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God speaks to each of us as he makes us,
then walks with us silently out of the night.


These are the words we dimly hear:


You, sent out beyond your recall,
go to the limits of your longing.
Embody me.


Flare up like a flame
and make big shadows I can move in.


Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror.
Just keep going. No feeling is final.
Don’t let yourself lose me.


Nearby is the country they call life.
You will know it by its seriousness.


(Rainer Marie Rilke, Book of Hours, trans. Joanna Macy)
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Introduction



Living as Friends or Strangers


The Problem of ‘Thin’ Quakerism




This is what the LORD says: “Stand at the crossroads and look; ask for the ancient paths, ask where the good way is, and walk in it, and you will find rest for your souls.” (Jeremiah 6:16)





I began to write this book because of what I feared was being lost within contemporary British Quakerism. Chief among my anxieties was the sense that many Liberal Quaker communities (of which Britain Yearly Meeting is one) have become simply incapable of communicating a collective spiritual story that can glue individual Friends together. This uncomfortable conclusion has been long in the making. When I first entered the Religious Society of Friends in the mid-2000s, I began my worship life as someone who had felt deeply alienated from the Christianity of my Anglican childhood. The ceremonies and prayers of the Sunday service neither spoke to my heart, nor satisfied my intellectual curiosity. I had, like many in their teens and early twenties, explored other religious traditions, (Buddhism, Hinduism, Judaism, and Neo-Paganism most especially). I learnt much from these encounters, and when I entered membership, I believed that these ‘universalist’ excursions would enrich the already deep sense of Divine presence I felt in gathered worship. And for a time, so they did. But as the years passed, something strange began to happen. I frequently opened the Bible in Meeting and read passages at random. I started to minister about half-forgotten childhood experiences of God, Jesus, and prayer. I assiduously ‘spoke Christian’ again, despite personal and intellectual reservations. It was almost as if a deep well of water, frozen over by a long frost, was finally beginning to melt, and something liquid and shining was again gushing forth. Initially, this renewed Christian accent was hardly noticed by Friends who sat with me. I’m sure they regarded my decisive shift in language purely as a peculiar outgrowth, entirely explicable according to my Anglican biography. But for me there was much more going on than religious nostalgia. In the course of deep silence, the reality of these old words would strike at my heart. ‘Resurrection’, ‘Salvation’, and ‘Divine love’ were no-longer dogmatic abstracts but living realities that I could feel deep within. The more I prayed and sat through these well-worn words, the more I saw the linkages between my own childhood Christianity and the radical Christ-centred faith of George Fox. It was almost as if my childhood faith was so much sheet music, only able to give me the outlines of something beautiful. Now, with the help of Quaker waiting, I could hear the symphony whole and entire. I started to see the life and vitality in Jesus’ teaching because of the way I worshipped among Friends. But the more I recognised this shift in myself, the more I sensed a Friendly indifference to things that seemed to me essential in making sense of this strange thing called ‘Quakerism’. How could we tell visitors about Quaker Testimony if we didn’t speak first about Jesus, and the Divine Spirit which inspired his life? How could we make sense of who we are as Quakers’, without nourishing our Christian roots? Was it not arrogant to assume that only this generation of Post-Christian Quakers had the right answers to religious questions? Perhaps my most shocking turnabout was my increasing discomfort with an aimless celebration of diversity. A diverse community is a beautiful and precious thing. But I began to wonder: What is the Quaker commitment to diversity for? Does it emerge from a deep place of shared understanding? Or is it just a polite way of skating over differences and avoiding conflict?


