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PREFACE


Christianity. Judaism.

Dead white males. Old-fashioned morality.

The traditional family. Tradition itself.

These are the bêtes noires of the elites. They are the pillars of political incorrectness. Together, they constitute that thing called Western civilization.

Political correctness, at its heart, is the effort to dissolve the foundation on which American and European culture has been built. It has been a demolition project: undermine Western civilization in whatever way possible, and build a brave new world from the rubble.

Multiculturalism has nothing to do with genuine love for natives of the Australian outback or the monks of Tibet. It is an effort to crowd out our own cultural traditions. Radical secularization—in the name of “separation of church and state”—aims to burn our religious roots. Public education, purveying convenient untruths about our past—the Middle Ages were miserable, the ancients were simpletons, the church is oppressive—has sought to rob us of our heritage. Misrepresentations of the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, and the last two hundred years serve to create an illusion of unvarying progress made possible by abandoning the old ways. And that is the central myth that justifies the continued discarding of our religious, intellectual, and moral traditions.

Once our culture is untethered from Athens, Rome, and Jerusalem—once we’ve forgotten about or dismissed Moses, Plato, and Jesus—then the PC platoons in academia, government, and the media hope to steer the ship of culture to new shores.

Because political correctness is a project of destruction, the message has not always been consistent. Either Shakespeare was a subversive, closeted homosexual, or he was an ignorant chauvinist. Either Jesus was a non-judgmental hippie, or he was a preacher of hate. But this much has been consistent: anything that reeks of the West is therefore politically incorrect and must be denigrated or condemned.

For those of us who love the West, it’s a daunting battle. The other side has the mainstream media, the Ivy League, the political classes, and a lot more money. Thankfully, on our side, we’ve got thousands of years of history and some pretty big guns—with names like Aristotle, Augustine, Burke, and Eliot.

The bad ideas touted today as revolutionary and enlightened are hardly new; the West’s great minds have battled relativism, atheism, materialism, and State-worship for millennia. The great ideas can hold their own against anything today’s most renowned Women’s Studies professor can devise.





Chapter One
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ANCIENT GREECE: LOVE OF WISDOM AND BEAUTY


Guess What?


[image: 005]At hens’ culture was, simply, superior.


[image: 006]Philosophy was born in a men’s club.


[image: 007]Moral relativism brought down Ancient Greece.




A blind old man, led by his daughter, has stopped to take his rest, perhaps his final rest, in the shade of a cool grotto. The water of a spring mutters nearby; the spice of grapevines and the olive is in the air. A chorus of local villagers sings of its holiness and beauty, where the


. . . golden crocus gleams

Along Cephisus’ slow meandering streams,

Whose fountains never fail. (Oedipus at Colonus)



These villages had attempted, halfheartedly, to drive the poor man away. For that blind man has been cursed: he is Oedipus, the wretch who fulfilled a terrible oracle in attempting to evade it, fleeing what he believed was his native Corinth, lest he kill his father and marry his mother, and arriving at Thebes, whose king had recently been slain on the highway, and whose queen was ripe for marrying.

Oedipus is an emblem of the crushing malice of the gods. Call no man happy, says Sophocles, the poet who portrays this scene for us on stage, “until that day when he carries his happiness down to the grave in peace.” When Oedipus, compelled by his quest to uncover the truth, finally learned of his unnatural parricide and unnatural plowing of the field that gave him birth, he put out his eyes in a rage of self-loathing. It  is years later now. Suffering has instructed him. He is still not gentle towards blind and foolish mankind. But he is humble, and he insists, calmly, upon his innocence. His reason has recovered. He accepts his suffering, and dimly understands—it is a wisp of a hope in the pagan twilight—that his suffering has a purpose, that the man accursed may be a blessing to others. So a later oracle has declared: the city that welcomes Oedipus will be blessed by the gods.

What does this mean? Why do I begin with this story?

In all of drama there has, I think, never been a moment as poignant as this. I don’t mean within the play, but between the play and the audience. It is Athens, 402 BC. The playwright, the beloved Sophocles, has died. The people are watching a posthumous production, reverently put on by his son. They hear a wise man’s last lyrical judgments, after ninety-two years, on life and death, good and evil, justice and mercy.

Maybe it was a good thing that the old poet had died. It spared him the sight of Athens’ final agony. Athens, richest and most powerful of the Greek city states, had established herself as the head of an empire. Other states paid tribute to her for their common protection. Her might had threatened the security of her chief military rival, Sparta, and her trade on the seas, from Sicily all the way to south Russia on the Black Sea, threatened her chief naval rival, Corinth. It had come to war. The democratic leader of Athens, the general Pericles, had adopted a strategy of endurance. Athens could not muster an army half as large or as effective as the Spartan infantry; but Sparta, for her part, could not muster from her small population an army sufficient to bring the whole city under. So, while the Spartans razed the Athenian countryside, burning farms and villages, the people retreated inside the city walls, waiting, while their navy sailed forth to harass the ports near Sparta and her allies. Pericles, in other words, required his people to be patient, to see ahead, and to sacrifice.

He was probably the only man in Athens who could have succeeded at it, just as Washington was the only man in the colonies who could have  held together the rag-end of the Continental Army at Valley Forge. But a plague arrived by rats aboard trading ships from the East. Many thousands of ill-housed people were crowded into Athens; and many thousands of them died, including Pericles himself. No more preaching of patience then. The demagogues prevailed—men who played to the passions of the mob. Athens, increasingly arrogant and unscrupulous, given to wild swings in strategy, was on her way to self-destruction. Finally in 405 BC, its sailors demoralized, possibly betrayed by their officers, the Athenian fleet, of all things, was surprised by the Spartans, and four thousand citizens aboard were put to death. In 404 the Athenians fell to the final Spartan siege, and they knew they must now suffer the cruelties they had caused others to suffer in the days when they were filled with insolence and pride:
That night no one slept. They wept for the dead, but far more bitterly for themselves, when they reflected what things they had done to the people of Melos, when taken by siege, to the people of Histiaea, and Skione and Torone and Aegina, and many more of the Hellenes. (Xenophon, Hellenica II. 2, 3)
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Athens’ Athletes

No citizen has any right to be an amateur in the matter of physical training: it is part of his profession as a citizen to keep himself in good condition, ready to serve his state at a moment’s notice.

From Xenophon, Memorabilia (3.12)

That was before sports were turned into mass entertainment. The Greek citizen understood that he had better keep himself prepared for war—which meant hand-to-hand combat—at any time. It would have made as much sense to him to give voting rights to women as to throw armor on them to be mowed down on the battlefield.



