric—could join the Philodemic, while 
the students in the younger grades would join 
the other groups which were essentially societ-
ies-in-training for the Philodemic.

 The curriculum at Georgetown was 
also different from that of other schools. Struc-
turally, Georgetown in the antebellum period 
comprised multiple divisions including a pre-
paratory and collegiate division, only the last 
of which admitted students to the Philodemic 
Society. That meant that although Georgetown 
might have possessed an enrollment of around 
300 students in the 1840s or 1850s, only forty or 
so would be old enough and sufficiently aca-
demically advanced to join the Society. And the 
classes at Georgetown—structured around the 
traditional Ratio Studiorum of the Jesuits—were 
more flexible than those at non-Catholic schools. 
The Jesuit plan of education put a particular em-
phasis on active learning in the classroom, as op-
posed to passive memorization and recitation. 
Nevertheless, the Georgetown curriculum, like 
other nineteenth century American colleges, was 
primarily focused on the Latin and Greek clas-
sics, with little discussion of issues of contempo-
rary social or political importance. Joining the 
Philodemic offered the opportunity to debate 
recent or contemporary issues like dueling, tem-
perance, or the Napoleonic Wars. 

Yet Georgetown students did not turn to the 
Philodemic Society because they were starved 
of rhetoric. Forensic exercises were the main fo-
cus of two of the top three classes from which 
the Philodemic drew its members. In the de-
cade in which the Philodemic was established, 
for instance, a student in the class of Poetry 
could expect to read Cicero, Livy, Virgil, Hor-
ace, Catullus, Tibullus, Propertius, Thucydides, 

and Homer, and in the class of Rhetoric, authors 
included Cicero, Quintilian, Horace, Demos-
thenes, Sophocles, Juvenal, Persius, and Tacitus, 
as well as some English and American authors.⁹  
In 1831, students in the upper classes were sup-
posed to spend five hours per week in preparing 
classroom recitations, on top of their own Eng-
lish compositions and any society activity they 
might do.10 

So why were these students apparently 
speech-crazy? A number of answers can be 
posited. One is the broader feature of the im-
portance of public, civic-minded speech in the 
early Republic, as young citizens reveled, self-
consciously, in their republican freedom to 
opine on public topics of their choosing. The 
spread of printed media in the first decades of 
the nineteenth century as well as the slow but 
steady growth of political partisanship gave way 
to public festivals of all variety with a special 
emphasis on rhetorical exercises like speeches 
and toasts that could be recorded and printed 
in publications for after-the-fact dissemination.11 
The Philodemic took part in this national trend, 
inaugurating annual celebrations of Washing-
ton’s Birthday, Independence Day, and the Col-
lege’s annual Commencement, following which 
speeches were printed as early as 1831. Even the 
festivals without an explicitly patriotic empha-
sis, like the college Commencement, were gener-
ally expected to take on national themes in their 
addresses, and capture an ideal related to the 
Society’s motto of “Eloquence in the Defense of 
Liberty.”

As much as printed speeches from annual 
events form a significant degree of the rhetori-
cal records that survive, the hallmark of Philo-
demic—like other societies—were its weekly 
meetings. Weekly debates offered an important 
change from academic life or formal festivities in 
their emphasis on extemporaneous speech. Each 
weekly meeting saw a debate chosen for two 
weeks out, the assignment of keynoters (who 
would prepare speeches to open that debate), 
and a debate itself. The order of activities, pre-
served on the cover of one of the Philodemic’s 
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minute books, gives an idea of their weekly ac-
tivities as they stood in 1859:

“Order of the Day”
1st The calling of the roll.
2nd: The reading of the last meeting’s pro-
ceeding’s, which shall be considered ad-
opted if no objection be made at the time of 
their reading.
3rd: The debators shall be chosen for (Sun-
day) two weeks hence.
4th: The subject which they shall debate.
5th: The weekly report of Librarian, Trea-
surer, and Censors.
6th: Quarterly reports upon days when due.
7th: On the second Sunday of October, Janu-
ary, and April the reading of the Constitu-
tion and by-laws.
8th: Miscellaneous business.
9th: The debate for the day.12 