In the proliferation of Liberal Quaker self-descriptions (Theist, Non-Theist, and Universalist), I sensed not an exhilarating variety but a fraying of Quaker self-understanding. I started to see many of the most attractive features of Liberal Quakerism, its multiplicity, its theological openness, its inclusiveness, as placing hidden costs upon the spiritual unity and internal coherence of the Quaker Way. Chief among the casualties of Quaker modernism are undoubtedly Christian accounts of God, Jesus, and the spiritual life. Christian language, once the bedrock of Quaker speech and practice, is increasingly relegated to one language-option among others in an ever more elastic Society. This stretching of Quaker identity has, I saw, had profound implications. If we no longer have a shared sense of the Light, God, or Christ, what is the basis for Quaker discernment? Does each individual have their own interpretation? And if so, how could it be said that Meetings come to collective Spirit-led decisions? Once, I would have admired such pluralism. Now I shrunk from radical pluralism, seeing the refusal to say definite things to be the mark of a spiritual path that had lost both its uniqueness and its roots. While radical plurality renders contemporary British Friends more tolerant of differences, such tolerance often makes Friends unsympathetic to the notion of a shared Quaker tradition. As Ben Pink Dandelion noted wryly of this fragmentation in his 2014 Swarthmore Lecture: ‘[The] basis of our testimony is … more diffuse; that is, our plural theology means we have plural understandings of what we do in the name of Quakerism. Are we committed to peace because of Mosaic law, the teaching of Jesus, because we believe that all life is sacred, or because of Buddhism or humanism?’1 The point is well-made. We could apply the same observation to God, Jesus, or Membership, and we would be diagnosing the same problem. While it is true that Liberal Friends are frequently eloquent expositors of their personal spiritual journeys, they are often deeply reticent to express shared visions.


But as I started to sketch this thorny critique, I fretted that such a depressing starting point would end by overshadowing the affirming and loving things I wanted to say about the depths of the contemporary Quaker world. Loss and the fear of loss are very powerful emotions, as cultural conservatives will attest. The desire to conserve can drive us towards a deep love for the accumulated treasures of past generations and propel us to revere what is fragile. But such a posture comes with acute dangers. It may tempt us to an unhealthy nostalgia or push us towards an irrational fear of the present. I did not wish to be captured by such pitfalls. Whatever our failings, contemporary British Quakers are a thirsty pilgrim people, joyful in their longing for justice, for peace, and for beauty. I feel blessed to be in such a community of lovers, mystics, and seekers. Even when Friends feel uncertain and muddled about who they are and where they’re going, I contend that the shared Quaker commitment to silence calms and guards us. For all our current shortcomings, we are far from a fractured mirror. But our looking glass needs to be scrubbed and polished so that it might better reflect the light. However, in order to remain faithful to such a hopeful task, I realized that any project of Quaker retrieval needed a positive ideal to inoculate it against reaction or spiteful sectarianism. I found such an ideal in Clifford Geertz’s classic anthropological study The Interpretation of Cultures. At the heart of the book is Geertz’ contention that human societies should be understood as organised symbol-systems that shape the aims, imaginations, and desires of participants. When the field anthropologist studies the courtship rituals of a Hindu village in rural India or the birth customs of Māori people in New Zealand, we are encountering webs of meaning, weaved by generations of symbol-users who have sought to ground and circumscribe their world. In deciphering these structures, Geertz claims that anthropologists can follow two paths of explanation, either adopting a ‘thin’ or ‘thick’ description. The most obvious hallmarks of ‘thin’ descriptions are commitments to generality, universalisation, and systematisation. Those who read culture along these lines seek out general principles of organisation through specific examples. An anthropologist so minded is not interested in the details of a particular South Indian marriage-ceremony but wants to know what such activities can tell an observer about the character of human society in general. In this mode of reasoning, grand theory is applied to rites, symbols, and stories, as if from ‘above’, in an effort to unlock comprehensive structures of social organisation. In this connexion, one thinks of the daring cross-cultural approaches of Mircea Eliade and Claude Lévi-Strauss, who sought (in their different ways) to offer a universally applicable framework for understanding the character and development of human communities. In the Liberal Quaker world, this approach is followed most assiduously by Universalists. In its most extreme form, Quaker Universalism is wholly uninterested in the idiosyncrasies of Friendly faith, (its specific ways of conceptualising peace, theological conviction, or prayer), and instead, is committed to the search for general principles of ‘religion’ or ‘spirituality’ which are thought to underlie all particulars. But Geertz has a warning for Universalists of all kinds. So beguiling are the fruits of generalisation that even the most astute observer rarely notices the social object she is studying being subtly obscured by the vagaries of theory. Suddenly, without our notice, we have stopped describing a living, growing, social world, and started transforming everything into hypothetical shapes and straight lines. What was complex and joyfully entangled, we have made blandly uniform. Indeed, says Geertz, to ‘set forth symmetrical crystals of significance, purified of the material complexity in which they were located, and then attribute their existence to autogenous principles of order … is to pretend a science that does not exist and imagine a reality that cannot be found.’2 How do we reduce the distorting overlay of a universal theory? The answer lies in disinvesting ourselves of straightforward interpretations or single explanations, and instead, committing ourselves to the task of ‘painting’ a picture that provides space for light, shade, and complexity. This is a ‘thick’ description, because it eschews universal or conceptual structures, and instead analyses the specific bonds of language, memory, and social action at work in a given community. As Geertz summarises this trajectory:




A good interpretation of anything — a poem, a person, a history, a ritual, an institution, a society — takes us into the heart of that of which it is the interpretation. When it does not do that, but leads us instead somewhere else — into an admiration of its own elegance, of its author’s cleverness, or of the beauties of Euclidean order – it may have its intrinsic charms; but it is something else than what the task [is] at hand…3





The analysis of actions alone cannot give us a rich enough picture of the deep ‘whys’ that lie beneath communal life. In order to truly understand a culture, we must familiarise ourselves with the subtle meanings that suffuse daily social interactions. In an illuminating example of the problem, Geertz notes:




Consider … two boys rapidly contracting the eyelids of their right eyes. In one, this is an involuntary twitch; in the other, a conspiratorial signal to a friend. The two movements are, as movements, identical; from an I-am-a-camera, “phenomenalistic” observation of them alone, one could not tell which was twitch and which was wink, or indeed whether both or either was twitch or wink. Yet the difference, however unphotographable, between a twitch and a wink is vast as anyone unfortunate enough to have had the first taken for the second knows. The winker is communicating, and indeed communicating in a quite precise and special way: (1) deliberately, (2) to someone in particular, (3) to impart a particular message, (4) according to a socially established code, and (5) without cognizance of the rest of the company.4





Here is the key point. If we wish to understand a culture ‘from the inside’, we need to comprehend the codes, social niceties, and norms that give particular actions their meaning. Attempting to understand actions without this prerequisite context will lead to unwarranted deductions or mistaken conclusions. Nowhere is this dedication to specificity stronger for Geertz than in the area of religious traditions. A particular preoccupation for Geertz throughout The Interpretation of Cultures is demonstrating how sacred symbols ‘synthesize a people’s ethos – the tone, character, and quality of their life, its moral and aesthetic style and mood and their world view – the picture they have of the way things in sheer actuality are, their most comprehensive ideas of order.’5 Take for example the practice of sacred silence. The use of waiting/listening silence is common to both unprogrammed Quakers and Zen Buddhists. While on the surface both communities are engaged in essentially the same practice, (some said by many latter-day Quaker Universalists), they in fact emerge from radically different cultural symbol-systems, which direct their users towards different life-projects and priorities. Viewed at the level of generality, Quaker and Zen Buddhist cultures may embrace silent spirituality, but they do so on the basis of different concepts. ‘Spirit’ and ‘Buddhahood’ may possess an analogous function within their respective cultural systems, but these concepts (differing as they do in symbolic content), result in separate stories, principles, and preoccupations. In this respect, the ideal anthropologist for Geertz is not merely on the hunt for ‘family resemblances’ (viewed from outside a particular culture) but desires to enter into the idiosyncratic symbolic systems that induce a ‘worshipper to a certain distinctive set of dispositions (tendencies, capacities, propensities, skills, habits, liabilities, pronenesses), which lend a chronic character to the flow of his activity and the quality of his experience.’6 In place of elegant generalities, we must immerse ourselves in the specifics of a given culture if we wish to understand it. The aim, according to Geertz, should be to gain ‘access to the conceptual world in which our subjects live so that we can, in some extended sense of the term, converse with them.’7


