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> IERKEGAARD gave a good deal of thought to the fate
of his own lifework and reputation at the hands of
4. B posterity. He wanted to avoid scholarly embalmment
and to discourage the growth of a Kierkegaardian cult, but on
both counts his wishes were demied him. Minute scholars
and enthusiasts have found him a fair subject for their atten-
tions, and there is certainly room for both scholarship and
enthusiasm in any assessment of his mind and personality. But
if these qualities are divorced from critical independence of
outlook, they serve only to betray him and to give us a false
impression. Kierkegaard could never tolerate personal adula-
tion or an indiscriminate reception of his message. Like Bergson
and Marx, he repudiated in advance any attempt to attach an
“ism ” to his name: Kierkegaardianism seemed as ridiculous
to him as Socratism, since both thinkers located truth in the
personal relation of man to man. Similarly, his conception of
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truth as demanding an individual, responsible decision about
the meaning of one’s life led him to warn against a merely dis-
interested analysis of his teaching. This does not rule out a
legitimate study of his mind in accord with the canons of his-
torical research. But Kierkegaard requested the historian of
philosophy and religion to present his thoughts in such a way
that they would offer a constant challenge in regard to their
relevance for contemporary problems.

In avoiding these two abuses, Kierkegaard nevertheless
looked forward to the advent of both his poet and his critic.
The former personage would be one possessing sufficient insight
and sympathy to grasp the meaning of his life and convey to
others something of its original venturesomeness. To a man
whose own days were spent in the shadow of misunderstanding,
this hope of an eventual transparency before men as well as
God was a great support. He did not conceive his poet’s func-
tion as one of vindicating all his moves but as one of securing
an honest hearing for all the evidence and perspectives upon
which he himself had acted. One consideration which condi-
tioned all of Kierkegaard’s actions was the idea that, like
Luther, he was called upon to be a corrective of the peculiar
cultural and religious situation of his own day. Hence he
consistently refused to regard his position as an ultimate stand-
ard, but only as the standard which was most needed during
his lifetime. This does not mean that he denied permanent
norms of thought and conduct or that he tried to disregard
them. It is rather an acknowledgment of his own limitations,
his proclivity towards the onesided and paradoxical, and the
specially unbalanced condition of his own world. Thus he felt
the need for more than a poet. He expected that there would
be a critical sifting of his convictions and an integration of them
with a norm, a normal outlook.

It is unlikely that any single individual can successfully claim
to be the poet or the critic hailed from afar by Kierkegaard.
The work of understanding and evaluating him is a cooperative
one, one which may be carried out in several different ways.



KIERKEGAARD AND CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY 443

This is evident from a survey of his various critics. The great
majority of them can be classified among either the existen-
tialist philosophers or the crisis theologians. In their different
ways, they have called attention to his general importance and
te many particular points of interest. Their estimates of his
mind, however, often stand in sharp mutual contrast, leaving
open the question of his basic contribution to the human search
after truth. A majority of the existentialists want a Kierke-
gaard from whom the sting of living one’s life before God and
eternity has been removed. But the atheistic, temporalistic
interpretation is forced to discard or explain contrariwise all
the convictions which he considered most valuable and un-
ambiguous. For their part, the crisis theologians have retained
most of his religious beliefs. But they have failed to deal with
his own objection against taking his Lutheran stand as a
rounded statement of faith. Consequently, they have remained
helpless before most of the philosophical and theological dif-
ficulties which he raised but could not solve on the basis of
his own premises.

The upshot of this conflict between schools of Kierkegaardian
interpretation is the widespread opinion that one must choose
between his detached philosophico-psychological insights and
his religious views. This is one either/or which the master of
such dilemmas might challenge. It seems more sensible to
admit the coherence of these two areas of thought in his own
mind and to weigh the whole outlook in a critical way. This
involves an implicit criticism of the approaches of both atheistic
existentialists and crisis theologians to Kierkegaard. Their
method has been one of picking and choosing, and it is only
to be expected that very little of the original subject remains
after such arbitrary dissection. When one set or another of
partial statements is advanced as the authentic Kierkegaard,
the result for most readers can only be scepticism about ever
making sense out of the man or reaching a settlement about his
intrinsic worth.

The surer course is to accept all that he has to offer and
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attempt replacement of his beliefs in a comprehensive setting
where they can be both honored and supplemented. The claim
that this or that body of doctrine is indeed capable of assimilat-
ing and evaluating the whole Kierkegaard can never be made
in an apriori way. It is a matter of proceeding on the hypo-
thesis that such is the case, and then of abiding by the actual
results as sufficient’ verification. This procedure can be fol-
lowed in making comparison between Kierkegaard and the
Christian wisdom of Augustine and Aquinas, who in their turn
sought to rescue the best in Greek thought. No foolish claim
1s made that the Danish thinker falls within the category of
an Augustinist or a Thomist philosophy. But the total view
of life which these thinkers expounded does further the task
of appreciating and weighing the many sides of Kierkegaard’s
genius. Direct comparisons are rendered difficult by the fact
that he lacked first-hand acquaintance with many sources of
Christian wisdom. Through Luther, however, Kierkegaard was
led to read a good deal in Augustine. His thought displays
significant points of contact with the Augustinist tradition as
it extends down into the modern world of Luther and Pascal.
The connection with Aquinas is much more indirect, although
no less real. It is to be found in their mutual respect for the
common sense criticism of Socrates and the realism of Aris-
totle. Despite the wide differences in their intellectual milieus,
Aquinas and Kierkegaard are united in this-appreciation of
the apogee of Greek thought. St. Thomas, however, retains
the interests of the professional theologian and philosopher, of
wisdom in its formal, scientific character, Hence it is inevitable
that, even on those questions where there is fundamental agree-
ment, he would be obliged to correct and extend the position of
Kierkegaard. The latter always remained an informal religious
thinker and poet, whose thought-processes shied away from
complete scientific formulation and comprehensiveness. Itisa
definite test of Thomistic wisdom to evaluate such a resistant
and elusive attitude without transmogrifying it into that Sys-
tematic caricature so dreaded and detested by Kierkegaard.



KIERKEGAARD AND CHRISTIAN PHILOSOPHY 445

Five concrete instances are selected for brief illustration of
this comparative problem. An open and enterprising peren-
nial philosophy cannot ignore the questions raised by Kierke-
gaard; still less can it afford to slight the sound discoveries he
has made.

1. Ter StarTiNG PoINT OF COGNITION

Kierkegaard voices the general dissatisfaction felt during the
eighteen-forties about Hegel’s attempt to philosophize on the
basis of a purely undetermined notion of being. The human
mind is not so constructed that it can make a presupposition-
less beginning. Although it may start a process of demonstra-
tion and exposition at some definite point, this is a first step
only in the methodological sense. Actually, this starting point
has been prepared and determined by previous activity of an
intellectual sort. Moreover, understanding always comes after
the fact. “ The fact ” refers to the total matrix as it embraces
both the knower and the surrounding world in their status as
existents. Some transaction between these centers at the pre-
cognitive level is supposed before knowledge becomes actual.
Cognition is one form of motion or becoming. As such, it re-
quires an initial movement of actualization which is not itself
cognitive but which naturally leads to knowing. There is some-
thing irreducible and inexhaustible about that which we come
to know through this process of attentive fecundation by the
existent world. We draw upon its resources more than idealists
and pragmatists are ready to admit. We are existentially
affected by the thing as a condition for knowing it and for
using or transforming it to suit our practical purposes.

Kierkegaard’s defense of the autonomous condition of knowl-
edge is a reminder that religion is not forced to choose between
the pantheistic God of idealism and the finite, developing God
of pragmatism. The latter conception has been constructed as
a curative against the popular image of a remote, vengeful deity
as well as the more sophisticated Absolute Mind of the idealists.
But neither of these notions of the infinite God has any stand-
ing in the main body of the Christian philosophical tradition:
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they are poles removed from the Augustinist and Thomistic
doctrines on God and the world. Kierkegaard saw the need
for a realistic basis of religious belief; he also recognized that a
man can worship only a God Who retains infinite majesty and
goodness of being. There was no conflict in Kierkegaard’s
mind between a realistic view of the individual and his cognition
and an affirmation of the transcendence and perfect actuality of
God. This suggests that the empiricist proponents of a finite
deity have been proceeding on a false alternative. Kierkegaard
sought to make return both to realism and to a worthy theistic
view of God.