Sophocles had died just before the end. He had been a fine lad back in the old time of Athenian glory—chosen to lead a band of boys to celebrate the great Athenian victory over the Persians at Salamis. All his life he had praised Athens, rejoicing in the freedom of mind that a democratic constitution can foster. Yet he also warned against believing that civic laws need pay no attention to laws that are older than the city, laws as old as man.




Laws that cannot be amended 

Note that well: some laws are as old as man. Today, our elites and social planners will have none of it. In the infamous case Planned Parenthood v. Casey, Supreme Court Justice Anthony Kennedy, writing for the majority, declared that “at the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life” (505, US, 851). Do not be seduced by such airy talk. When we detach ourselves from our heritage, our traditions, our most deeply held beliefs about the world and our place in it, we gain alienation, not freedom. It may be that my concept of existence includes redistribution of wealth, at gunpoint. The chaos that Kennedy’s nonsense invites would be intolerable. So the State steps in—and what prevails is not the culture of a free people, living and celebrating and, yes, sometimes worshiping together, coming to compromises that will respect their way of life and the nature of man. What prevails are the whims of judges such as Anthony Kennedy. And we “progress,” like lemmings.

Sophocles had warned against such separation of the laws we pass from the laws of our being. Now he bids farewell to his beloved Athens, and to the little rural Athenian village of Colonus where he was a boy. Colonus is where old Oedipus has arrived—Colonus, lovely as of old, not  trampled and charred. And the Athens on stage will be blessed for welcoming Oedipus, not for gain, but for right. Those Athenians of old were pious, and knew the laws that our common suffering teaches. Says the governor Theseus to the blind man in the grotto:
I do not forget my own upbringing in exile,

Like yours, and how many times I battled, alone,

With dangers to my life, in foreign lands.

I could not turn from any fellow-man,

Coming as you come, or deny him help.

I know that I am man; in the day to come

My portion will be as yours, no more, no less.





So the old Athens, now no more.

The new Athens, once brash, now humiliated, never again to rise to the same glory, was losing her moral bearings even before she swaggered into war with Sparta. “Man is the measure of all things,” said the sophist Protagoras, preaching a moral relativism that democracies find hard to ignore.1 It’s easy to see why: it flatters the people and gives them leave to choose what laws they please, or what wars they please. Tradition helps to bind us to our duty, but relativism brushes duty aside with a lazy sweep of the hand. If I’m the one who chooses what is “good” and “bad,” then I might as well call “good” the things I like—voting myself shares of other people’s money, or shacking up with a whore from Crete—and call “bad” the things my enemy likes. The result is not tolerance but, again, alienation. But somebody has to prevail, unless we’re going to suffer looting in the streets for fun and profit. The somebodies, in our day, are the policymaking elites. They will tell us that an unmarried woman with a child is as good as a family, or that a man attracted to other males should be a scoutmaster. Then if we try to tell them they are “wrong,” they will hurl our relativism back in our teeth. “Wrong? There is no such thing as wrong,” they smile. “And if there is, we’ll be the first to let you know.”

Athenian policy after the death of Pericles took Protagoras at his words. “Do not talk to us of justice,” say the Athenian ambassadors to the rulers of the neutral island of Melos. “You will submit to us, or we will destroy you; justice is merely the will of the powerful.” When the Melians declined, the Athenians slew the men and herded the women and children into slavery.2 The audience remembers. They see an Athens on stage that calls them back to their better aspirations. And they see a Thebes, mercenary, unnatural Thebes, that reminds them of what they have become. And they weep.

It would be interesting to list the reasons why such a dramatic moment could not transpire in another fading democracy, ours. Surely one reason has to do with piety, that forgotten virtue. Those Athenians could still be shamed for not revering the example of their forefathers at Salamis, then united with the Spartans against their common enemy the Persians. They could be shamed by the virtue of their legendary ruler, Theseus. They were still willing to hear hard truths about themselves.


Nine Politically Incorrect Truths about Greek Homosexuality


1. It was a shame to be considered effeminate.

2. Effeminacy included the constant pursuit of sexual pleasure.

3. Grown men who had relations with one another were thought contemptible.

4. The phenomenon cannot be understood apart from those male blood-brotherhoods and friendships which in most cultures do not involve sexual intercourse.

5. Older men sought adolescent (and beardless) boys.

6. It was never accepted by members of every class.

7. It seems to have gone promiscuous after the demise of the free polis.

8. It spread venereal disease.

9. At its most spiritual, as in Plato, it directed men toward lives of virtue, of struggle in the battlefield or in the assembly. Athens was not San Francisco.





But shame is not so powerful a weapon now. We live in an effeminate day. We slander our fathers, and hug ourselves for doing it. It costs us nothing but the chance to grow wise.

Then let us recall what the Greeks bequeathed to us, which we have squandered. We might discover the errors the Athenians made in the fifth century, those that brought sadness to the last days of Sophocles. I don’t mean errors of political judgment, which in this world are inevitable, but intellectual errors, born of self-satisfaction and nursed by idleness and wealth.




Athens: Better than the rest 

As I write, Buddhist monks are marching through the streets of Burma, denouncing the nation’s military dictatorship and chanting, “Democracy, democracy!” How strange that is! Would Catholic priests, even in secular France, chant for rule by lamas? For better or for worse, when the world thinks of a just and rational system of government dedicated to liberty, it turns to the West. It turns not to ancient Peking or Persepolis, but to Athens. Even when our despots lie, they use the language of democracy. They lie in a vulgar Greek.

I’m no idolator of the vote. It’s a tool, and needs to be judged as such, according to how well it secures justice, and encourages a people to live good lives. But our schools teach two contradictory things about our democratic culture, and, marvelous to behold, they get both wrong. First, they teach that the vote is not a tool but the very object of justice. Choice is everything, and it doesn’t matter what you choose. Second, they teach that different cultures are all equal, even cultures that do not respect our idol  of choice! But this happy lie is impossible to uphold when we look at the legacy Athens has left us in government, science, art, and philosophy. Where do people prosper, enjoy leisure, and reap the benefits of great inventions and discoveries? In lands where the heirs of Athens dwell.