The thrice-yearly reading of the Constitution 
by-laws gave the members of the Society the 
added feeling of permanence and allegiance—
again, with similarities to the Constitution of the 
United States—although this did not stop them 
from frequently altering its provisions as they 
saw fit. Debates could drag on for several days, 
whether for lack of time, special interest in the 
topic, or particular long-windedness of certain 
rhetoricians. A debate on February 5, 1832 on the 
topic “Which is the better life, that of a Farmer or 
that of a Lawyer?” continued on for another five 
consecutive nights, before finally being negated 
by a vote of 4-12.13 Ten months later, a Decem-
ber 1832 debate on poetry continued on six more 
nights, pausing on the following Sunday to de-
bate the topic that had been previous assigned 
for that night; the resolution that had inspired 
so much focus was “A comparison between An-
cients and Moderns with regards to Poetry?”14 

What topics did students most often choose 
to debate? A broad variety of classical, sociologi-
cal, philosophical, political, and religious topics, 
among others. A typical entry in the Philodemic 
minute books, for October 9, 1831, shows that 
debaters proposed the following debates for two 
weeks out: 

A comparison between Cyrus the Elder 
King of Persia and Philip of Macedon?
Is the Tariff beneficial to the U.S.? 
Who is the greater Orator, Cicero or Patrick 
Henry? 
Which makes the more impression upon 
man, Fear or Joy?15 

Ultimately, the society chose to debate the 
last topic. Certain favorites that were debated 
frequently over the antebellum periods included 
variations on the following:

Whether duelling is justifiable? 
Whether the Crusades were beneficial?
Should the verdict of a jury be unanimous in 
criminal cases?
Ought Horatius have been put to death for 
murder of his sister?
Is republicanism or monarchy more condu-
cive to a nation's happiness?
Is it right that a man should be imprisoned 
for debt?16 

A particularly common form of debate pit-
ted great men against each other, whether 
contemporaries or not. For instance, certain 
pairings include Caesar vs. Pompey, Constan-
tine vs. Charlemagne, William Wallace vs. Rob-
ert Bruce, Cardinal Richelieu vs. Wolsey, and 
perhaps most famously, the society’s inaugu-
ral debate, “Whether Napoleon Bonaparte or 
General Washington was the greater man?” Al-
though Washington was a popular topic in the 
Society’s speeches, Napoleon held the primary 
focus of historical interest for Philodemicians in 
their weekly debates, a similar charisma that he 
seemed to hold for many college debaters of this 
era. Napoleon was the subject of 53 debates out 
of  around 1200 between 1830 and 1875, a signifi-
cantly large number not surpassed by any other 
individual topic, and one which does not even 
include debates on related topics such as the 
French Revolution. Why was Napoleon such a 
draw for these young debaters? According to one 
scholar of college debating societies, Bonaparte 
“could offer unique lessons for self-construction 
and heroism… framing their own pursuit of 
manhood, especially tensions between impulse 
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and restrain and between mind and tempera-
ment.”17 Napoleon, unlike Washington, was a 
better figure to debate, rather than simply praise 
or emulate. His military prowess and patriotism, 
for instance, could inspire imitation, but his per-
haps excessive pursuit of glory could raise ques-
tions about how much emulation was deserved.

The Society neglected debating or even dis-
cussing issues of local interest or college level 
controversy at commemorative events; Philo-
demicians preferred the broad, national, inter-
national, or abstract debate. Yet the Philodemic 
strenuously avoided debating issues of partisan 
controversy, adopting a provision in their Consti-
tution in 1832 prohibiting discussion of “religious 
or political subject[s].”18 In practice, this restricted 
allusion to political parties or partisan issues, and 
several debates over the years re-litigated what 
this prohibition meant. At one point it was un-
derstood to refer to no political topic “of a date 
later than the year 1800” and “no religious sub-
ject whatsoever.”19 By 1840, it meant no “religious 
questions of a controversial or sectarian character, 
[or] political questions of a party nature.”20 These 
prohibitions were common, if not uniform, at 
other college debating societies, and took on spe-
cial relevance at Georgetown, a college run by the 
Society of Jesus, but which had a substantial per-
centage of non-Catholic students in the antebel-
lum period, forming on average about one third 
of the student body in the 1830s, 1840s, and 1850s, 
but perhaps even reaching a small majority for a 
year or two in that last decade.21 