That he did not complete the integral recovery of realism is
evident even in regard to the present question. He makes only
casual mention of whether knowledge should start with the
world about us or with man. A sound instinct told him that
there is no genuine disjunction here, even though his Augustinist
leanings led him to give factual preference to man. Yet he does
not begin with man in the manner of recent Cartesians: he
would not concur with the choice of the abstract, fugitive
pour soi of Sartre as the foundation for existential meditation.
It is rather man the exister who serves as the priming point
for Kierkegaard. What attracted him to this pole of existen-
tial act is the notable fact that in man existence and cognition
are inextricably bound together. Man is an interesse, a syn-
thesis of being and knowing. Or rather, he exists in such fashion
that his highest act is one of knowing and modifying in a free
way his own existent condition. In the human mode of being,
Kierkegaard saw the most convineing proof and basis of realism.
Thought and reality are not confused in man, and neither are
they alienated from each other. Neither idealism nor phe-
nomenalism translates the human situation in a faithful way.
Thought bears a reference to reality because the thinker first
exists and because it is characteristic of his cognitive acts
themselves to belong to the realm of existence. Their function
is to bring to the perfection of self-awareness and self-determi-
nation. This is man’s calling and one basis of his claim to

dignity.
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Existentialists have gone a step beyond this by systematically
excluding the non-human world as a basis for speculation. This
has led them to develop a man-centered metaphysics, in which
the modes of human being become the dominant modes of
being generally and the constructive laws of each man’s pro-
jection of his own world. Kierkegaard himself would not agree
to this further inference. He was unable to explain how an
existential knowledge of the world can be acquired, but at least
he allowed that the essential determinations attained through
the sciences do belong to the public realm of intersubjective
knowledge and do describe the real universe. Furthermore, one
of his major contentions against Hegel implied a wider scope to
existential knowledge than he recognized. The only way to
show that the self-movement of the dialectical Idea is logical
rather than real movement is to appeal to sense perception of
the physical world. Kierkegaard accepts the Aristotelian
dictum that real change is first grasped through the senses; it
is a given factor which cannot be generated by pure thought
alone. He would agree with Feuerbach that the apprehension
of real change as such is the accomplishment of the understand-
ing in cooperation with the senses. Only the negative aspect of
this thesis was exploited against Hegel. But it has as its posi-
tive side the admission that understanding, functioning in its
properly human mode along with sense perception, apprehends
an existential process independent of man. With the aid of
the senses, some knowledge can be gained about existential acts
other than that of the reflective, moral subject.

Kierkegaard’s appeal to the senses admits of one further
inference. Since thought by itself cannot grasp change and
the existent, a certain primacy must be accorded to our sense
acquaintance with the world of natural things. It is indis-
pensable for every existential cognition, including that of the
human self. Kierkegaard’s inability to achieve a lasting syn-
thesis between body and soul is due not only to psychological
reasons but also to a failure to work out this implication. The
empirical bias of Aristotle and Aquinas is a needed corrective
of this deficiency. These philosophers recognize that self-
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knowledge is conditioned by knowledge of the physical world.
Our knowing powers are awakened in an existential direction
through sensuous perception of natural things. There is no
independent, exhaustive understanding of the soul, although
we become aware of the fact of its existence concomitantly with
the exercise of our knowing powers in respect to material things.
All of our subsequent reasoning must be brought back eventu-
ally to the criterion of sense perception, for it is here that the
intellect first meets existence. We need not follow Hume in
consigning all metaphysical inferences to the flames, but we
should cast off all such reasonings as have no warrant whatever
in the evidence provided by the sense world. The quarrel of
the theists with naturalistic empiricists is not over the indis-
pensable character of sense experience but over its implications.

2. - Tar Mobrs or Bring

It is a commonplace among contemporary existentialists that
“ existence ” is derived from “ ex-sistere,” to stand out from.
They go on to explain that the existent is that which asserts
itself in the face of the nought. Remarkably enough, this
etymological prologue is often followed by a thoroughly idealis-
tic dialectic of being and nothing. This transition could not.
have been made so easily, had these existentialists really re-
spected the mind of Kierkegaard, who does not contrast the
existent primaril}c; with unqualified nothingness. This opposi-
tion does obtain, ‘but it comes too close to Hegel’s pairing of
“ being ” and ““ non-being ” to serve as the basic contrast. Much
more pertinent is the fact that existential act stands out from
both pure thought and possibility. The opposition between
existence and pure Systematic thought enables Kierkegaard to
distinguish existence from every moment in the Systematic
dialectic, including the initial antithesis between “ being ” and
“non-being.” He sets the existential order off from the pure
concept of ““ being ” just as definitively as from the Speculative
explanation of the nought. To exist is to exercise a mode of
being totally distinct from the entire Speculative play upon
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the concepts of in-itself and for-itself, en soi and pour sor (to
employ Sartre’s terms) .

Even within the realm of real being, however, there is a
contrast between existence and mere capacity for existence.
Kierkegaard appropriates for himself the Aristotelian distine-
tion between potential and actual being, with the added pre-
cision that the ultimate act of a concrete nature is the act of
existing itself. Until it has received this ultimate and unique
perfection, the thing is still comprised within its causes; it can-
not be said to be in a plenary way until it exists in its own
right and on its own foundation. In this sense, existence is a
mark that the thing has passed from potential to actual being
in a completed way as an individual entity. This involves a
standing forth from one’s causal principle as well as from the
potential mode of being. For Kierkegaard, there is no contra-
diction between being an existent thing and a caused one. In
fact, his analysis of the historicity of existence reveals that
the only way in which any existent emerges is by means of a
passage from potential to actual being. Such a transition can
be made only under the active influence of a cause, which
confers the act of existing upon the thing in process. One of
the main objections levelled against monistic idealism is pre-
cisely its suppression of the efficient cause of change in favor of
the ground-consequent relation between concepts. Sartre slips

- back into this idealistic attitude when he construes the stand-
ing forth of the existent self as a form of self-interrogation
within brute existence,

An analysis of history revealed to Kierkegaard that the
existent is‘that which has come to be by way of passing from
potency to act through the operation of an efficient cause.
Gilson’s historical research has established that the close asso-
ciation between existing and having an origin from a cause
was the characteristic Christian view of existence until the
modern period. Augustine and Aquinas would have understood
Kierkegaard’s assertion that God does not exist, He is.* Kirke-

1 Cf. St. Thomas’ Commentary on the Liber De Causis, lect. 6.
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gaard liked to reflect upon the Biblical saying that in Geod
there is no shadow of alteration, and hence he denied to God
a mode of being which signifies change. To Augustine as well,
the divine immutability is a distinctive attribute setting off
the eternal way of being from that of temporal things. One
way of expressing the divine transcendence is to deny to God a
manner of being which involves change and causation. Aquinas
respects this meaning of existence and occasionally refers to
God as non-existens. On the other hand, he also observes that
change and causation are only associated with existence be-
cause of the finite way in which it is present in creatures, not
because of an intrinsic connection. In so far as they approach
to perfection, created things approach to a more perfect act of
existing. Causation and change are not the act of existing
itself but only the means whereby finite, historical beings gain
access to existential act. Although the created conditions and
limitations of existence do not apply to God, He does realize
in its full perfection the act of existing. He alone is a sub-
sistent act of existing, unmixed with any shadow of change
and causation. He is esse super omne ens, the supreme act of
existing not subject to the conditions under which finite entities
share in the perfection of the existential order. What Kierke-
gaard and Augustine call God’s eternal being is metaphysically
designated by Aquinas as His subsistent act of existing. In
this way, some knowledge can be acquired about the purely
actual being of God with the aid of that which exists by coming
to be in a caused, historical way.

This conception of existence also provides a solid theoretical
basis for Kierkegaard’s belief in the hierarchy of beings. He
was not much concerned about determining all the aspects
whereby man differs from other beings in the material world.
All of his attention was concentrated upon the polar relation
between God and man, eternity and history. The great divi-
stons of real being are into potential and actual, existential
and eternal. The presence of eternity to time illuminated all
of his meditations and trials, for the distinction between man
and God does not lead to God’s banishment from the sphere of
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time. God’s immanence to creation, indeed, is secured only by
His infinite perfection, since only a being of unlimited actuality
and power can be effectively present to others without tending
to displace or flatten them. The divine omnipresence is a
generous, creative one and, in the case of man, it is the very
condition of the use of created freedom. The fresh note sounded
in Kierkegaard’s doctrine on the human individual is the re-
fusal to found individual integrity upon a rhetorical claim to
self-sufficiency. Instead, man’s freedom is proportioned to his
acknowledgment of the majesty of God and his own ordination
to a share in eternal life.

The naturalistic assumption that a theory of grades of being
is inevitably derogatory of man and sapping of his initiative
has seldom been subjected to critical examination by the
naturalists themselves. It was elevated into a truism in Kierke-
gaard’s day by Feuerbach, and has continued to remain un-
questioned in Marxian and Deweyan naturalismm. But the
recognition of higher forms of being need not entail a devalua-
tion of lower forms. Man’s place in the cosmos must first be
determined on grounds of present fact, before we consider the
consequences. Some sort of hierarchy is present in a universe
which permits of wider sharings in value and more adequate
embodiments of the traits of experience. Because he admitted
that temporal existence is ordained etermity, Kierkegaard did
not therefore counsel men to flee from their historical, mundane
responsibilities. Rather, he asked them to face these problems
with awareness of an added dimension provided by God’s eter-
nal power. If he did not develop this theme with strict conse-
quence, the weakness lies not in his conviction about the
hierarchy of beings but in his ethical and theological conception
of man. The latter doctrines are not linked intrinsically with
his view of existence and eternal being; quite the contrary:
they tend to hamper the natural development of a doctrine of
participated freedom, social as well as personal.
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3. SPECULATIVE AND SYSTEMATIC KNOWLEDGE

Kierkegaard’s commitments concerning being and existence
also stand in uneasy relation to his anti-Speculative and anti-
Systematic campaign. The temptation arises to consign his
own metaphysical notions to some non-philosophical limbo. He
resembled Marx both in proclaiming the downfall of philosophy
and in contributing a good deal toward its advancement,
Neither thinker could bring an era of philosophical specula-
tions to an end without helping to generate a new phase in its
history. Kierkegaard’s tragedy was that there was no philo-
sophical movement on the horizon which could find a place for
his deliverances. After a shrewd appraisal of contemporary
tendencies, he concluded that at its worst philosophy degener-
ates into the Hegelian “ pure thought ” and at its best remains
an analysis of essential forms. He saw no way of incorporating
his existential insights into any of the systems of his day. This
forced him to give them an exclusively religious connotation
and to depreciate their metaphysical consequences, except for
polemical purposes.