Sure, the Greeks were far from perfect. They were sinners just as we. They employed plenty of slaves. The worst-treated of these were those prisoners of war sent down into the silver mines; in a couple of years the toxic fumes would kill them. Sparta survived and thrived by turning all of its free men of fighting age into professional soldiers, to ensure that the enslaved people of the surrounding countryside could not revolt. Greek aristocrats developed a cult of pederasty: if your son had curly hair and a nice physique, you had to watch out. Women did much of the work in and around the house, but were not consistently honored for it; the farmer-poet Hesiod calls them pests sent down by Zeus to punish mankind.3


Nor was Greek politics always a matter of rational argument in open debate. Athens had at times been seized by tyrants, usually supported by the middle class. Pisistratus once tried to win an election by dressing an unusually tall woman as the goddess Athena, and having her cry out from a racing chariot, “Athena for Pisistratus!”4 That early piece of demagoguery didn’t work, so he took power by a military coup. Then (for he was a benign man, otherwise) he bought the people’s support by means of building projects and elaborate festivals. His sons who succeeded him never mastered that art. One was slain by a rival in a homosexual affair. The other was exiled, traveling to Persia to help the emperor Darius turn the Greek world into a tributary province.

So there was good reason why Plato labeled democracy as the most debased form of government.5 It was democracy that brought Athens to humiliating defeat at the hands of Sparta. It was democracy that sentenced his teacher Socrates to death. It was democracy that handed power to the passions of a rabble. Imagine what Plato would say of our polls and focus groups.

Still, we owe those Greeks an incalculable debt. They gave us the defining epics of the West, Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey. Out of an old religious festival to the wine god Dionysus they developed that heady form of art we call drama. They sculpted the human form with a beauty and scientific precision that would not be equaled until the Renaissance. They erected human-scale temples and courts of such incomparable beauty and convenience that even now, 2,500 years later, our homes and offices in the West echo their porticoes and pediments and colonnades. They learned all the mathematics the Babylonians had to teach, and incorporated it into a systematic geometry. Breaking free of the bonds of practical utility and bookkeeping, they invented the notion of proof, and added astonishing discoveries of their own, without the assistance of numerals. Archimedes estimated the number of grains of sand on earth, and in the midst of this jeu d’esprit came within a hair of inventing calculus. 6 When he wasn’t playing with number theory, Archimedes was more practically employed: inventing fancy catapults, for instance, to defend his city, Syracuse, against Roman invaders.

The Greeks invented rational analysis of modes of government—what we call political science. Herodotus journeyed across Asia Minor and into Egypt to learn what he could about local life, and to pick up information from eyewitnesses of the Persian War. He is called the father of history, but he might as well be called the father of geography and the father of ethnography. The Greeks began man’s quest to discover the unseen unity and order underlying the wild variety presented by physical nature. Democritus coined the term atom, meaning a particle that cannot be split.7


But when they turned their attention to man, and the good that man longs to possess, the Greeks burst into a flowering of creativity that puts our schools to shame. They invented philosophy and all its branches: linguistic, metaphysical, moral, political, and epistemological. Seldom has a poet written with more sensitivity to beauty than did the philosopher Plato, and among poets only Shakespeare and Dante can rival Sophocles  for philosophical acuity. Only a philosopher at heart could have written  Oedipus at Colonus, but only a philosophical people could have fully appreciated it.

The Greeks weren’t naturally more intelligent than anybody else. Then why did these things happen there? The answers will entangle us in political incorrectness at every step.




Father, not mother 

At the dawn of historical records, the people who lived in Greece, like other people near the Mediterranean Sea, worshipped fertility gods.8  They sacrificed to Mother Earth, the womb and the tomb for us all, blindly ever-generating and ever-destroying nature. But around 1500 BC, nomads from the steppes of central Asia, the so-called Dorians, swept into Asia Minor and Greece. These Dorians spoke an Indo-European language, related to Germanic, Latin, Celtic, and Sanskrit. As they were not farmers, they did not adore the earth. Rather they worshipped the gods of the vast sky they saw all about them on the plains.

These sky gods were also, naturally enough, gods of light and the things we associate with light: freedom, beauty, laughter, and intelligence. Their chief god was Father Zeus (Germanic Tiw, as in “Tuesday,” and Roman Deus pater, which became Deuspiter or Jupiter). He was endowed with the glory and cunning and might that make one divus (Lat.) or dios  (Gk.). He was bathed in light.

Now an odd thing happened: Just as the invading Dorians did not wipe out the natives, so their religion did not wipe out the old fertility cults. It only suppressed them, and that made for a rich system of incompatible gods. The story is told in Hesiod’s Theogony as a battle between the generations. The old gods ruled by brute force, or tried to: Ouranos, god of the heavens, hated the children of his wife Gaia, the earth, and stuffed them back into her belly. Then Gaia, showing the first glint of intelligence  in the cosmos, gave her son Cronus an iron sickle and told him to wait in ambush the next time Ouranos made love to her. When night fell, Ouranos “covered” Gaia, but Cronus sliced off his father’s testicles and cast them into the sea. No testicles, no throne.

Cronus then ruled by force. His trick was to swallow his children whole. But his wife Rhea, aided now by Ouranos and Gaia both, slipped him a rock in a blanket while spiriting her baby away to be raised in hiding. That baby’s name was Zeus. He in turn overthrew his father, but—and here is the point—by intelligent alliances, and not by force alone. He gave powerful positions to some of the older gods. Hecate was made goddess of the underworld and patron of warriors. The Styx, dread river of the underworld, gained the honor of being invoked whenever the gods swore an oath. The horrible Titans of the hundred arms, Briareus, Cottus, and Gyes, were allowed to eat and drink with the young gods on Olympus. They proved indispensible when the other Titans tried to dethrone Zeus. It was no small advantage to have creatures who could hurl a hundred spears at once.

It’s a strange concoction. The “old” gods, associated with earth and blood and lust and vengeance, still exist, and claim their due. But they must be governed. They submit to Zeus, the cunning and mighty. He is cunning, but he can be tricked; he is strong, but not strong enough to ignore the rest. It’s a system that invites the mind to probe the riddles of human life. How can the passions be governed by reason? Should they always be? What is the relationship between authority and goodness? Can the old traditions be violated at will? Is there a law to which even the gods must submit—a law which Ouranos and Cronus violated, and perhaps Zeus too? Is there such a thing as progress or moral evolution, and if so, where is it going? What remains changeless?
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Hippocrates Was Pro-life

“I swear by Apollo the healer . . .

“I will not give a fatal draught to anyone if I am asked, nor will I suggest any such thing. Neither will I give a woman means to procure an abortion.

“I will be chaste and religious in my life and in my practice.”