Debates could get divisive, but not necessar-
ily for the reasons that might be expected. In the 
spring of 1832, the Philodemic’s minutes record 
two altercations taking place, one during a de-
bate about the Crusades and the other during a 
debate comparing William Wallace and Robert 
Bruce.22 In 1850, the Society was the cause of a 
school-wide riot after choosing to meet during 
the “late studies” period despite the prohibi-
tion of the Prefect of Studies. When the Prefect 
attempted to expel three of the guilty students, 
they raised a ruckus throughout the school and 
led several dozens of students off campus in 

protest at the measures of the faculty. The up-
rising ended several days later when the admin-
istration, after threatening to tell the student’s 
parents, worked out an agreement with the 
campus exiles, taking them back on condition 
of formal apologies for their misconduct.23 In 
the spring of 1859, as the Civil War approached 
and sectional tensions ran at an all-time high, 
a debate on the topic of slavery rendered a full 
out brawl between members of the Philodemic 
in the Society’s meeting room. A member from 
Mississippi sprang at the Vice-President—a 
Louisianan—and other such interstate fisticuffs 
ensued between students. The fight only ended 
when a Jesuit came down in his nightgown to 
put out the candles and, by darkness, forced the 
scuffle to cease. This brawling earned the Soci-
ety a three-month suspension from the president 
of the College that terminated the Philodemic’s 
debates for the remainder of the year—a rather 
paternalistic end to a serious, national debate.24 

III. Conclusion: Liberty and 
Patriotism in the Philodemic
Literary societies in the antebellum period were 
a focal point of student efforts for autonomy, 
though this was as much as product of the fact 
that they enrolled a majority of students and 
constituted the major form of extracurricular ac-
tivity at many schools as it was due to any partic-
ular inherent quality or activity of these societies. 
On account of this, many histories of individual 
societies have used them as a central framework 
from which to understand student life and opin-
ions in the nineteenth century.25 Given this, it is 
worthwhile to compare the ideological missions 
of different societies against each other. The 
mission statement of one society at Yale, for in-
stance, held as its objects “to promote friendship, 
Social Intercourse, and Literary Improvement,” 
whereas its school rival declared its objective “to 
promote the intellectual improvement, the gen-
tlemanly character, and the mutual good will of 
its members.” A Colby College society’s purpose 
was to “secure religious information, discuss 
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practical topics in Christian living, and afford 
mutual sympathy and restraint.”26 By contrast, 
the 1840 version of the Philodemic Society’s con-
stitution announced in its first Article that “This 
society commenced in the year of our Lord 1831 
and the 53rd of the Independence of the United 
States, and is essentially a debating society, hav-
ing for its objects the Cultivation of eloquence, 
the promotion of Knowledge, and the preserva-
tion of our Country’s liberty.”27 

This special focus on patriotism, national 
liberty, and eloquence in the service of national 
goals was the crucially defining aspect of the 
Philodemic Society. As students of Georgetown, 
a university founded in the conscious desire to 
integrate Catholics in the new Republic, Philo-
demicians aimed to give off an air of deliberately 
cultivated patriotism. One laudatory newspaper 
report from 1870 about a Philodemic celebra-
tion of George Washington’s Birthday gives an 
idea of the ideal Philodemic celebration that ex-
pressed unabashed patriotism:

A fervid tone of exalted patriotism per-
vaded all their addresses, and gave ample proof 
that the learned Jesuit Fathers, while instilling 
into the hearts of their students true principles 
of morality, and enriching their minds with 
treasures of knowledge, are equally mindful to 
inculcate a warm and generous love of coun-
try—thus stamping with falsehood the silly 
charge that their teachings are inimical to pub-
lic liberty. It is questionable whether, through-
out this broad land, a more fervidly patriotic 
remembrance of the great a good Washington, 
or a more generous appreciation of the noble 
principles he taught, was manifested to any 

gather on the 22nd February, than that which 
graced the memorable Georgetown College of 
Tuesday afternoon last.28 

One easily imagines the joy on the part of 
the Philodemic members on being able to prove, 
and be validated in print, the success of their 
own cultivation of patriotism. In order to be pa-
triotic, Philodemicians needed a central Ameri-
can idea—which, for them, was liberty. Liberty 
bridged religious and ethnic identities, and 
united patriotic Americans in a national commu-
nity of republican zeal.