Yet in his writings there is observable a definite strain of
sustained, theoretical reasoning. His actual practice belies his
words and compels us to distinguish between the historical
forms of philosophy with which he was acquainted and other:
possibilities for philosophy. Kierkegaard did not leave entirely
unexplored the alternative routes to philosophical wisdom. For
instance, he reproached Hegel for introducing the readers of his
Philosophy of History straightway to particular trends of events
instead of giving a careful explanation of historical process and
knowledge as such, '

Why at once become concrete, why at once begin to experiment
in concreto? Was it not possible to answer this question in the
dispassionate brevity of the language of abstraction, which has no
means of distraction or enchantment, this question of what it means
that the Idea becomes concrete, what is the nature of becoming,

what is one’s relationship to that which has come intoe being, and
so forth? 2

2 Philosophical Fragments (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986), 64, n. 1.
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Save for the name, this is asking why Hegel does not examine
more exactly the speculative problems underlying philosophy
of history. Most of the above-mentioned questions are treated
in a quite formal and technical way by Kierkegaard himself.
In turn, we can interrogate him as to whether his own stand
on the modes of being has only an abstract, essentialist sig-
nificance. An admission that it does convey some knowledge
about the universe in its existential character paves the way
for a philosophical approach which will avoid the morass of
absolute idealism without remaining content with a phenomeno-
logical deseription of essential structures.

A few philosophies have addressed themselves primarily to
the problem of existence. One of these is that of Aquinas. It
is orientated to the study of existence precisely because it is a
philosophy .of being. As the science of being as such, meta-
physics is directed primarily to the most radical principles of
being: essence and existence. The beings of our experience
are constituted not only by a determinate nature but also by
an ultimate act whereby this concrete subject is enabled to
be in the existential order. In virtue of the act of existing, the
individual takes its place among the actual entities of the world.
Since a thing is not a being in the full sense until it exercises
this existential act, a philosophy of being must have special
regard for the existential order. The intelligible structure of
the entity is secured by its essence, whereas its fruitful sharing
in the community of the actual universe requires a decisive
posing of this essence through the existential act., There is no
basis for Sartre’s charge that classical metaphysics favors
essence over existence. It is not a question of favoring one
over the other but of giving due recognition to the contribu-
tion of each to the concrete entity. This enables us to take
account of experience both as intelligible and as urgently
existential.

Two features of the Thomistic “ existential communication ”
are relevant here. In the first place, it is elaborated in a strictly
theoretical and systematic fashion; secondly, it entails a sharp
delimitation of the scope of speculative and systematic thinking
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in view of the existential nature of the real world. It avoids
Kierkegaard’s justifiable strictures against the Hegelian con-
ception of philosophical science, without surrendering the rights
of a scientific treatment of being as existent. Allowance is
made for a more practical and homiletic discussion of existence,
although the latter is not given exclusive competence. This is
the proper function of a metaphysical norm when confronted
with the Hegel-Kierkegaard debate.

The meaning attached by Hegel to speculation is peculiar to
his standpoint of absolute idealism. His method and his doc-
trine stand in circular relation to one another, so that if the
one is undermined, the other collapses. Apart from his concep-
tion of Absolute Mind, there is no reason for regarding the
speculative process as a self-enclosed, autonomous method. Un-
less one is already convinced that philosophizing is an expres-
sion of the dialectical growth of Absoclute Mind itself, there is
no ground for robbing the finite individual of its proper sig-
nificance, inalienable freedom and responsibility. By attacking
this absolutist prejudice, Kierkegaard was preparing the way
unwittingly for a renaissance of that kind of speculation which
displays a truly humane character. The goods of human kfe
are not jeopardized by a speculative activity operating within
a realistic and theistic context. Here the speculative method
is not antagonistic to subjective interests or practical under-
standing; rather, it underlies these other aspects of the human
spirit as a reliable foundation and guide.

To speculate means to engage in a quest for the truth for
its own sake, but without any implication that the relation of
the knowing subject to the truth is unimportant or that our
work as men is completed once we gain a knowledge of what
things are. Speculative truths are self-justified in the sense
that a knowledge of them satisfies a desire of our intelligence
simply to know the nature and existential act of things. But
these truths also have a paramount bearing upon our practical
outlook and upon praxis itself. Metaphysics tends to be a
wisdom not only as contemplation of the widest truths about
the traits of being but also as regulation of the whole order of
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goods and actions. The aim of the wise man is to realize the
most intimate synthesis between practical and theoretical
understanding and to order action in the light of this unified
insight. Speculative wisdom is at the service of the whole man.

A similar case is presented by the ideal of systematic con-
struction. There is a minimal and neutral sense in which
every thinker of any calibre must be systematic. He must
try to furnish an explanation on the basis of reliable principles,
consistent inferences and ever more inclusive evaluations of
experience. It is supposed that the object of inquiry is to some
degree intelligible to us and patient of being expressed in a
unified body of knowledge or a system. But absolute idealism
adds considerably to this minimum. It interprets the systemic
enterprise in terms of an organismic theory of reality and the
mind’s relations to things. Being is said to be not only intel-
ligible in itself but, in principle, completely available to the
philosopher. The proportion between mind and thing is founded
on a view that the existent world is an “ estranged ” product
of Mind and is destined for complete return to the conceptual
state. The mind can totally comprehend nature because na-
ture is the state of Mind-in-estrangement from itself. What-
ever resists assimilation to the philosophical concept is thereby
shown to be caught in illusion and standing in need of “ subla-
tion ” to a higher level. The philosophical system in its con-
ceptual interconnections is an adequate transcription of the
world as a dialectical organism. This was the common interpre-
tation of absolute idealism which led Kierkegaard to rebel
despairingly against systematic thinking.

Most non-idealistic philosophers would agree with him in re-
pudiating this latter idea of a system, but they would do so
‘without prejudice to the more restrained statement. St. Thomas
adds a metaphysical reason why the extreme view is untenable.
In the speculative order, we cannot legislate about the human
condition but must accept it as we find it. The human mind
is not divine and its concepts not creative. By means of our
concepts and empirical investigation, we can attain to some
understanding of the structure of being through its experienced

2
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traits. But we are not equipped to gain an immediate and
exhaustive insight into essences, such that they might be com-
pletely assimilated to a system. The perfection of human
knowledge is achieved in the judgment about existence, since
this is the way in which the mind expresses to itself the perfect
act of being. The existential judgment affirms that the thing
exercises its own act of existing, that it stands forth from the
realm of concepts and possibles. By implication, this judg-
ment also affirms that the being of the thing remains other
than and more than the judging act and its conceptual factors.
The human intellect acknowledges but does not ingest the
existing world. To understand the existent is to make a con-
quest whose ground is a confession of humility before the given.
Not only at the beginning of the philosophical enterprise
but also at every subsequent phase, we are striving to grasp
that which can never be transferred in its entirely into the
order of concepts and judgments. The individual being re-
mains other than philosophical thought in virtue of the act of
existing. Hence it furnishes the philosopher with constant
nourishment, mystery and incitement to make further dis-
coveries. Its otherness is not a self-deception on the part of
an Absolute Mind but the integrity which every individual
existent demands for itself. An existential philosophy must
be an open rather than a closed, circular discipline, a system
always in the making and always subject to revision and un-
expected advance. In this way, it escapes the force of Kierke-
gaard’s ironical comment that the System must already be
completed in principle on pain of not being a System at all.

4, Ter Waore Man

The Thomistic theory of man is a remarkable instance of the
application of existential principles to a specific domain of
being. In main part, Kierkegaard’s ideas on man can be
incorporated into this Christian anthropology without detri-
ment to the general structure. Among Kierkegaard’s major
contentions are that man is finite, a body-soul complex whole,
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and a passional creature. These three points can serve as a
frame of reference in showing the relation between metaphysics
and existential meditation.,

What makes a thing to be a created, finite being? Aquinas
departs from some earlier traditions by explaining finiteness in
terms of essence and existence rather than matter and form.
There might be entities which would be free from matter and
yet be finite. What is distinctive about the finite mode of
being is the presence of really distinet and radically constitu-
tive principles of being: essence and existence. These factors
compose with each other as a concrete subject and its ultimate
actuation. The perfection of existence is proportioned to the
determinate subject which is actuated, since this subject or
nature imposes its own specifying restrictions upon the act of
existing, The concrete essence is itself a limited capacity for
receiving the existential act. The actual being constituted by
the union of such an essence with its proportionate act in the
existential order is a finite existent. Not only its essential
nature and mode of existing but also its powers and mode of
operating partake of this limitation. It is thoroughly and
permanently a finite being, even though it can attain progres-
sive control over its field of experience.