From the Hippocratic Oath 




Man turned a corner in Greece, and this religion was partly responsible. The dramatist Aeschylus recounts it in mythic form.9 Orestes learns that his father, King Agamemnon, has been butchered. Blood calls for blood; that is the ancient law of vengeance. But the murderer was his own mother, Clytemnestra. How can he kill the woman who bore him and suckled him? The mother’s claim too is primal. What must he do? The traditions, by themselves, offer no escape. When he does kill Clytemnestra, he is pursued by the Furies, ancient and hideous goddesses of the underworld, who avenge those who violate the old taboos of blood. They are also the terrible gnawings of Orestes’ awakening conscience. He cannot endure it; he flies to Athens to stand trial before the gods. There the young goddess of wisdom, Athena, will preside. It is the old against the new, the instinctual against the rational, the Furies against Apollo, Orestes’ protector, with Aeschylus giving the Furies the better of the argument. The jurymen deadlock. Athena casts the deciding vote, for acquittal. Because she was born from the head of Zeus, she says, she always favors the father. Therefore she favors the rights of the city: the king’s murderer must be punished.

We mark here a shift from the tribe to the polis—free men debating and determining what course to take. The biggest surprise is not how the jurymen vote (and, given the case, their vote is fair), but that there is a jury at all. They are none other than the free men of Athens. Men have the capacity—not the right, but the capacity, if they set their minds to it—to govern themselves. They can acknowledge the rights of tradition, of the unwritten laws, of mothering nature, and in so doing they can order their affairs rationally. If they have a king, he should be like Sophocles’ Theseus: calm, patriotic, and wise in the glory and the frailty of man’s soul. This self-government of a people is a gift from Zeus. It conforms them to  that god enthroned upon Olympus whom they call “father of gods and men” not because of his reproductive habits (which are prodigious), but because of his political strategy and the power of his mind.




The Greek Isles Effect 

The compromise on Olympus reflected the sorts of government the Greeks almost had to invent. Consider the terrain of the Greek lands. It is furrowed with rugged mountains and ravines. There are plenty of splendid harbors, but no long navigable rivers. The weather is excellent for farming, especially for cultivating the grape and the all-purpose olive, but it is hard to find enough flatland for raising huge stores of grain. The Greeks, then, could not be self-sufficient; they had to trade. Nor could any one city establish a vast empire covering the whole area. Before Alexander the Great and his armies, it was impossible.

So the Greeks built small outposts of highly advanced civilization: the polis, or city-state, from which we derive our word “political.” These city-states studded the Greek peninsula, the Aegean, the Turkish shores, and, eventually, Sicily and southern Italy, with hundreds of self-governing communities. They were not all democratic. Most began as hereditary kingdoms or as aristocracies, governed by the influential men of the oldest and most established families. It was, if you will pardon an anachronism, a kind of federalism, guaranteeing plenty of freedom for the polis, and making each into a laboratory for statesmanship, the arts, poetry, philosophy, and almost any other creative endeavor you can name.

It’s worthwhile to pause to appreciate this phenomenon, which I’d like to call the Greek Isles Effect. It isn’t peculiar to Greece. We can find it among the Christian monasteries in the Middle Ages, the fledgling states in America, and the Italian republics of the Renaissance. We can find it, though disincarnate, on the Internet now. In all these cases there is some  form of unity, more cultural than governmental, coinciding with great freedom to experiment.

Let’s look at the unity first. Allowing for dialects, the Greeks were united by a single language. They were united by forms of worship; we see this at the Pan-Hellenic games, the most famous of which were in Olympia. They were united by their mythological and literary heritage. A Greek from Halicarnassus off the coast of Turkey would recall Achilles’ dilemma in the Iliad, and would be able to discuss it with a fellow Greek born in Thebes on the mainland but now residing in Acragas, thousands of miles away in Sicily. Precisely because they valued that tradition, they could converse with one another. Unlike the students in our tradition-despising schools, they had something to look at in common. Ask a college senior to recite a short poem by that most American of poets, Robert Frost, and he will look at you blankly. Ask him to name a single general of the Revolutionary War other than Washington, and he will ask why you are troubling him with trivia. Even if he has learned to think, he has very little to think about or with. He is, intellectually, like a peasant without the wheel and the plow. The Greeks did not suffer that deprivation.
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Did Plato Foresee Madonna?

The introduction of a new kind of music must be shunned as imperiling the whole state; since styles of music are never disturbed without affecting the most important political institutions.

From Plato’s Republic (Book IV, 424c)

 



Hardly anything in Plato strikes us as sillier than his caution about music. The typical charge against the philosopher was that he distanced himself too coolly from the demands of the body, but here he acknowledges them frankly, while we are the ones who believe that the pounding, unorganized, relentless beats of hip-hop will have no effect on us at all.




The shared myths were the fertile soil wherein their imaginations took root.

But it did not take root in the same way in all places. Why should it have? We now preach a superficial diversity, but there’s more variety in the polar ice cap than among the regimens of our public schools. The Greeks enjoyed real diversity. In a way, they had to. I’ve mentioned Greek unity; no less important was their separateness. They could feast one another, and they could fight one another. Since their cities were relatively small, they had to train their boys both for self-government and for war.

The Greeks found that infantry made up of the “hoplite” warriors, men disciplined to fight as a team, each shielding the man to his left, could withstand noblemen on horse or the slave armies of Persia. But citizens who fight demand a say in government. So the Greek boy, at the age of reason, was taken to the open-air palaestra to be educated to be a self-disciplined fighter and citizen. He would learn music, to train his soul—the songs, that is, of Homer and the poets; and he would train his body in strength and agility, by regular competition.10


The gymnasia (literally, “places to be nude in”) were at the heart of Greek political and cultural life. They did not treat the boys as babies. Far from it. Consider what the boys must have overheard. Every adult man who could spare the time from his occupation was expected to keep his body fit at the gymnasion, in part because his city might need him in war, but also because it was the right and beautiful thing to do. There, as men always do when they are free, they engaged in ceaseless conversation about city life, money, sport, the gods, truth and illusion, good and evil. Philosophy was born in a men’s club, in the sweat of a wrestling ring.

So then, each city developed its own ways, as each trained its own fighters. Some, like Sparta, had kings; and some kings were genuine rulers, while others were cultic figureheads. Some cities were governed by wealth. Some marched towards democracy, with Athens the most  daring among them. By the middle of the fifth century BC, all Athenian offices but the few requiring special expertise (the generalship, for example) were filled by lottery. Every free man had an equal chance of sitting in the legislative council of five hundred, and almost everyone would, at some time in his life, serve the city in some important capacity. No election campaigns, then, and no empty promises. Better yet, no sincere campaign promises to reward the idle at the expense of the industrious, or the restless at the expense of the contented. So long as there were leaders who were intelligent and patriotic, who could resist equality’s tendency to slouch towards mediocrity and envy, the system worked.