Philodemic members were neither exclu-
sively Catholic, nor exclusively American, nor 
citizens of their state and region, and indeed, 
in reading over the myriad documents of these 
students, one arrives at a new respect and ap-
preciation for the multiplicity of their identities 
and the appeals that they perceived throughout 
the course of their student days. Their inter-
ests stretched far beyond the narrow confines 
of American and Catholic identity to all man-
ner of political and philosophical question. But 
it is nonetheless remarkable to what degree the 
Philodemicians from the 1830s through the pe-
riod of Reconstruction paid much more than lip 
service to their dedicated motto of “Eloquence 
in the Defense of Liberty.” Liberty—so variously 
defined, frequently in the context of physical 
altercations that caused debates to extend over 
multiple nights—was the central organizing 
principle of these young men, growing up in a 
fast-changing country.

Jonathan Marrow graduated from the College in 
2018 . He studied History .
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Interview with Dean 
Harriette Hemmasi

Mark McNiskin

H arriette Hemmasi is the new Dean of 
the Library at Georgetown Univer-
sity. Before she joined Georgetown 

in August 2018, Dean Hemmasi was the Jou-
kowsky Family University Librarian at Brown 
University and held leadership positions in the 
libraries of Indiana University and Rutgers Uni-
versity. Prior to her career as a university librar-
ian, she received bachelor’s and master’s degrees 
in music and taught music in Iran. Recently, 
Dean Hemmasi sat down with Utraque Unum 
to discuss her background in music, librarian-
ship, and how she has used technology to curate 
knowledge over the course of her career. 

Q. You received a bachelor’s degree in music 
from Baylor and a master’s degree in music 
from Indiana University before you received 
your master’s degree in library and informa-
tion science from the University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley. Music has been a major area of 
your scholarship, which includes reviews of 
The Charles Ives Tunebook and The Coming 
of Age of American Art Music, among others. 
Some of your scholarly work, such as your 
work on the music thesaurus, integrates both 
music and librarianship. How would you say 
your background in music impacts the work 
you do today as a librarian?

A. I was the youngest child in our family and 
had two older brothers. It always seemed like 
they were a lot smarter than I was, and I refused 
to accept that it was just because I was younger. 
I thought, “I don’t know everything they know, 

but I should!”  At age ten I started taking piano 
lessons. Right away, I felt a different connec-
tion with music than I had with learning other 
things. For example, in the third grade we were 
supposed to learn the names and capitals of all 
the states, and somehow my brain refused to 
remember those facts. But with music, learning 
came easily. Music also released a wave of cre-
ativity that was like magic.  It allowed me ways 
and permission to express my own interpreta-
tion of loud, soft, slow, or fast. Practicing the 
piano every day made a huge difference in my 
progress, and I began to understand that hard 
work was an essential building block in my de-
velopment. The ability to learn music gave me 
confidence in learning other things, and it also 
made me realize that people have different kinds 
of strengths.  This combination of determination, 
creativity, and “otherness” were key for me, and 
they have been key to everything I have done 
since. 

After completing a master’s in music, I mar-
ried and moved to Iran.  We lived in Shiraz for 
nine years, and during that time I taught music 
at the university.  Teaching Western music to 
Iranian students who had only a vague idea of 
their own popular music at the time was chal-
lenging.  To help bridge the gap, I developed a 
course comparing basic elements of Persian and 
Western music.  This allowed me to connect with 
students in a much more meaningful way and 
also helped me learn about the people and cul-
ture around me.  

As the Iranian Revolution and war with Iraq 
began to have serious implications on daily life, 

 



Utraque Unum — Spring 2018   |   77

|   Mark McNiskin

we returned to the States.  Not long thereafter, 
I went back to school at UC Berkeley and got a 
master’s in library science with a specialization 
in music librarianship. I had also begun work-
ing with computers, taking a few programming 
classes.  I was curious about the concept of com-
puters and their projected impact on society. Be-
fore returning to school in the late 1980s, I had 
taken a class where we talked about the future of 
computers, such as how they'd eventually allow 
you to order groceries from home. At the time, 
nobody believed it!

Q. You just laugh, looking back on it. 

A. Yes, exactly.  Yet, learning and imagining the 
future of computers opened a sense of possibil-
ity for me, for all of us. I see this same possibility, 
drive, and anticipation in you and in the students 
around us.  You and other students are the main 
reason I treasure being part of higher education: 
the possibilities for your future are so great, and 
you have so much creativity and imagination. 
Of course, there are limits, but far fewer than we 
typically impose on ourselves. 