Men are finite beings in this sense. It may be true, as Hegel
states, that finitude as such is a category of the understanding,
but this does not apply to the individual finite acts of being
-which are the real foundation for the category. They are not
mere modes of reason which feign to be independent of mind
and distinct from the Absolute. Finite beings are, Kierkegaard
observes, other than the categories whereby they can be classi-
fied and analyzed. Similarly, they affirm by all that is real
within them their decisive otherness from an infinite being,
in which no real distinction can be drawn between essence and
existence. The divine essence has no limits since it is nothing
other than the very act of existing in its unrestricted perfection.
Finite things are caused by the infinitely actual being: they
are not masked developments of this being. FEach of them is a
unique and rich act, an integral whole rather than a moment
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in a dialectical process. This is most evident in the case of
human persons. The person is aware of himself as an inalien-
able center of existence and freedom. He cannot be assumed
into any higher state of being; that which could be so assumed
would never have been a person. The individual is terminated
in itself, and the human individual seals this termination with
an affirmation of his own selfhood and self-mastery. He is not
only made to exist: he deliberately asserts himself as an
existent and a moral character which cannot be attributed to
another entity.

In describing the nature of the human person, Kierkegaard
makes a deliberate return to the threefold division of body-
soul-spirit so dear to the Fathers of the Church and other
spiritual writers. Not only as a weapon against Hegel but also
as a means for describing the interior struggle that accom-
panies the birth of a mature personality, he found this concep-
tion of man a useful one. It is a division also recognized by
Aquinas, who usually tries to find a place for the empirical
data and spiritual tools of the Fathers. Hence he notes that
what is ordinarily referred to as the rational, human soul is at
once a soul and a spirit.? It is a soul in so far as it communi-
cates life to matter, and this function it shares with all other
life principles in the material world. But what elevates it
above the others is its own spiritual character. The human
soul not only informs matter but has its own subsistent mode
of being, which is not intrinsically dependent upon matter. It
can receive and exercise the act of existing in its own right, so
that it does not perish in the extreme case when the body is
dissolved. This is the metaphysical aspect of its spirituality.

Nevertheless, this same spiritual principle is also the enliven-
ing soul of matter. The existential act is not only received by
the human soul but is naturally communicated by 1t to its
proper matter in the formation of the body. The soul is a
part of human nature and has its complete natural perfection
only as united with its body. Soul and matter are joint prin-
ciples specifying the structure of human nature: were they

8 Summa Theologiae, I, q. 97, a. 3, c.
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not both present, we could not be the kind of beings we indeed
are, The genuine human individual, the person in the proper
sense, is the individual composite whole of soul and matter. In
their union is found the mode of being distinctive of man.
This is our only safeguard against assimilation to the angels
on the one side and mere things on the other. From the former
we are set off by the material factor in our being, and from the
latter by the immaterial nature of our soul or formal principle.
Metaphysically regarded, the human spirit is not a third some-
thing superadded to soul and body: it is the soul itself regarded
in its distinctively buman status as an immaterial act of being.

Kierkegaard gave short shrift to theological speculations
about the “ rectitude or state of integrity » of the human soul
before the Fall. Yet he might have profited by a reading of
the pages devoted by St. Thomas to this topic.* St. Thomas
inquires whether a perfect subjection of the body to the soul
and its government belongs to our natural equipment. He re-
plies in the negative and adds that, since the Fall, the soul’s
task of securing order and unity in the person has been made
more difficult. Its aim ought not to be the suppression of the
bodily side of man but its proper ordering, so that the entire
man may share in material and spiritual goods in due propor-
tion. The primacy of the spiritual principle in man is to be
established, not its exclusive rights. It is a question of subordi-
nation and synthesis, not of suppression and elimination. Here
is where the problem of man ceases to belong solely to the
speculative sciences., There are moral and religious difficulties
standing in the way of a harmoniocus development of personal
life. Kierkegaard’s interpretation of spirit can be inserted at
this place in a discussion of humanism, For it concerns the
manner in which personal existence is orientated to good or
evil in accord with a dominant ideal.

Both man’s finite nature and his composite character as a
soul-body complexus have a bearing upon the problem of the
“ passions.” This term is taken here in the Kierkegaardian
sense of stressing the real distinction between the cognitive

¢ Summa Theol., I, q. 94, 2. 2, ¢c; q. 95,a. 1, c.
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and the conative aspects of human nature. Hegel did not re-
quire Kierkegaard’s tutelage to instruct him about the power
of the passions in determining human affairs. One of the leit-
motifs in the Hegelian philosophy of history is the passional
aspect of man, his all-consuming concern for his proper, subjec-
tive interests. But Hegel regarded this moment of passion as
a trick played upon us—and eventually upon itself—by Abso-
lute Mind, as a ruse of providence for attaining its own ends
despite our egoism. Not the existence and importance of the
passions but their non-cognitive and non-absolutist character
is the point at issue. Kierkegaard found no evidence which
would warrant reducing the passions to aspects of knowledge
and the march of the Absolute Spirit through time.

In a realist philosophy of creaturely, participated being, it is
impossible to confuse the two orders. To know a thing does
not forthwith place us in full possession of it. The knowledge
must be followed through with desire, decision and effort, if
the relation is to be made more intimate. This is due to some-
thing more than a defect in our knowledge. It cannot be said
that if we did have sufficient knowledge about the object, noth-
ing more would be wanting in the order of desire. That some-
thing over and above the cognitive possession of the thing is
demanded, follows from our finiteness. We still yearn for a
fuller grasp, because of the limits of our nature and its exigency
for other goods. Man is related to things not only as objects
to be known but also as goods or ends to be pursued. He would
be deluding himself to hope to maintain a purely theoretical
attitude in the face of the world of experienced goods, for he
needs to go out to them and obtain them in their own actu-
ality. Nor can knowledge pass through the human mind in a
purely impersonal and disinterested fashion, as it does through
a complex calculating machine. In us, knowing is a personal
act which must be appropriated in a personal way and ordained
to the good of the individual man under the rule of prudence.

Since man is not pure mind and will, he also experiences
bodily desires or passions in the ordinary sense. Kierkegaard’s
esthetic individual is entangled in the net of the passions and
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yet is not sufficiently passionate to assume mastery over his
own life. The paradox is resolved by recalling that the will
is regarded by Kierkegaard as a major natural passion. To be
lacking in passion is to fail to achieve the synthesis of psycho-
physical powers under the guiding discipline of interested rea-
son and will. But little is said about the bodily passions in
reference to moral and religious life. Kierkegaard is so pre-
occupied with a description of such spiritual passional states
as dread, despair and faith that he often loses sight of the total
person and the problem of integrating all the passional drives.
Neglect of this kind is dangerous, since it leaves the individual
exposed to sudden waves of bodily passion which cannot be
correlated with the spiritual aims of the person. Conflict and
disorder are the consequences, instead of a progressive unifica-
tion of appetites.

Methodologically, the Thomistic approach to man stands
midway between that of Kierkegaard and that of contemporary
naturalists, It has in common with the latter a program of
studying man along with the other beings in the material uni-
verse for their common features. He is a changing, material,
striving existent to whom applies all that can be gathered
about the general traits of process, purpose, vital function and
value. - Kierkegaard would include all the evidence gathered
by this method under the headings of objective or essentialist
truth, but it would also have existential significance, if it be
seen that the theoretical judgments about existence are pos-
sible. Kierkegaard is justified, however, in insisting that man
represents a distinctive embodiment of the notes of existence
and that this requires a causal as well as a descriptive explana-
tion, He helps one to strike a balance between interest in
widest generality of explanation and respect for the differences
between modes of existence and the causal implications of these
differences. Man exists in a distinctively personal way as a
reflective and free agent. His culture and moral personality
are the work of freedom and—Kierkegaard would add—of
divine government. Man’s way of existing rests on a recogni-
tion of his placement in the existing world and his vocation
to participate in the source of existence.
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5. Farra anp Reason

Being a hundred years removed from Kierkegaard, we some-
times make inferences from his stated position which he himself
would not admit. Because he preached the scandalous cruci-
fixion of reason on the tree of faith, we are ready to conclude
that he is anti-intellectual or, more subtly still, that he is
engaged in discrediting religious faith indirectly in the eyes of
intelligent men. His actual intent is much less forbiddng and
devious than is sometimes supposed. He was confronted with
a peculiar sort of rationalism, not one which oulawed faith as
nonsense but one which clasped it so vigorously to itself that
faith was suffocated in the embrace. Consequently, there was
no more effective temporary strategy than to proclaim the
utter irreconcilability between religious truth and an absolutist
brand of reason. Kierkegaard hesitated to say anything in
human tongue about Christian faith under these circumstances.
He had his pseudonym, Johannes Climacus, advance a distine-
tion between a doctrine or philosophical exposition of faith and
an existential communication after the manner of a subjective
truth.® It seemed to him that the ordinary doctrinal treat-
ment fails to arouse individual response and that ordinary
apologetical methods betray a lack of confidence in faith.

St. Thomas kept his sermons and his theological treatises
separate, but he held that theology is the one science which is
both speculative and practical. Sacred doctrine should not be
treated in a purely speculative way, since it is formally con-
cerned not only with God but also with the direction of human
actions to the vision of God. Hence it fulfills in the highest
degree the requirements of wisdom, which judges and orders
all matters in the light of man’s final end. On the other hand,
Aquinas made the fullest use of reason in examining the con-
tent of faith. This he did without any implication that it is
due to the weakness of his belief or to a compromise between
natural and supernatural orders of assent. The theological use

5 Concluding Unscientific Postscript (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1941), p. 339.
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of ordinary human reason, unhampered by the pretensions of
absolute idealism, does not rest on such motives but on a realis-
tic appraisal of man. Just as we cannot decree man into be-
coming a phase of -Absolute Mind, so we cannot decree that
faith and reason will have no commerce in him.