Each city was known for a skill or a virtue or a habit that set it apart from the rest. Mytilene had the best masons. Corinth made the finest pottery. Thebes enjoyed a fertile plain. People were proud of their home-lands, in a way we find hard to understand, because we lack the vitality of their local civic life. It explains why Socrates, condemned to death unjustly for “corrupting the youth of Athens,” would not try to escape. The law of the city, though unjustly applied, commanded his respect, even his love. So Socrates imagines the Laws of Athens speaking to him:
Are you so wise as to have forgotten that compared with your mother and father and all the rest of your ancestors your country is something far more precious, more venerable, more sacred, and held in greater honor both among gods and among all reasonable men? Do you not realize that you are even more bound to respect and placate the anger of your country than your father’s anger? (Crito, 51a-b)





The notes of that same love, fierce and noble, without self-pity or sentimentality, can be heard too in the epitaph to the Spartan three hundred who gave their lives blocking the pass against Persian invaders at Thermopylae: “Stranger, go tell at Sparta that we lie here in obedience to her command.”11


The Greeks believed so strongly that the free polis provided man the best chance for enjoying the good life, that when their cities grew too crowded they sent people away to form new cities elsewhere. These would maintain commercial and military alliances with the mother city, but they were not colonies in our sense. They governed themselves. When Aristotle said, “Man is a political animal,” he didn’t mean “Man loves to meddle in the affairs of others,” but “Man by his nature best thrives in a polis”—a small, self-governing city-state, whose citizens would know one another by sight or family or reputation, and would take an active and regular part in the city’s direction.12


Anything else is “barbarian” and to be pitied. It could mean suffering rule by imperial bureaucrats sent from a capital far away, or immersion in a state so large that almost no one is intimately involved in governing. It could mean a life like that of the Cyclops in Homer’s Odyssey:


Nor do they meet in council, those Cyclops,

Nor hand down laws; they live on mountaintops,

In deep caves; each one rules his wife and children,

And every family ignores its neighbors. (9.112–15)



All such conditions cramp the arena for intellectual and practical virtue. For all practical purposes and despite ceaseless electioneering, they also characterize life in the technocratic welfare states of contemporary America and most of Western Europe.




Tradition and the natural law 

What happened, then? What brought the Athenians to mourn their lost integrity, as they sat silently under the sky and heard the songs of Oedipus at Colonus as of a voice from the dead? What happened to Athens has, in great measure, happened to the West all over again. Pride and stupidity explain much; rapacity explains more. But also deeply implicated in the Athenian fall were a few destructive ideas: there is no such thing as what is objectively good or bad. The “wisdom” of the past is mere social convention. It grows obsolete with the setting sun. It marks no hard-won victory for a people, demanding reverence. It should be left to the dustheap.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read:


The Greeks by H. D. F. Kitto; New York: Penguin, 1950.

 



A splendid, genial book written before the culture wars were underway, by a man who loved Greek art and drama and poetry, and who will give you a most friendly and sensible introduction to them. Criticism nowadays will not condescend to clarity or charity—or common sense.



Do these ideas not sound familiar? Can an American read three pages of a newspaper or listen to a political pundit or a schoolteacher for five minutes without encountering them?

I define modern man partly by his scorn for tradition. He cannot see it as the distilled experience of his ancestors, the result of generations of men and women coming to terms with the laws that govern our existence. Yet the sense that traditions are  holy provided those energetic Greeks with a constant source of moral and religious issues to ponder. They were restless intellectually and politically; yet their sense of the beauty of the cosmos and the deep order of all things gave them salutary boundaries. Such piety, even when not well thought out, helped to protect them from the nonsense that “right” is whatever a majority may wish it to be. It may be seen in Plato’s Euthyphro , a savage satire against the self-serving, “intellectual” wordplay of a young man about to testify in court against his own father—and who is proud to do it. Culturally, our schools turn out Euthyphros all the time. If in little else, they succeed in that.

That piety reminds men of the natural law they must obey, lest they destroy themselves. Nor does it matter that the law may be hard to apply to the particular case. The tragedians Aeschylus, Sophocles, and Euripides enmesh their characters in terrible quandaries. Should you keep your promise to your comrades in arms and cajole the poor Philoctetes to rejoin  the Trojan War, even if it means deceiving the man once again—since it was you, Odysseus, who had marooned him on an uninhabited island nine years before? Should you, Prometheus, submit to the overbearing power of Zeus, and let him know of the prophesied threat to his throne? Should you, Eteocles, pay heed to the wailing women of your city and not  confront your brother with the sword, though he is leading a force of seven armies against your seven gates? Should you, Theseus, slay your son Hippolytus when your wife, Phaedra, claims that he has ravished her? The answer is never easy. And it is never, “act according to your opinion.”




Athenian relativists 

The idea that good and evil are “socially constructed,” mere conventions, is not new to us. For it’s not only truth that is timeless; the more obvious falsehoods are, too. This one emerged from the hotbed of fifth-century Athens. It is, in part, the work of the Sophists, the first professional educators in the West. The Sophists, up for private hire, trained young men in rhetoric, to hold their own in the debates at the Assembly. Soon they acquired the reputation of tonic salesmen. In The Clouds, Aristophanes casts Socrates, of all people, as a Sophist who makes money by teaching various forms of slick impiety.

His students laugh at the inconsistencies in the stories of the gods. They learn how to argue, to satisfy their greed or their lust, that good is bad and bad is good. Socrates, descending from the clouds, has replaced the gods, substituting verbal trickery for virtue. That’s unfair to Socrates, who was no Sophist. But in that new and utilitarian education, we abandon truth for the willingness to score points; and that, finally, subjects the mind to both worldliness and impracticality. It’s a foul combination. We are worldly because we scorn the truth in favor of what will turn heads in some political arena. We are impractical because the truth is the truth—whether we like it or not.

Marx reduced the spirit of man to material desires, and believed that central planning could deliver goods more efficiently than could a free market. He was wrong on both counts. Our feminizing schools reduce male and female to a few minor details of plumbing, and then preach that pills and white balloons will provide a remedy for human lust. Wrong—and soul-destroying—on both counts.