Q. Did technology, and specifically your inter-
est in computers, form a bridge between music 
and librarianship?

A. Yes. Before I went to Berkeley, we lived in 
Humboldt County, California and it was during 
that time that I was taking computer classes and 
working as a paraprofessional in the library. I 
realized that I wanted to be a librarian, but a dif-
ferent kind of librarian. I was interested not only 
in books and other analog collection but more 
especially, what might be beyond books, beyond 
analog. When we think about the ways libraries 
are changing today, the focus goes far beyond 
content and access.  Making content come alive, 
making it reusable and transferrable to new 
knowledge-making is as elemental to libraries 
and to the future of teaching and learning as a 
library full of books. It is not enough just to be 
able to read and write in the traditional sense; 

we also must be able to read, write, and create 
new knowledge using the evolving digital affor-
dances of our time.  This is the business of librar-
ies and their universities.

Q. The image people often have of a librarian 
is that of a cataloger who merely sorts informa-
tion, but you see the librarian’s work as inter-
pretive work?

A. Yes, and creative work. If we think about the 
past, students and faculty came to the library 
as consumers and absorbed the content so they 
could write their own interpretation or findings. 
Today, however, the research and learning pro-
cesses are much more active, going beyond con-
suming and moving into recreating and creating 
anew. The processes are also about learning to 
use and judiciously making use of the digital 
tools and methods that are available to us.  We 
need to encourage students to use their social 
media skills and other technologies to express 
and share their scholarly ideas and questions.  
These are the practices that are changing librari-
anship as well as teaching and learning. 

Q. In your time at Brown, you took a very proac-
tive stance towards integrating technology into 
the library. You worked with the Committee on 
Online Teaching and Learning, to help guide 
Brown towards greater use of online classes. 
You also worked on updating physical spaces 
in the libraries to reflect the role that technol-
ogy could play in the digital age. In your time 
at different institutions of higher education, 
how have you seen technology change the way 
that students and scholars do research and use 
the library?

A. During my first library job at Rutgers as a 
music librarian, I was very interested in online 
searching.  Searching music was plagued by a 
lack of specificity in search vocabulary and also 
much less sophisticated search engines, result-
ing in either finding too much or too little.  Even 
with Google’s amazing advances, we still have 



78   |  Utraque Unum — Spring 2018

Interview with Dean Harriette Hemmasi   |

trouble refining a search so that it limits and re-
trieves the results that we really want. To help ad-
dress the problem of searching music, I worked 
on an early version of a music thesaurus built on 
terminology found in the Library of Congress 
music subject headings.  LC subject headings 
were composed of pre-coordinated strings (such 
as “Middle Eastern Music, Songs – Iran – 19th 
century”).  My work involved using a comput-
erized program to help deconstruct 50,000 LC 
music subject headings and rebuild the valuable 
single-concept terms into hierarchies – such as 
geographic terminology, or chronological termi-
nology, or genre, instrumentation, etc. 

Q. How did you do that?

A. In addition to using computers, some of it 
had to be done manually.  Bound terms, like 
“Middle East” needed to remain adjacent and 
the hierarchical structure had to be planned.  
The thesaurus was my first major initiative us-
ing technology to help reconstruct a very basic 
library and scholarly tool into something more 
flexible and usable.  We face many of the same 
challenges today.  It is no longer enough just to 
have access to a printed, scanned, or born-digital 
page. We want (and need) to be able to search 
that page, analyze its text and other qualities, 
compare the page with other content, and incor-
porate related images, data, and video, etc. This 
kind of deconstruction-to-reconstruction is im-
portant because it allows users to interact with 
the content in whatever ways are most meaning-
ful for them as scholars. 

Q. In recent years, Georgetown has also in-
vested in technology initiatives. In 2012, 
Georgetown introduced the Initiative on Tech-
nology-Enhanced Learning, which focuses on 
the use of technology, both in the classroom 
and outside it. At the time that initiative was 
announced, Provost Groves acknowledged 
what he called the “risk” that all educational 
infrastructure will end up online. However, he 
emphasized that, regardless of how far technol-
ogy goes, Georgetown will retain the value of 

face-to-face interactions in education. Broadly, 
what do you see as the role of online learning 
in higher education? 