Man is a being who knows in part and believes in part, but
both believing and knowing help to perfect his one personal
outlook. He has a native tendency to unify the truths to which
he assents, bringing the deliverances of faith to bear upon the
life of reason and, conversely, exploring the groundwork of faith
with the aid of reason. Augustine and Anselm set the pattern
for this view of the normal intercourse between faith and rea-
son when they formulated the guiding axiom of Christian
wisdom: I believe so that I may understand, and I under-
stand so that I may believe. The purpose of a Christian wis-
dom is not to erase the distinction between understanding and
believing but to keep open the lines of communication and
mutual aid.® St. Augustine compares this polar activity to the
moral dialectic of coming into possession of finite goods so that
one may desire the supreme good all the more intensely. Truth
is ultimately one not ounly in its primary source, God, but also
in the final tendencies of believing and understanding. Reason
is strengthened in its operation by the direction it receives
from faith. The latter, in turn, draws upon the resources of
reason in order to make intelligible that which has been re-
vealed. If faith seeks after direct insight into the grounds of
supernatural truth, it specifies as its goal not philosophical
cognition but the sheer vision of God face to face.

St. Thomas customarily distinguishes between two sorts of
truth in the content of revelation. Some truths are of a strictly
supernatural sort, which could in no way be discovered by
unaided reason. Other truths do not surpass the natural capa-
city of reason, but nevertheless have been revealed because of
their importance for our salvation and the weakness of our
mind in its actual condition. In this way, the mysteries of the

¢ Cf. the illuminating remarks in E. Gilson: L'Etre et essence (Paris: Vrin,
1948), pp. 240-242.
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Trinity and the Incarnation are set off from revealed assur-
ances about immortality and providence. Because he did not
make this distinction, Kierkegaard took needless scandal at
any philosophical treatment of questions like immortality and
divine providence. It seemed to him that these matters could
not be handled philosophically without reducing the entire
content of faith to the level of natural reason and philosophical
criteria. But from the fact that both faith and reason can
deal with these truths it only follows that there are some re-
vealed truth which can be believed at one time and known at
another, or believed by one individual and known by another.
In regard to the mysteries of faith which are above our natural
power of proof, however, Kierkegaard is justified in protest-
ing against efforts to provide philosophical demonstration.
Revelation is not, as Fichte dreamed, a sort of Volksausgabe
or vulgar version of what reason will later establish philo-
sophically. Neither is our saving adherence to revealed truth
an exclusively intellectual act, isolated from the affective side
of man’s life. Kierkegaard’s analysis tells also against the
rationalistic theologians who had forgotten the influence of
will upon intellect in the free and supernatural act of believ-
ing. There is a close resemblance between the dialectic which
Augustine found between love and understanding in the growth
of faith and Kirkegaard’s appeal for renewed cooperation be-
tween passion, will and interested reason. Both these Chris-
tian thinkers are only recalling in their own generation the
Biblical conception of fides caritate formata, faith quickened
and warmed by love of God above all.

Crisis theologians like Emil Brunner have followed Kierke-
gaard in locating faith formally in the subjective act of believ-
ing and personal encounter with Christ” It is a welcome re-

“See E. Brunner: Revelation and Reason (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,
1946), pp. 36, 156; chapter 25 is a remarkable plea (against Barth) for a Re-
formed Christian philosophy along Kierkegaardian lines. For a critical discussion
of the attitude of neo-orthodoxy toward faith and reason, cf. L. H. DeWolf: The
Religious Revolt Against Reason (New York: Harper, 1849). The best account
of the theological aspects of existentialism is Dante Morando’s Sagg:i su Pesisten-
gialismo teologico (Brescia: Morcelliana, 1949); chapter 8 is on Barth.
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minder that all the roads of Christian existence lead to the
person of the Word of God made flesh. But it was difficult
for Kierkegaard to avoid correlating what older theologians
called the act of believing—fides qua creditur—with the truths
and the personal Truth revealed for our assent and adhesion—
fides quae creditur. Taken by itself, a theological science
which concentrates upon the latter is bound to issue i dead
formalism and insensitivity to the need for devotion to, and
personal sacrifice for the sake of, revealed truth. But the be-
lieving act, if cultivated in isolation, leads to mere sentimen-
tality and undisciplined enthusiasm, consequences which were
equally repugnant to Kierkegaard. Both aspects of faith belong
to the foundation of Christian life, since they both lead men
to the person of Christ.

The difficulty of maintaining ntimate contact and balance
between dogma and devotion, creed and cult, suggests that
the problem of faith cannot be resolved merely from the stand-
point of the individual believer and an invisible company of
believers. It is also a matter of joint concern to a Church or
visible body of believers. Faith incorporates one into the wider
religious community in its incarnate form as a Church. It
makes the demand that we acknowledge God not ounly in the
privacy of our hearts but also in a public and corporate way
along with our fellow believers. The movement of existence
impels the man of faith toward visible and social confession
of that faith and a corresponding communal act of worship.
Kierkegaard hesitated to make this inference, however, lest it
commit him once again to the Hegelian organic whole. Having
criticized the latter as being destructive of the individual, he
remained forever wary of visible expressions of the social aspect
of religion. This is a final instance in which it would be fatal
for us to lend unconditional normative value to his criticisms.

James CoLLINs
Saint Lowis University,
Saint Louis, Mo.



THE PLATONIC THEORY OF INSPIRATION
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KHIS essay makes no attempt to locate, describe or
evaluate an aesthetic along Platonic lines. Many quali-

#-  fied men have done this adequately—in fact, exceedingly
well, considering that they have generally read an integrated
and extensive aesthetic where there were, at most, but indica-
tions from Plato himself.

The contributions made by Plato towards an aesthetic are
three-fold. He suggestively treated (1) the character or
make-up of art, (2) its moral consequences and (3) the -
spiration of art. It is well known that for Plato artistic pro-
duction is but an imitation of an imitation, a product thrice-
removed from reality. From this it is easy to see how and why
the censorship of Homer and all other poets came about in
the tenth book of the Republic. The core of this development,
the premise underlying the logic of Plato’s dicta, is to be found
in the theory of inspiration.

This essay reports what Plato said about this last element
of a complete aesthetic: the nature of inspiration. Of the
three main topics of aesthetic importance in Plato, it has re-
mained the least commented upon. There are two probable
reasons for past neglect of the theory of inspiration. In the
first place, the theory had not been accorded a sufficient im-
portance; and secondly, there is very little available material
from Plato himself with which to work.

The basic issues in this study are not what attitudes were
adopted by Plato, but why; not what are the superficial rea-
sons given for his attitudes, but what valid and more satis-
factory explanations may be found and what more pertinent
connections may be made with the more acceptable aspects
of Platonic philosophy. The answers lie in the theory of
inspiration.

My approach to the subject is from the primary sources,

466
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with some research in the Greek language to trace the literal
and metaphorical usages of certain key words. All the textual
references are to the Random House edition,’ following the
Stephanus pagination.

1. Funcrior or INSPIRATION

The function of a thing is the criterion of its usefulness. The
function of the theory of inspiration should, in some adequate
way, explain Plato’s statements about it. Prima facie, of course,
this theory serves to explain how artistic creation is possible.
If all human endeavor were philosophic, then there could be
no such question. If all human endeavor followed the logic
of the Sophist or the systematic process of inquiry illustrated
in the Theaetetus and the Parmenides, then there would be
no artistic creation possible, nor any problem concerning its
method. But Plato fully realized that such was not the case;
that productions which did not follow the long and careful and
difficult path of intellectual inquiry and dialectic did come into
being. It became a matter of some importance for him to
account for their existence.

It would be the easy thing simply to say that Plato refutes
the validity of artistic creations: that one could successfully
document Sully’s thesis:

In spite of his lofty theory of the origin and nature of beauty,
Plato seems to have imperfectly appreciated the worth of art as
an independent end in human life and culture. He found the end
of art in imitation . . . , but estimated the creative activity of art
as a clever knack, a little higher in intellectual value than the
tricks of a juggler. He tended to regard the effects of art as deveoid
of all serious value, and as promoting indolence and the supremacy
of the sensual elements of human nature.?

In the sections that are to follow, Plato’s own words on the
subject of inspiration are brought together. They are few and

* The Dialogues of Plato. Tr. Benjamin Jowett, 2 vols. (New York: Random
House, 1937.)

? James Sully. “ Aesthetics,” in the Encyclopaedia Brittanica. 9th ed. (Chicago:
R. S. Peale Co., 1892.)
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not too specific; but they are very suggestive of things which
do not quite enter into the strict survey of the area of inspira-
tion. It may be profitable, nevertheless, to correlate these
suggestions into the evaluation of the theory of inspiration.

Baldly speaking, the function of inspiration is to explain
how a particular individual is motivated to create in an artistic
medium, and why his product is what it is. It will become
obvious that Plato actually did not appreciate the process at
all, except in the most superficial and conventional sense. It
will also become obvious that his attitude toward some of the
products of artistic creation is a careful one. Nowhere in Plato
can a denial of the effectiveness of the artistic media be found.
On the contrary, one of the principal charges that has been
brought against Plato has been that of full awareness of, and
respect for, the efficacy of artistic productions on the nature
of man. What Plato questions is the responsibility of the
function of inspiration.