But in Athens, as now, there was a market for the sophistical wares. Man needs wisdom, but what he needs and what he buys are two different things. Wisdom may cry at the gates, but man is too busy at the mall to hear. He likes to hear Protagoras say that man is the measure of all things, and concludes that the good or the evil or the existence or nonexistence of a thing depends upon how he chooses to consider it. “Justice is the will of the stronger,” says Thrasymachus, lampooned in Plato’s  Republic.13 The historian Thucydides suggests that Athens gleefully accepted that “wisdom,” and tried to use it, as I have mentioned, to bludgeon the island of Melos.

Thucydides wrote after Athens’ great defeat. He loathed such opportunism and relativism. In fact, every one of the great playwrights and thinkers of ancient Greece believed in objective moral truth. They did not believe it was easy to grasp. It must be sought, struggled for, and granted new life from age to age. But it exists, and is universal. When the old and feeble Priam, king of Troy, appears in the tent of his enemy Achilles to plead for his son Hector’s body, the great warrior is astonished. There is nothing impressive about an old man on his knees, but to Achilles at that moment Priam looks like a god. He reminds him of another old man, his father Peleus, far across the Aegean, whom he has not seen in ten years, and whom he knows he will not see again. “Honor then the gods, Achilles,” cries Priam,


. . . and take pity upon me remembering your father, yet I am still more pitiful;  I have gone through what no other mortal on earth has gone through;

I put my lips to the hands of the man who has killed my children. (Iliad, 24.503–506)



Give me back my son, he cries. It simply is the right thing to do. The two men, old and young, Trojan and Greek, enemies in war, sit weeping in the twilight. They are one in their humanity, one in their suffering and loneliness.

The Greeks derived their sense of right-dealing from a hardheaded look at man’s frailty. They had the most advanced medicine in the West until the late nineteenth century, they lived in the open air and the sun, they ate a healthy diet, they exercised even as old men; so they lived a long time. But “health care” was something they had to provide for themselves, and eventually all the care in the world will be in vain. Death looms over our glory, and should instruct us against hubris, literally “haughtiness” or “uppityness.” So when Odysseus, disguised as a beggar, goes round the table at his house, asking for bread from the men who are suing for the hand of his wife Penelope, he approaches the ringleader Antinous, and asks him to consider how the Fates that set a man high can ruin him too:


I, too, was once a man of means; my house was rich; I often gave to vagabonds, whoever they might be, who came in need.

There I had countless slaves and all those things that grace a man whom men consider blessed.

But Zeus, the son of Cronus, then was pleased to ruin me. (Odyssey, 17.419–24)
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Athens’ Athletes II

“No Greeks ever shook hands after a fight, no Greek ever was the first to congratulate his conqueror; defeat was felt as a disgrace.”

From E. Norman Gardiner, Athletics in the Ancient World


 



Nor were the Greeks unusual in this regard. The only dew to soften the dry, hard heart of man fell from one apparently defeated, upon a cross.




Antinous replies by requesting the “pest” to get lost, flinging a footstool at him when his back is turned. Fittingly, he will be the first suitor to die when Odysseus begins his avenging slaughter. The drinker and slick talker will take an arrow sunk in his throat up to the feathers, just as he is raising a goblet of wine to his lips.

Even a relativist may toss a beggar some bread—especially if, as was the case for Antinous, it is somebody else’s bread. What’s hard is to admit that a whole people, a state, must submit to the right. It’s not politically correct to talk that way, now. It’s not “democratic.” But we should listen to Sophocles. A close friend of Pericles, he was fascinated by the tension between the popular and the eternal, or between political expediency and justice. In Oedipus at Colonus, he shows that blessings come to the pious and not to those who act from temporary, utilitarian motives. And the primacy of the natural law is at the heart of his brilliant Antigone.

The play is often read as a protest against the bullying power of government, or against patriarchy. It is actually a conservative warning against radical democracy, and a reminder that reason too can be puffed up with hubris and, like a tyrant, usurp the authority of laws that we intuit rather than deduce.

The situation is this: Eteocles and Polynices, sons of the exiled Oedipus and rivals to the throne of Thebes, have slain one another in battle.  Creon, the uncle of the two young men, is left in power. His only consideration, so he says, is the welfare of the polis:
No man who is his country’s enemy

Shall call himself my friend. Of this I am sure—

Our country is our life; only when she

Rides safely, have we any friends at all.





So he commands that Eteocles be buried with full military honor, while his brother Polynices must lie to rot outside the city walls, his body guarded by sentries. Creon considers only the day’s politics—justice is defined according to the city’s advantage. One brother must be elevated as a hero and the other condemned as a traitor. Morally, though, there is not much to choose between them, as the audience knew. Eteocles had gained the popular allegiance and ousted his elder brother in a coup. Polynices would not sit content, but roused up six other kings to help him attack his own city. Clearly an unnatural act; but then, the younger brother should not have driven the elder into exile, nor should the two now be lying dead, each slain by the other’s hand.

Such considerations mean nothing to Creon. But it is the welfare of the city that seems not to enter the mind of the young Antigone, sister to the two dead men. Her world at first glance appears to be narrower than Creon’s: a world of intense loyalty to family and blood. I doubt that it is narrower, but it is a dreadfully real world, more immediately present to the human heart. She knows only that a beloved brother lies unburied. So she steals past the sentries to scatter a little ritual dust upon the body. Caught in the act, she is haled before Creon.

We might expect the passionate woman to fly into speeches of frenzy. Antigone is certainly capable of it. And we might expect Creon, the clear-sighted, manly ruler, to speak dispassionately about reasons of state, and why we must set personal motives aside. It doesn’t happen. What Sophocles gives us is startling. It is Creon, the “democrat,” the political man,  who gradually reveals motives of insecurity and hunger for power, lurking beneath his city boosterism. “There’s a party of malcontents in the city,” he grumbles, “rebels against my word and law” (emphasis mine); you might call it a vast right-wing conspiracy of tradition. Meanwhile, Antigone affirms with rational clarity our duty to revere eternal laws which we have not deduced by reason and cannot alter by civic assembly:


That order did not come from God. Justice,

That dwells with the gods below, knows no such law.

I did not think your edicts strong enough

To overrule the unwritten unalterable laws

Of God and heaven, you being only a man.

They are not of yesterday or to-day, but everlasting,

Though where they came from, none of us can tell.



Creon will not be budged. He condemns Antigone to go down to the underworld gods—to be buried alive in a tomb: “Go then, and share your love among the dead.” In doing so he asserts a radical democratic claim: the old gods may be ignored. Tradition be damned. We can pass laws as we wish. Family rights mean nothing. But the people of Thebes begin to turn in sympathy to Antigone, whom they do not like, but who appeals for a justice beyond self-interest. Even Creon’s son Haemon, Antigone’s betrothed, warns the king that disaster hangs over him. At that, Creon calls upon the same natural law he has been abrogating. For the young should revere their elders: “Am I to take lessons at my time of life,” he scoffs, “from a fellow of his age?” Haemon’s reply cuts to the heart: “It isn’t a question of age, but of right and wrong.”