In this generous commitment, Geertz helped me see the proper trajectory for this book. But instead of studying groups of ‘cultural others’, my project asks Quakers themselves to recover their own symbol-system from the multiple disrepairs and confusions caused by the universalising power of hyper-Liberalism. What this book implores Friends to do is to sink down into the distinctive words, practices, and symbols, that make us Quaker. In this respect, when one reads The Interpretation of Cultures one becomes painfully aware of the present Quaker predicament. With its focus on orthopraxy, universality and personal stories, Liberal Quakerism perhaps resembles the kind of ‘thin’ description which might be offered by an outsider. We Friends know the kind of things ‘Quakers do’, but we often lack the symbolic context which might help us understand why we do what we do. As Quaker Liberals, we have held fast to the external world of acts, while forgetting the stories and symbols that give these practices a coherent shared meaning. We have in essence made ourselves strangers to our own Quaker tradition by flattening its content. In presenting the problems of contemporary Liberal Quakerism in this way, I am not advocating a project of cultural isolation or introducing a fundamentalist appeal to ‘religious purity’. As Geertz would doubtless remind us, symbol-systems are not hermetically sealed unities. Internally, there may be substantial disagreement about the meaning of particular symbols and practices. Externally, cultures and traditions are in a constant state of dialogue and negotiation as they encounter ‘social others’. This means that it is perfectly possible for the Zen Buddhist to cross the cultural threshold into the Quaker symbol system and find common ground, and even carry Quaker co-ordinates with him, adding them in time to his own symbol-system. The same is true in the Quaker case. But we should not ignore the fact that each system coheres according to distinctive rules (one might say grammars) that differ one from another. Evidence of the differences between symbolic systems is vividly furnished by the case of the hybrid-user, who is able to ‘converse’ through more than one symbolic system. We know from experience that the Quaker-Buddhist is not a grammatical impossibility, but know too that the component parts of the description do not immediately ‘fit together’. To make such a dual identity stable, the co-symbolist needs to display the capacity for creative negotiation, reinterpretation, and translation. These practices of fusion acknowledge tacitly that for all the possible overlaps between cultural orders, there are irreducible differences that make the words ‘Quaker’ and ‘Buddhist’ intelligible. If all traditions or spiritualities are ‘deep down’ the same, such creative stitching would never be needed. By identifying the divergences between ‘Quaker’ and ‘Buddhist’ worldviews say, I am not attempting to make any exclusivist claims about the ultimate incompatibility of differing worldviews, nor the relative merits of separate symbol-systems. My object is simply to draw attention to the fact that the differences between cultures are just as important in their proper interpretation as their apparent similarities. If we take this starting point seriously, an urgent task naturally presents itself. How do we rediscover the habit of offering a ‘thick’ description of Quaker speech and action? What essential fragments of context do we need to make sense of our own Quaker actions and symbols? In this book, I will suggest interlocking forms of recovery, from the re-affirmation of Quaker God-language to a renewed appreciation of Christtalk. But, using Geertz as provocation, it might be asked what deep structures draw these themes together?


Light and Darkness: A Window into the Quaker Worldview




[T]hink of Adam and Eve like an imaginary number, like the square root of minus one: you can never see any concrete proof that it exists, but if you include it in your equations, you can calculate all manner of things that couldn’t be imagined without it. (Philip Pullman)





At the risk of pre-empting the substantive arguments of this book, a few things should be said in advance about a distinctly Quaker worldview in order to set the tone for the pages that follow. Perhaps the easiest way into the Quaker symbol system is to consider the repeated dualism between Light and Darkness in early Friends’ exposition of their faith. The essence of this early preaching is still very much with us. Nestled in the cherished pages of Advices and Queries, we find the following lines: ‘Take heed, dear Friends, to the promptings of love and truth in your hearts. Trust them as the leadings of God whose Light shows us our darkness and brings us to new life’ (QF&P 1.02.1). This progression from darkness to light is an ancient symbolic motif, found in countless myths and heroic tales. From Beowulf to Dante’s Divine Comedy, from Gilgamesh to Star Wars, this contest has sculpted and inspired both civilizations and intrepid personalities. In the perpetual struggle between two irreconcilable realms, whole cultures have sought to rise to the dual challenges of valour and spiritual perfection. From this cross-cultural vantage-point Quakerism is no different. In the testimony of early Friends, the dimension of spiritual darkness was understood as both a ubiquitous force and a personal reality. In the latter aspect, the darkness frequently wore horrifying faces. Early Friends frequently spoke of ‘the devil’s works’8 that oppressed a once pure creation. Such repression not merely included the chilling possibilities of demonic possession and witchcraft, but the inexplicable acts of brutality and deception that habitually defaced the world. As James Nayler expressed this latter dimension of spiritual darkness in his 1657 tract The Lamb’s War:




The Lamb’s quarrel is not against the creation, for then should his weapons be carnal, as the weapons of the worldly spirits are: “For we war not with flesh and blood,” nor against the creation of God; that we love; but we fight against the spiritual powers of wickedness, which wars against God in the creation, and captivates the creation into the lust which wars against the soul, and that the creature may be delivered into its liberty prepared for the sons of God. And this is not against love, nor everlasting peace, but that without which can be no true love nor lasting peace.9