One of the aims of this study is to demonstrate a more valid
correlation between the theory of inspiration and the essential
and ultimate suppositions involved in Plato’s theory of knowl-
edge. Tt isin this area that the problem of responsibility may
be clarified.

2. INSPIRATION wersus ART

The theory of inspiration, which is to be traced in detail in
the following pages, supposedly includes all the creative arts.
In reality, although painting and music (that is, music dis-
tinguished by notes, not music in the more comprehensive
usage of the Greeks) are occasionally mentioned and slightly
discussed, poetry is the major creative medium which Plato
uses in his discussion of inspiration, imitation and censorship.
Poetry of necessity is one of the major arts since, from
antiquity, it has been known as the language of religion. The
value of the elements which go into what is here called the
theory of inspiration is not affected by the singular emphasis
upon poetry, rather than by a more equitable emphasis upon
all the creative media. Indeed, it is a most natural result since,
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for the early Greeks, only poetry was considered as that most
comprehensive art.

In the Ion we have the first indications of these elements
of inspiration. Yon, the rhapsode, is troubled by Socrates who
good-naturedly berates his so-called special ability to interpret
Homer over and above all other men, while he is deficient in
the interpretation of any other poet.? There is only one major
point in the whole dialogue: that the rhapsode possesses no
learned, conscious, rational interpretation of a poet, but is a
means, an instrument, through whieh the poetic inspiration is
transmitted.

Socrates tries to explain to Ion what the reason for his de-
ficiency is: “ The gift which you possess of speaking excellently
about Homer is not an art, but, as I was just saying, an inspira-
tion; . ..” * Here we have not only the first direct reference to
inspiration, but also the differentiation which Plato made be-
tween art and inspiration. The Greek words for the various
forms of the verb to inspire throw a good deal of light on this
matter and will continue to do so for the rest of this essay.
Further, the original meanings of these words dispel any illu-
sions concerning a possible * scientific ” definition of nspira-
tion and also do away with much that has been read into
Platonic aesthetics.

‘Bumvéw,” literally means to be filled with breath; érimvoia,
means breathing upon or breathed upon and is the direct form
from which we derive the word “ inspiration ” borrowed from
the Latin. One who is inspired, or more literally, filled with
God, or possessed, is one who is évfeos. It is from this Jast
word that we derive our word “ enthusiasm.” 'This word will
come up again later in a discussion of related influences upon
Plato and will help to determine the differences between literal
and metaphorical usages.

In addition to the above key words, there are several others

# Jon 531 C.

4 Jon 533 D.

5 All derivations are based upon the Classic Greek Dictionary. (New York:
Hinds, Noble & Eldredge, 1901.)
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which are interesting to trace in the original and which come
up in the quotations to follow. The word for “art,” the
inferior element as Socrates uses it, is 7éyvy. This has a variety
of meanings: a skill, a craft, a manner of doing something.
That which is artistic is reyvucdv. Two other words occur
several times: felor and Sawyudviov, both of which refer to the
“ god-head ”’; and it is from them that we derive the word
Plato used so often in his classifications, a “ divine (v) .”

This brief but illuminating tracing to the original language
shows us several things: that we cannot hope to find in Plato
a- definition of inspiration which is specific and concrete; that
the words for inspiration, inspired, divine and diviner rely for
their definitions upon a whole set of theological and mytho-
logical suppositions accepted by Plato at face value. With
such evidence there is no argument. Plato uses words which
cannot be taken out of their context, and their context is
such that there is no ultimate, concrete explanation given. In
other words, those who may like a point by point, step by step
description of the ritual, or process, which an “ inspired ” poet
may have to go through, should not lock to Plato.

It seems obvious that the literal meaning of the words given
previously is the one most closely held in mind by Plato. Few,
I suppose, would deny the explicit accuracy of the classical
Greek language, a language which devised scores of forms to
specify each shade of difference in the meaning of particular
verbs. There was little ambiguity in the Greek language be-
cause of this and there is little reason, if any, to read into
the Platonic use of these words the complex ambiguities of
later developed aesthetics.

A man who is &feos is a man full of God. A man full of
God 1s expressed metaphorically by émimvoios, one breathed
upon and filled with God. Further than that we cannot accur-
ately go. With these meanings we can certainly determine the
rest of the material upon inspiration which we find in Plato.
The ramifications of these words, in a literary sense, will be
discussed in the conclusions to this essay.
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To return to the Ion again, Socrates, by his example of the
magnetic rings, continues his explanation to the rhapsode that
he is possessed by inspiration, not art, when he speaks of
Homer:

. there is a divinity moving you, like that contained in the
stone which Euripedes calls a magnet, but which is commonly
known as the stone of Heraclea. This stone not only attracts iron
rings, but also imparts to them a similar power of attracting other
rings; and sometimes you may see a number of pieces. of iron and
rings suspended from one ancther so as to form guite a long chain:
and all of them derive their power of suspension from the original
stone. In like manner, the Muse first of all inspires men herself;
and from these inspired persons a chain of other persons is sus-
pended, who take the inspiration. For all good poets, epic as well
as lyric, compose their beautiful poems not by art, but because
they are inspired and possessed.®

Plato, by this example, has established the perspective which
he will in future employ in his consideration of the imitative
arts. At the same time, he has come as close to “ defining ”
the process of inspiration as he ever will. The chain of succes-
sion 1s a passive one, after the original impulse is generated by
the Muse. From then on we have a descending process: God—
Poet—Rhapsode. One can see in this illustration the clear,
yet embryonic, theory of Forms or Ideas. God, who has
thought of the ideal poetry (which resided in the Muse of
poetry for the Greek mind): the poet who most closely par-
ticipated or shared in the ideal Form of Poem: the rhapsode
who, by favor of divine influence, most closely approached the
meaning and intent of the poet. It may be clearly seen from
such a perspective that reason is the greatest stumbling block
to true poetic creation. The point is intended to prove, as I
see it, that poetry (and, by inference, all the arts) is not actu-
ally a human creation but a human participation in a divine
creation. In such clever ways does Platc set the stage first
for the acceptance of poetry as divine, then for the rejection
of the unthinking human: the poet.

¢ Ion 533 D.
3
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The discussion continues between Socrates and Ion, and we
now have one of Plato’s most sympathetic descriptions of the
artist and his inspiration:

For the poet is a light and winged and hely thing, and there is no
mvention in him until he has been inspired and is out of his senses,
and the mind is no longer in him: when he has not attained to
this state, he is powerless and unable to utter his oracles. Many
are the noble words in which the poets speak concerning the actions
of men; but like yourself when speaking about Homer, they do not
speak of them by any rules of art: they are simply inspired to
utter that to which the Muse impels them, and that only: ...7

The poet cannot be rational while engaged in the poetic pro-
cess: when God fills him with breath, there is no room for
human reason. At the same time, Plato acknowledges the
special attributes of the creative artist in his words “ a light
and winged and holy thing ” and affirms the lifelong attitude
he kept toward the arts, even though he had to turn away
from their traditional products in his capacity as the phi-
losopher-king of the Republic.®

A little further down in the discussion, Plato makes explicit
this direct, divine manipulation of the inspired creative artist:

. . . for not by art does the poet sing, but by power divine. Had
he learned by rules of art, he would have known how to speak
not of one theme only, but of all; and therefore God takes away
the minds of poets, and uses them as his ministers, as he also uses
diviners and holy prophets, in order that we who hear them may
know them to be speaking not of themselves who utter these price-
less words in a state of unconsciousness, but that God himself is
the speaker, and that through them he is conversing with us.?

Now the artist speaks in a “ state of unconsciousness,” a state
which must imply a metaphorical use to describe that absence
of conscious effort.

Socrates ends the discussion of the inspiration of poets and
of their magnetic influence upon their interpreters, the rhap-
sodes, by telling Ton that if Ion insists that he functions by
art, he is being dishonest by his display of inadequacy; but

7 Jon 534 BC. ¢ Rep. X 607 A. ® Ion 534 C.
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that if he is willing to admit of inspiration by divine influence,
then he may be considered in a more noble light.*

There is a brief but contributive passage in the Apology

which illuminates the growing unrest Plato felt with what he
considered the ineffectuality and decadence of the poetic art.
Socrates has been informed by the oracle that there is no wiser
man in all the world, and he sets out to prove the oracle wrong
by interrogating all kinds of people considered wise, Socrates
is now telling of one of his labours:
After the politicians, I went to the poets, tragic, dithyrambic, and
all sorts. And there, I said to myself, you will be instantly de-
tected; now you will find out that you are more ignorant than they
are. Accordingly, I tock them some of the most elaborate pas-
sages id their own writings, and asked what was the meaning of
them—thinking that they would teach me something. Will you
believe me? I am almost ashamed to confess the truth, but I
must say that there is hardly a person present who would not have
talked better about their poetry than they did themselves. Then
I knew that not by wisdom do poets write poetry, but by a sort
of genius and inspiration; they are like diviners or soothsayers who
also say many fine things, but do not understand the meaning of
them. The poets appeared to me to be much in the same case;
and I further observed that upon the strength of their poetry they
believed themselves -to be the wisest of men in other things in
which they were not wise.