Not until his niece Antigone, his son Haemon, and his wife Eurydice have all committed suicide does Creon see that his wickedness, clothed in the garb of civic virtue, has destroyed him. In denying the fundamental rights of family and blood relation, he condemns his own family to  death, and becomes a man accursed, unfit for rule of the city. “I am nothing,” he weeps. “I have no life.”

Creon’s mistake is not that he is male. He happens to be male, prone to boastfulness, aggressiveness, and a love of power. He clearly also treats women with contempt. Haemon’s love for Antigone he dismisses coarsely: “Oh, there are other fields for him to plough.” Those are character flaws, and they play a part in his downfall. But the mistake, the trigger, is his abrogation of the natural law. He might have been female, prone to touchiness, guile, timidity, and hatred of men. The Nanny of today’s American politics comes to mind. Make the same mistake, suffer the same fate. The trigger cannot tell whose finger squeezes it.
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When Patriotism Was Real

“When [the Spartans] fight singly, they are as good men as any in the world, and when they fight in a body, they are the bravest of all. For though they be freemen, they are not in all respects free; Law is the master whom they own; and this master they fear more than thy subjects fear thee.”

From Herodotus, The Persian Wars (7.104)

 



So said a Spartan to the king of Persia, Darius, as he prepared to invade Greece. The Spartans did not produce much poetry or art, and they knew little ease in their lives. But it is not only by poetry and art that a culture can make its impression on the world. For more than two thousand years—until our own slack, effete age—we have had the example before us of that small polis and its men who were free because they acknowledged the law and feared disgrace more than death.






Beauty is not merely in the eye of the beholder 

We cannot understand the Greek desire to discover the moral and physical laws that govern the world unless we entertain a few claims that our schools ignore or reject:



[image: 014]The world is a cosmos, an ordered whole of surpassing loveliness, wherein man, surpassingly beautiful, occupies an especially interesting place. The most inter esting thing about the world is that it is a world, not a chaotic soup.


[image: 015] Beauty is not merely a matter of opinion or social convention.


[image: 016] Love, inspired by beauty, possesses a spark of the divine. Love is more than appetite.


[image: 017] Our study of the physical world and of the moral world are not to be severed from one another. They are part of the same longing for wisdom which we call philosophy.



Together, these claims constitute a potent attack on our schools and our politics. Good and evil exist. Truth exists, and we can come to know it. The beautiful exists, and we are meant to love it. For the world cannot be reduced to matter alone.

The first Greeks to call themselves philosophers strove to understand the physical world, to see what prime element underlay clouds and lions and marble and blood. We should not take for granted their bold assumption that such an element could be found, and that the world was intelligible! Thales of Miletus14 reasoned that such an element must be capable of assuming the three phases of matter: solid, liquid, and gas. Hence he posited that water was somehow the arche or foundation or origin of all things, though he knew well that you couldn’t squeeze water to make iron or clay. His successor Anaximenes voted for air. Others named earth or fire or some combination of the four so-called elements.

But there’s a logical problem with all explanations of the world that resolve it into such stuff as water or air.15 To say that the arche of the world is water doesn’t explain anything, since water is itself one of the things that requires explaining. It is circular reasoning. Nor does it help to stretch the circle as wide as the cosmos. The philosopher Anaximander, therefore, reasoned that whatever the arche is, it cannot be like the things it explains. It must be beyond predication. So he called it the ape-iron  or the boundless. 16


Historians of science now mutter. “If only the Greeks had remained on the materialist track! They might have made fantastic discoveries in chemistry and physics. But instead we lose ourselves in metaphysical speculation and theology.” They too might have had plastic cities and hearts, centuries before our time.

Yes, the Greeks might have made impressive discoveries. Thales noticed that certain signs always preceded a bumper crop of olives. So one year he bought up every oil-press he could find, and made a killing.17  But let’s pardon the Greeks for assuming that the world, and man, present more important and interesting questions than can a vat of olives. Anaximander’s objection demands to be answered. If there is a cause of the world, it cannot be one of the objects in the world—that collection of things no one of which is the cause of itself. Then it must be radically different from those objects. Then it cannot be material.

That observation seems self-evident, but today it would be derided as “unscientific.” “We can have no knowledge of things unless they are material,” says the modern professor. Is that so? Pythagoras, for instance, discovered that strings whose lengths were of certain ratios would sound notes of a certain harmony: a string half as long as another, of the same girth and stretched to the same tension, would sound a note exactly one octave higher, the so-called diapason. He saw such harmonies in all the world, and concluded, with the soul of a mathematical physicist, that all the world was made of immaterial number. When we recall that Pythagoras had no numerical system to work with, and that for him and his fellow Greeks the sentence 3 x 2 = 6 meant that “a rectangle made by segments three units long and two units wide will have an area of six square units,” we sense that for him “number” meant ratio, exact relationship. We might say, more poetically, that the world is made of harmonic law. Such was the awe with which Pythagoras contemplated this truth, that he attracted a group of devoted followers, who joined him in religious devotions inspired by the laws of numbers. They revered him as a saint.18


It’s easy to laugh at their innocence, but Pythagoras has rolled an engine of war into the camp to stand alongside Anaximander. What is the status of such mathematical objects as a triangle? The Greeks were too enthusiastically discovering the laws of geometrical objects to relegate them to mere human invention, the tics of certain minds in flight from the “real” world. When Euclid showed how you can prove the theorem of Pythagoras by constructing a set of parallelograms, with only a straight-edge and a compass—that is, with no numerals and no calibration—and by the rules of strict reason, he did not believe he was dissecting an unreality. More than that. He knew he had shown with absolute certainty that the theorem was correct, although neither Pythagoras nor he had ever seen or could ever see a line of infinitesimal thinness, or a circle exactly circular, or a right angle that was just right.