A. First of all, there is no stopping online learn-
ing. We live in the 21st century and most of our 
information is consumed and distributed online. 
High-touch, face-to-face education is still enor-
mously valued and important to today’s stu-
dents, faculty, and librarians.  At the same time, 
we will continue to see the incorporation of on-
line elements that enhance in-person teaching 
and learning.  We can’t escape technology.  I was 
reminded of this during my recent move to DC 
when it took me several weeks to figure out how 
to use all the automated appliances and devices 
throughout the house.   

Q. I’m struggling with that in my dorm right 
now. 

A. Right. We don’t have any option except to be 
technology-savvy. Information is coming to us 
so quickly and so diversely that the question is 
not whether we are going to be learning online, 
but rather -- what can help us filter, absorb, and 
coordinate all that information. This is another 
area where libraries can help us.  So-called “fake 
news” provides an excellent example. We need 
to think critically about what we are reading. 
Even if the text is “legitimate,” we must ask our-
selves whether it is a point of view that we agree 
with and whether it might be useful to the topic 
we are studying or researching.  We need to be 
continually aware of the information we are en-
countering and how we are dealing with it. Hav-
ing the opportunity to meet and talk with peers 
and professors on campus, to receive their guid-
ance and feedback, and to participate in shaping 
each other is an invaluable part and privilege of 
our educational system.   

I would like to once again return to the idea 
of those early readings about computers in the 
1980s, and the inconceivable projection that we 
wouldn’t need to go to the grocery store in the 
future. Every generation struggles with predict-
ing and preparing for the future, but we can see 
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certain trends.  A current trend is how the sense 
of presence is changing with the use of Skype 
and Zoom and other kinds of technology. As 
technology improves, the sense of “virtual pres-
ence” is becoming more real.  Over time, the im-
ages will look even better and more natural and 
we will become more accustomed to this type of 
interaction. The evolving sense of presence and 
reality is crucial to understanding the ways in 
which technology is changing our lives and cre-
ating new realms of possibility and acceptance. 

Q. It seems that a typical criticism of technology 
is that it causes us to lose a sense of presence 
with one another. You are taking the opposite 
perspective: that technological progress will 
enhance our sense of presence. 

A. I believe technology is already enhancing our 
sense of presence. I also believe that for certain 
schools, like Georgetown, the human connection 
will become more important, in part because it 
will become less common.  As technology con-
tinues to pervade our lives, the premium on hu-
man interaction will increase.  Think about the 
experience of going to a high-end store. Part of 
the value of the experience is the personal inter-
action you have with a dedicated employee who 
helps you sort through the options. When you 
go to a big-box store, you see tons of merchan-
dise, but it’s hard to find what you are looking 
for. That is why I think the human touch will re-
main a central part of specialized environments 
like Georgetown. It will become even rarer and 
more sought after, even as it becomes more and 
more expensive. 

Q. In the initial newsletter in which George-
town announced your hire, Provost Groves 
emphasized what he describes as your “trans-
formative work at Brown.” You expressed a de-
sire to turn the library into an intellectual and 

social center on campus. What are you most ex-
cited to work on at Georgetown, and what do 
you see to be done to Georgetown’s libraries? 

A. I have had the chance to talk with a number 
of students at Georgetown, and one of the things 
that I have heard most often is that the student 
body has a sort of love-hate relationship with 
Lauinger Library. At Brown, I saw that when 
we improved the spaces, students came to the 
library because they wanted to, not because they 
had to. And the updated spaces were not fancy; 
we just made them more comfortable and func-
tional. The students felt that it was their space. 
On Lau 2, you see how much students like and 
use that space even though it’s in desperate need 
of updating.  Students seem to like the space be-
cause they have a feeling of ownership and con-
trol. I think this feeling needs to be encouraged 
broadly within the library. The library should 
serve as a gathering place on campus, a place 
where every student comes. We need to create a 
more welcoming and comfortable environment 
in our libraries at Georgetown.

Q. It could be more here.

A. Agreed.  Creating more meaningful partner-
ships with faculty and students will also be help-
ful.  My goals are to invite partnerships into the 
library and to ensure that the library goes out 
and interacts with the rest of campus.  We are 
an integral part of this community, with a lot to 
offer and a lot to learn.  

Q. I am excited to see some of those changes 
before I leave Georgetown. Thank you very 
much, we are honored to have had the opportu-
nity to interview you.

Mark McNiskin is a junior in the College studying 
Philosophy . 
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