Here we have explicit the Platonic animus against the irra-
tional, non-cognitive products of the creative media. It does
not matter that these poets, diviners and soothsayers occa-
sionally reveal an insight into truth: from the intellectual point
of view their revelations are incidental.

There i1s an interesting correlation between Plato’s descrip-
tion of the poet’s productions and his attitude towards them
and the trend of early Greek philosophy. Over many genera-
tions the movement was from chaos to order; from the ambigu-
ous multiplicity of basic substances to the more integrated
conception of a Mind or Nous. With Plato we find an integra-
tion which resolved the primeval chaos of both nature and

10 Jon 542, * Apol. 22 A.
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man’s mind to a universe of order and logic: a gigantic disci-
pline-machine along Socratic lines with proper cause and effect
relationships. With such a development of logic in philosophy,
it becomes understandable that the Socratic view, as expressed
by Plato, would not admit of irrationality and irresponsibility.
But these are the earmarks of artistic productions, at least on
the surface; and even though inspiration is admitted as the
explanation of the process of artistic development, and occa-
sional insight into truth granted to the devotees of the Muse,
the whole problem becomes repugnant to minds such as those
of Socrates and Plato. We will be able to see more of this
duel between the rational and the irrational in the Phaedrus,
but for the moment there are one or two statements in the
Meno and the Laws which should be brought in to make this
compilation of references to inspiration as complete as possible.

In the Meno Plato nquires into the source of the knowledge
of virtue. Can it be acquired through sense experience or by
the manipulation of thoughts in the mind? Plato’s conclusion
is that it is a gift of God;*? but in arriving at this conclusion
he makes another reference to inspiration. In fact, inspiration
is the common denominator of poets, diviners, soothsayers,
prophets and statesmen:

But if not by knowledge, the only alternative which remains is
that statesmen must have guided states by right opinion, which
is in politics what divination is in religion; for diviners and also
prophets say many things truly, but they know not what they
say. . . . And may we not, Meno, truly call these men “ divine ”
who, having no understanding, yet succeed in many a grand deed
and word? . .. Then we shall also be right in calling divine those
whom we were just now speaking of as diviners and prophets,
including the whole tribe of poets. Yes, and statesmen- above all
may be said to be divine and illumined, being inspired and pos-
sessed of God, in which condition they may say many grand things,
not knowing what they say.’®

This last quotation gives us another confirmation of the point
of irresponsibility which was brought up earlier. The oppo-

12 Meno 99 D-100. 13 Meno 99 BC.
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sition between philosophic knowledge and artistic inspiration
now seems very strong and clear. Yet we must keep this in
mind, that, as in the case of virtue, there are other things than
inspiration that depend upon the “ gift of God ” or “ divine
illumination ” rather than upon logical inference.

In the Laws the Athenian stranger (Plato) speaking of
Homer says:

For indeed, in these verses, and in what he said of the Cyclopes,
he speaks the words of God and nature; for poets are a divine race
and often in their strains, by aid of the Muses and the Graces,
they attain truth.¢

The Athenian goes on to defend the poet’s position, which
must be taken for a defense of all the creative media, although
Plato brushed over music and painting:

That the poet, according to the tradition which has ever prevailed
among us, and is accepted of all men, when he sits down on the
tripod of the muse, is not in his right mind; like a fountain, he
allows to flow out freely whatever comes in, and his art being
imitative, he is often compelled to represent men of opposite dis-
positions, and thus to contradict himself; neither can he tell whether
there is more truth in one thing that he has said than in another.’®

In this last quotation we have a metaphorical, but remark-
ably pertinent, account of the creative process. The poet’s
inspiration is likened to the free-flowing water of a fountain, a
fountain without controls of its own. Whatever enters a poet’s
being, while his mind is taken over by the Muse, or God, must
come out again unimpaired. The embarrassing problem may
be posed: if all that a creative artist produces is directly God-
given, then how does Plato account for his objections? If the
poet is “ compelled ” to do and say certain things while &feos,
and if “ God is perfectly simple and true both in word and
deed; . . . he deceives not, either by sign or word, by dream
or waking vision,” ** then how can Plato so bluntly contradict
himself and reject the artistic production? I propose that, in
consideration of this point, Plato has little right to turn against

*¢ Lews, Bk. III 682 A. ** Lows, Bk. IV 719 C. *® Rep., Bk. II 382 D.
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what he calls the imitative arts. Further, if this point is valid,
Plato must be deficient in his understanding of that part of
aesthetics which has to do with direct creative production.
Finally, remembering the theological and mythological assump-
tions that Plato did make, it seems evident that the best that
can be said about Plato’s attitude on this problem is that he
was far more concerned with establishing order and security
in the world than he was with keeping free from aesthetic
contradictions.

In the Phaedrus we find three concluding contributions to
the question of inspiration. Towards the beginning, as Socrates
and Phaedrus are walking in the country, Socrates tells his
young friend that he is becoming affected by the surroundings:
“. .. for surely the place is holy; so that you must not wonder
if, as I proceed, I appear to be in a divine fury, for already X
am getting into dithyrambics.” ¥’

When Socrates prepares to recant his first speech and admit
that love is a madness of a nobler sort, he throws some addi-
tional light on this “ madness ” which possesses certain men:
“ It might be so if madness were simply an evil; but there is
also a madness which is a divine gift, and the source of the
chiefest blessings granted to men.” ** Now we have this mad-
ness of divine origin postulated as the “ source of the chiefest
blessings granted to men,” a far cry from his previous con-
tentions. But he goes on to explain: '

. and in proportion as prophecy . . . is more perfect and august
than augury, both in name and fact, in the same proportion, as
the ancients testify, is madness superior to a sane mind . . ., for
the one is only of human, but the other of divine origin.*

and a little further on:

The third kind is the madness of those who are possessed by the
Muses; which taking hold of a delicate and virgin soul, and there
inspiring frenzy, awakens lyrical and all other numbers; with these
adorning the myriad actions of ancient herces for the instruction

17 Phaed. 238 D. 18 Phaed. 244 A. 1® Phaed. 244 D.
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of posterity. But he who, having no touch of the Muses’ madness
in his soul, comes to the door ‘and thinks that he will get into the
temple by the help of art—he, I say, and his poetry are not
admitted; the sane man disappéars and is nowhere when he enters
into rivalry with the madman.2¢

There are no points in the above which have not been touched
upon, at least, in the preceding, or which will not assume a
greater clarity in the following section.

3. Tae RATIONAL-TRRATIONAL PROBLEM

Throughout the whole discussion, up to this point, one factor
contributing heavily to any attempt to determine the theory
of inspiration has come up again and again. This factor is
involved in Plato’s attack on the creative media, in fact it
proves his most formidable weapon. For the sake of con-
venience in this discussion this factor may be termed the
rational-irrational problem.

Throughout most of the references cited we find such key
phrases recurring many times: inspired by divine impulse; at-
taining some truth but having no knowledge of the degree or
exactness of it; compelled to; not of sane mind but freely allow-
ing that which comes in, by divine inspiration, to go out,
unchanged. These and many others contribute to the feeling
that Plato is putting a great emphasis upon the passive, non-
cognitive aspects which he considers to be paramount in the
arts.

The underlying motive for this emphasis upon such nega-
tive qualities may be found in the discussion of the soul in the
Phaedrus. In the great figure of the soul as composed of a
charioteer and two horses, Plato states his basic reasons for
classifying the creative media as imitative, as arts of the pas-
sions, arts of distractive illusions.

Soul, whether divine or human, is characterized by the figure
of a charioteer driving his chariot across the skies, continually
keeping his horses in rein. The difference between the divine

20 Phaed. 245 A.
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and human characterizations is that the souls of the gods are
balanced, the control by the intellect of the charioteer and the
upward pull of the will or noble desires over the downward
pull of the passions or ignoble desires, is stable and eternally
maintained. The human soul, on the other hand, is in a con-
stant state of turbulence: the downward pull of the ignoble
steed is continually threatening to ground the flight.

There is no ambiguity in the use which Plato made of this
metaphor. The mtellect, in the form of the charioteer, and
with the help of the will, the noble desires, must be the ulti-
mate and supreme governing factor of the human soul and
thus of human life. All the attributes of the imitative arts,
and principally poetry, belong to the realm of the ignoble steed;
he of the passions, the sensual dependencies. Socrates goes on
to explain in what the two steeds differ and what makes them
good or bad:

.. but I have not yet explained in what the goodness or bad-
ness of either consists, and to that I will proceed. The right-hand
horse is upright and cleanly made; he has a lofty neck and an
aquiline nose; his colour is white, and his eyes dark; he is a lover
of honour and modesty and temperance, and the follower of true
glory; he needs no touch of the whip, but is guided by word and
admonition only. The other is a crooked lumbering animal, put
together anyhow; he has a short thick neck; he is flat-faced and of
a dark colour, with grey eyes and blood-red complexion; the mate
of insolence and pride, shag-eared and deaf, hardly yielding to whip
and spur.?!