As Nayler’s pamphlet testifies, Friends often felt themselves in combat in ways that far transcended the bloody civil wars that blighted their world. Bloodshed was grievous and evil, but it was a mere symptom of a world that had been mastered by an ancient malevolence. But alongside this highly personalist language of evil, Friends frequently imagined spiritual darkness in ways that were far more structural and pervasive in character. In the minds of early Quaker polemicists, darkness stuck to people and things like treacle, affecting brutality and hatred wherever it settled. It covered the hands of unscrupulous landlords; it clung to the skin of hateful magistrates and prideful monarchs. It was drawn towards the glitter of money and the hollow glory of extravagance. It suffused churches and palaces, homes, and hovels. It even infected the world of nature through disordered human motives. Thus, Edward Burrough lamented in 1661:




And (man) being possessed with evil and corrupted, he makes all creatures evil in his exercise of them, and he corrupts them and perverts them to another end than wherefore they were created … and they become a curse unto man and not a blessing, though in themselves are neither cursed, nor evil, nor defiled … and ruling over them in oppression and cruelty and hard-heartedness, and not in the wisdom of God … and this ought not to be for it is out of the covenant of God, in which all creatures were made, and in which all stand, except the creature man, who degenerated out of God’s covenant.10





In Burrough’s description, we arrive at the heart of the matter. What early Friends understood as ‘darkness’ was not merely concerned with individual wrongdoing, but referred to a collective state, of being out of joint with the divine order of the universe. All the habits that are commonly called ‘sins’ among religious moralists were just secondary expressions of a more general condition of estrangement between God and creation. But in conveying a condition of fracture both wide and deep, early Friends, like all Christians before them, touched upon a profound mystery. Where did spiritual darkness come from? Following their Christian forebears, Friends located the source of this all-suffusing evil in an everlasting past that anthropologists call myth. In our post-Enlightenment world ‘the mythic’ has taken on connotations of falsehood or childish fable. But in pre-modern societies myths signified stories about events that are indescribably distant from the present, and yet are still happening. For early Friends, Adam and Eve were not merely personages, they were natures that revealed how evil entered into the world and distorted it. In the deceit of the serpent and the shame of Adam, Fox discerned the essence of sin; the refusal to submit to the truth in oneself. Sin is the primary lie that a creature can exist independently from the Life and Spirit which gives all beings their existence. As Fox wrote in an epistle of 1679:




And the serpent’s false doctrine and teaching was, “Ye shall not surely die if ye eat. thereof, but your eyes shall be opened, and ye shall be as gods,” & c. So here was the first false doctrine taught by the world’s god, who is out of truth, who was a liar from the beginning, and a murderer, who taught that doctrine contrary to the Lord God, which by feeding on it, and obeying his voice, brought man and woman into the death and fall, from the image of God, and to himself, who abode not in truth.11





In this act of separation says Fox, ‘the ear went from the Lord’s voice and command, after the serpent’s doctrine; and the eye went out from the Lord, and after that the mouth went also’.12 This process of departure culminates in a natural order utterly hostile to human interests, and the intrusion of death into the world. What shall we make of this picture? In a world after Darwin, we find it nearly impossible to link the Fall to anything like history. Consequently, whatever the spiritual insights embedded in the loss of Eden, we habitually regard the story precisely in the way the Enlightenment has trained us, as merely an idle fable. The suggestion that this Iron Age creation story tells us anything about our cosmic situation is met by most with absolute bafflement. But as Fox himself would doubtless remind us, we must not fixate on the outward husk of words. Instead, we must attend to the Spirit that lives within the words of Scripture, and detect, if we can, how they speak to our own condition. The rebellion of Adam and Eve is paradigmatic of an essential situation which is cosmic, social, and existential all at once. A world born from love and joy now finds itself alienated from its source. The Light of God calls to the world like the lover in Solomon’s song:




All night long on my bed


I looked for the one my heart loves;


I looked for him but did not find him.


I will get up now and go about the city,
through its streets and squares;


I will search for the one my heart loves.