After Socrates had needled his fellow Athenians for claiming to know what they had only heard, his pupil Plato strove to discover how we could come to certain truth, rather than accept convention or give up altogether. Naturally, then, he turned, as Immanuel Kant much later, to mathematics. But Plato did not make the tremendous error that has kept much of modern philosophy bottled up in symbolic logic and linguistic analysis. Plato didn’t assume that everything had to be demonstrated in the same way as the Pythagorean theorem was. Instead he asked about the nature of various kinds of objects, including mathematical objects, and about the various ways we have of knowing them, some more reliable than others. That’s why, according to one ancient account, he caused a sign to be hung over the door of his Academy: “No one ignorant of geometry may enter here.”19


Plato saw that the knowledge we have of a triangle was knowledge of a genuine thing, not a figment of the imagination. Such knowledge lay waiting for discovery. It was also knowledge of a universal. When we prove Pythagoras’ theorem, we know something about all right triangles, not just this one or that one. That led Plato to consider a mysterious property  of language and the world. We say “cat” and “tree” and know that we are not talking necessarily about any particular cat or tree, or any cat or tree we have materially seen. We mean something other than “Tabby” or “the oak tree in front of my house.” But how can this be? What does the term “cat” denote? There are many cats, but what do I mean when I say “cat,” if I don’t intend any particular one, dead or alive?

Plato concluded that knowledge could not be simply of matter, because we have knowledge of immaterial objects such as triangles, and because such words as “cat” are universal in their signifying, and not particular. Plato concluded, as had Anaximander, that material causes were not sufficient to explain the world or even to speak intelligibly about the things in it. So he developed his theory of the Forms  or Ideas, universal, intelligible, immaterial, and immutable. We may see all the horses in the world, but unless we conceive of the idea of What It Is Essentially to be Horse, then we don’t know what a horse is.20





The universal Good 

We can then, he argued, apply the same insight to morality, aesthetics, and politics. We may see this or that good deed. We agree that it is prudent for Themistocles to persuade the Athenians to use their new-found money to build a navy, and that it is courageous of Leonidas to stand with his small Spartan contingent to delay the Persians at Thermopylae. But what makes these actions good? What is the form of the good?
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Politics Before Polling

But in other things [Pericles] did not comply with the giddy impulses of the citizens, nor quit his own resolutions to follow their fancies, when, carried away with the thought of their strength and great success, they were eager to interfere again in Egypt, and to disturb the King of Persia’s maritime dominions.


Plutarch, Life of Pericles


 



Pericles was more than a politician: he was a leader, a manly yet modest ruler of a people that had the power to overrule him if their orators could carry the day. He knew what the people wanted, yet always did what he believed was best. But there were no pollsters back then.



A college student I met once gave me the politically correct answer in a startlingly politically incorrect form. “There is no such thing,” she said, and then gave an example. “What was good for the Nazis, was good for the Nazis. It’s all a matter of opinion.”

That was the single falsehood Plato gave his life’s work to put to rout. Is good simply a matter of material advantage—of the survival of the fattest? As we saw in Oedipus at Colonus, Theseus should welcome the aged Oedipus into the holy grove, because Oedipus is a man humbled by unimaginable suffering. So Theseus does, though he knows the Thebans will hate him for it. The good cannot depend on what gives most pleasure to the greatest number of people at the lowest cost of suffering, since the good directs what we should find pleasure in, not the other way around. Handsome Alcibiades wants to make love to Socrates. He wouldn’t be harming anyone by it, and besides, he might gain a little wisdom. But Socrates knows it would be better for Alcibiades if he learned to desire things nobler than sexual pleasure. “For anything that had happened between us when I got up after sleeping with Socrates,” says Alcibiades, “I might have been sleeping with my father or my elder brother” (Plato, Symposium 219d).

Even if what we delight in is innocent, it might prevent us from knowing the good. A man may spend his days jittering his fingers at a video game, or playing checkers with his friend Cleon. If he does little more, he is hardly a man, and no judge of the good. It would be better for him to master an art, and even better, to pursue wisdom. That is both a moral and an aesthetic judgment: as a man who throws the javelin in the fields against well-trained opponents will have a more beautiful, well-proportioned body than one who indulges himself always in the low pleasures of drink and ease.

The good of man, for both Plato and his brilliant pupil Aristotle, must involve perfection, the result of difficult moral training. This holds true  for the State as well as for the individual. Here again we touch upon lessons that modern man has forgotten—lessons that Sophocles attempted to remind his fellow Athenians to heed. When, in the Republic, Plato’s Socrates is asked to define justice, he contends that an analogy must be drawn between the microcosmos of an individual man and the cosmos of the city. He notices that there are three principal faculties in man: the intellect, by which man judges what is true; the “spirit” or “drive” by which he is moved to possess and enjoy what is noble and beautiful, and the appetite, by which he desires what seems good at the moment, such as food or sexual release.21


Now in a virtuous man these faculties must cooperate in a hierarchical harmony. No slovenly egalitarianism here. The appetite should not govern, since it does not look ahead, and does not judge the better and the best, but only seeks to gratify itself with what is present. The intellect must rule, but it cannot rule effectively without the energy of the ambition and the appetite. The “spirit” is the passion that bridges intellect and appetite. It is a reason-loving movement of the heart, full of fire and zeal.

So if you’re going to raise a virtuous child, you must not only teach him what happens to be good, you have to train him to long to possess the good. You fire his imagination with accounts of noble deeds. You set before his sight a beautiful soul: Achilles thirsting for glory, Socrates thirsting for the beautiful. Such training in virtue must prevail in the just state. Eros must be enlisted not in the pursuit of a Helen of Troy, or the wealth of Croesus, or the power of the Persian king, Xerxes. It must be enlisted in the pursuit of the justice that knits together all the classes of the state: those spurred mainly by appetite, who produce goods to buy and sell; those spurred by glory, who become valiant warriors or “guardians”; and those rare few who long for wisdom, the philosophers, who must govern the workers and merchants by means of the guardians.

The curse of democracy, as Plato saw it (and de Tocqueville, and the Adamses, as we shall see), is that the appetite may come to rule, both in the State and in the common people. We misunderstand him if we conclude that he does not believe in a vibrant civic life. Democracy, untempered by higher ideals, will rot the pith and marrow from civic life, as its tendencies are to efface all exclusive institutions—clubs, families, guilds—and leave the arena naked of anything but State power and individual will. Freedom and the franchise are not the same thing.
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A Book You’re Not Supposed to Read:


Who Killed Homer? The Demise of Classical Education and the Recovery of Greek Wisdom  by Victor Davis Hanson and John Heath; New York: Encounter Books, 2001.


Classicists now “privilege,” “uncover,” “construct,” “cruise,” “queer,” “subvert,” and “deconstruct” the “text.” Titles abound with the words “construction,” “erotics,” “poetics,” “rhetoric,” and “discourse” randomly joined by the preposition “of ” to the following

(it makes little difference which):

“manhood,” “the body,” “masculinity,”

“gender,” and “power.” (136)
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