So I looked for him but did not find him. (NIV, Song of Songs 3:1–2)





But the world, in its gloom and obliviousness, has forgotten the face of the one it really loves. In the coolness of distance, the world wrangles in grief, fixation, and regret. Poetically speaking, sin is a love affair that has gone cold. Evil is the mirror image of the intimacy of the lovers’ arms, alone, aloof, isolated. To talk about ‘fallenness’ is to name this fundamental failure of love, the failure of social goodness to last, and earthly love to endure. But as Fox would have conceded, when we speak in this way, we are doing nothing less than touching deep mysteries, the answers to which, even Scripture is silent. We do not know the full nature of this cataclysm. Did it happen at a moment in time? Or is time some consequence of its operation? Christian faith is frustratingly ambiguous on these matters. But an account of causes would not help us much, even if we knew them. The important point is that we live in the aftermath of a desolation that now echoes throughout all of history. Life is now marred by death, just as love is distorted by egoism and deceit. Creatures that desire rest are pitted together in an endless struggle for sustenance and survival. This was the received orthodoxy of Christendom that Friends took for granted. But the Quaker symbol-system possessed a radical imminence which set it apart from the other sects of the 1640s. Spiritual Light was not confined to private visions or deathbed consolations, but could be experienced in the exhilarating immediacy of the present. If we held to the spiritual illumination accessible within each heart, we could rise above the powers of darkness, and become vessels of spiritual light.


Quakerism or Living in Paradise




Yea, I have been in Paradise several days and now I am about to enter eternal happiness. (Quaker martyr Mary Dyer)





As we shall see in this book, early Quakerism was defined by its opposition to otherworldly and despairing tendencies within English Puritanism. While many Puritans quietly waited for God to deliver them from sin at their death, Quakers sought an instant reassurance of restoration in their own lives and hearts. Fox believed that if Friends abided in the Light given to them, they could experience what Scripture garbed in the language of Adam’s garden. Instead of enduring an incessant gulf between creatures and Creator, those devoted to the Light in themselves could taste the primordial unity which is the inheritance of all beings. As Fox tells us in his Journal:




Now I was come up in spirit through the flaming sword, into the paradise of God. All things were new; and all the creation gave unto me another smell than before, beyond what words can utter. I knew nothing but pureness, and innocence, and righteousness; being renewed into the image of God by Christ Jesus, to the state of Adam, which he was in before he fell. The creation was opened to me; and it was showed me how all things had their names given them according to their nature and virtue.13





What is Fox trying to tell us here? While the Scriptures taught that the entrance to an earthly Paradise was forever barred (Genesis 3:24) early Quakers saw their devotion to the inward Christ as a means of returning themselves to a state of perfection. The Quaker tradition has always been divided between ecstatic accounts of restoration (the high mystics) and spiritual gradualists (the Augustinians). But Quakerism is unanimous that restoration in time is not merely possible but essential to the meaning of God’s Kingdom, as inaugurated in the life, death, and Resurrection of Jesus. When Mary Magdalene weeps in the garden for her dead Lord, she believes she stands in the grove of the fallen world, full of thorns and briers. Nothing grows in this soil except by blood and tears. Weary of life’s pain, she asks one she takes to be a gardener: ‘Sir, if you have carried him away, tell me where you have put him, and I will get him’ (John 20:15). But as she looks into the face of this stranger, she discovers she is no longer in the garden of evil but stands again in the freshness of Eden. Jesus stands before her, injured but whole. For the Magdalene, death and parting has been undone forever. The woundedness of time has been touched by the sweet balm of Eternity. In the garden where death has died, Adam’s wounds are finally healed, not in some ethereal after-world, but in history where it all began. Here we touch the essence of a ‘thick’ Quakerism. Our Meetings are not just benign spaces for individual spiritual projects, but sites of a shared story, rooted in the promise of universal transformation. In this account, we do not sit in silence for ourselves alone, but in the name of a burdened creation which longs to know the Infinite love of God. What then does this story of darkness and light give us as Quakers? Geertz in an illuminating passage suggests:




We are, in sum, incomplete or unfinished animals who complete or finish ourselves through culture — and not through culture in general but through highly particular forms of it…. Man’s great capacity for learning, his plasticity, has often been remarked, but what is even more critical is his extreme dependence upon a certain sort of learning: the attainment of concepts, the apprehension and application of specific systems of symbolic meaning. Beavers build dams, birds build nests, bees locate food, baboons organize social groups, and mice mate on the basis of forms of learning that rest predominantly on the instructions encoded in their genes and evoked by appropriate patterns of external stimuli: physical keys inserted into organic locks. But men build dams or shelters, locate food, organize their social groups, or find sexual partners under the guidance of instructions encoded in flow charts and blueprints, hunting lore, moral systems, and aesthetic judgments: conceptual structures molding formless talents.14
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