This is a most significant passage since it displays the most
mtimate attitudes of Plato. We can easily recognize the ex-
pression of the puristic elements in Plato.”” The noble steed
is white with dark eyes, color opposites of a determinate nature.
The ignoble steed is dark with grey eyes and a revolting com-
plexion. In using such descriptive elements Plato is subscrib-
ing to the theory that a beautiful soul is best, and most often,

# Phaed. 253 D.
?2Plato chose the pure white light, the clear full note, the simple elements in
each case as being those which most closely approximated perfection.
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expressed by a beautiful body; a wicked or repulsive soul is
expressed by a repulsive form. Further, the noble steed is,
actually, part of a working team with the charioteer. The
ignoble steed represents the rebellious elements of the soul.
The will loves honor, temperance, order and duty; the passions
love excess, disorder, insolence and pride. We may now begin
to draw the comparisons which are offered between this figure
of the soul and the bearing it has upon the theory of inspiration.

The ignoble steed is deaf, pays no attention to the guidance
of the charioteer, plunges after the immediate sensual enjoy-
ment of every object which attracts it. Out of this we certainly
derive the impression of irrational behavior. This type of con-
duct, in the human being, results in irresponsibility which is
no part of the pattern of the philosophic mind. Plato, at-
tributing to the artists passivity, non-cognition and irrespon-
sibility, based his views of a decadent, effeminate art upon
these elements. In no way does he allow what we should actu-
ally call “ creative ” activity to the artists. They are base and
passion-motivated instruments. Yet it is in just this that Plato
contradicts himself, as previously illustrated. Where is the
poet who is a “ light and winged and holy thing > in this pic-
ture of disorder, arrogance and blindness? And how can he
justify the fact that at one time the artist, through inspiration,
1s merely the instrument of God speaking, and at another time
he is evidently the conscious seeker after sensual enjoyment,
degrading expression and false ideas?

Plato forgets a great deal when he so cleanly divides the areas
between the philosopher and the artist. He says explicitly:

But of the heaven which is above the heavens, what earthly poet
ever did or ever will sing worthily? Tt is such as I describe; for I
must dare to speak the truth, when truth is my theme. There
abides the very being with which true knowledge is concerned; the
colorless, formless, intangible essence, visible only to mind, the
pilot of the soul.z

Here is the answer from Plato’s point of view: the artist is

2 Phaed. 247 B.
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concerned with the appearance of reality, the structure of sur-
face beauty; while the philosopher is concerned with reality,
the structure of truth. Put differently, the philosopher, the
supreme artist in Plato’s opinion,” deals with the world of
light and eternal ideas, not with the world of half-shadows
which must, by Plato’s view of things, be the lot of the imita-
tive artist. Surely then, it cannot be too exaggerated a thing
to say, if we remember the previous references, that Plato’s
God must not be as reliable, pure, and undeceiving as Plato
presents him to us. If the philosopher attains that vision of
the essence given to mind only by the process of human
thought, and this is the supreme pinnacle of the thinking man,
then how do we eliminate the inspired, the divinely influenced
man who is not speaking of and for himself, but is acting as
the instrument of the voice of God, or, indirectly, the Muse?
There must have been an overpowering drive in Plato to cancel
out any such manifestation and clear the way for the long,
arduous task of hard thinking and human logic which would,
eventually, lead to the innermost secrets of the world.

The very figure of the charioteer and the two horses, in all
its minute details, leads to the question: how can we account
for the presence of so much metaphorical artistry in Plato,
here and elsewhere in his dialogues? The answer, as T under-
stand the Platonic position, lies in rational, responsible, cogni-
tive consciousness. The poet would have stumbled upon such
a poetic figure through irrational inspiration, as Plato defines it,
and would have used it for what it was worth in its combination
of sensuous qualities to the eye, the ear. The impact of truth
in the metaphor would have been incidental, regardless of how
true it may have been. The conscious thinker, the trained
person, the philosopher, Plato, in short, both leads to and draws
from this figure of the soul as a rational illustration of part of
his structure of truth. Here is no babbling sitter upon a fount
of daemonic inspiration with an irrational, even though useful,
poetic figure, but a thinker fully cognizant of the intellectual

2¢ Laws, Bk. VII 817 A,
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validity of its use. To such a thinker, the beauty of the poetic
figure becomes infinitely more valuable since it is perceived by
the “ eye of the mind, the pilot of the soul.”

Again, we can return to Plato’s own words to substantiate
this qualification of responsible, rational knowledge of truth.
The last pertinent statement to this theme in the Phaedrus
reveals the ultimate Platonic challenge to the imitative arts;
one which is to be repeated several more times, ending with
the last work, the Laws. Socrates is saying:

.. to Homer and other writers of poems, whether set to music
or not; . . . to all of them we are to say that if their compositions
are based on knowledge of the truth, and they can defend or prove
them, when they are put to the test, by spoken arguments, which
leave their writings poor in comparison of them, then they are to
be called, not only poets, . . . but are worthy of a higher name,
befitting the serious pursuit of their life.*

This higher name is, of course, philosophers; for in that union
of poetic language and conscious knowledge of truth we have
Plato’s supreme artist, the philosopher, the philosopher-king of
the Republic, the legislator of the Laws.

4. CoNCLUSION

We have now examined every major reference to inspiration
in Plato’s own writings, and nearly all the minor references
except those short phrases here and there which have nothing
different to say. It is my aim in this concluding section to
offer both a resumé of the essential points involved in the
theory of inspiration and an evaluative integration of what
seems to be related and suggestive.

I think it may be legitimately concluded that we need to
approach Plato’s position on inspiration by imaginative ways.
Specific words were found in the description of the theory; but
these words, when traced in the original Greek, proved to have
meanings that simply confirm the imaginative approach. Plato
evidently could not find, and did not want to find, what we

*5 Phaed. 278 B
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would now consider more “ scientific ” words to describe the
process of inspiration. Consequently, he accepted at face value
words which were used in the Homeric period. When we find in
use words which have for a literal meaning expressions such as:
breathed upon, filled with God, and the like, we are dealing
with a theological and mythological context. This explanation
is not given critically. As far as T am concerned, that is as it
should be. Until we can measure the total processes of the
human mind, and evaluate them without any question, there
certainly are no other words to describe the creative process.
The explanation is given merely to clarify, if possible, my
understanding of the use of these words by Plato. In addition,
since these words, now that they are established beyond ques-
tion, both from their literal meanings, and their metaphorical
usages, enter so prominently into the discussion of the theory
of inspiration, a position has to be taken concerning them.

There 1s still another way that these words are valuable to
this problem, now that they have been specified in all their
unspecificity: I believe that they make even more apparent
the evidence of contradiction and uncertainty in Plato’s atti-
tude toward the artistic media.

The function of the theory of inspiration is to explain how
artistic production comes about and why. The how of artistic
production has been fairly well explained in Platonic terms:
sensitive souls are entered into by God, indirectly by the Muse,
and are compelled to release what is given them without con-
scious knowledge on their part. The human mind is displaced
for the period of inspiration, and the divine influences are in
full control. Naturally, Plato would not concern himself with
the why of creation. He held it in low esteem as compared
with his view of philosophical knowledge. Lindsay charac-
terizes Plato’s attitude in this way:

Plato denounced art because he so intensely felt its power. He
was himself both poet and philosopher, and the quarrel between
poetry and philosophy was waged in his own breast . . . . he could
not regard it as a necessary stage on the way to that full enlighten-
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ment which is philosophy. He knew that the claims of art were
too imperious for it to submit to be consigned to a position of decent
respectability. He felt that it claimed all or nothing. He would
not give it all: for he could not be unfaithful to philosophy: so
he must needs fiercely give it nothing.?®

Nowhere in Plato can I find anything specific to explain why
he thought artistic creation went on. I do not doubt that he
must have thought of the question; in fact, I do not doubt that
he must have had an answer. When you have an answer, how-
ever, that embarrasses, or puts in questionable light, the rest of
your doctrine, you may very well ignore it,

Irwin Edman has something to say on this subject:

The philosopher, like the artist, is at once selective and construc-
tive. QOut of all the manifold data of human experience, he selects
- certain salient and erucial facts, and, out of all the principles by
which facts may be classified, he selects certain principles, and, by
virtue of these, contrives a system of metaphysics, an ultimate code
of morals, a fundamental vision of nature, life and destiny.?

The contention supported in this quotation confirms the con-
tention that I brought into my study and that dominates the
whole of this concluding section: that Plato failed, consciously,
for reasons to be given later, to view all the possible aspects of
artistic creation.

The surface reasons usually given for Plato’s attitudes to-
wards art are those such as: his objection to the licentiousness
of the artists; the decadence and effeminacy to which art con-
tributes; and the emphasis upon the base and sensual which
corrupted the youth. Of course, all these have an element of
truth in them. No one explanation is possible for a complex
such as an aesthetic attitude represents. Needless to say, the
contention supported in my argument cannot be the whole
explanation for the same reasons. The fact remains, however,
that if we are to reach any degree of truth we should incor-

¢ Five Dialogues of Plato Bearing on Poetic Inspiration. Intro. by A. D. Lindsay.
(London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1913.)

#" Irwin Edman. Arts and the Man. (New York: New American Library,
1949), p. 141.
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porate all the possible explanations of a problem. Therefore, I
contend that those elements which I am supporting are so
obvious in Plato’s own writings, that only a high degree of
wilful intellectual bias could continue the exclusion of this
aspect which relates the theory of inspiration with elements of
Plato’s theory of knowledge.

Of the problem which has faced every interpreter of Plato:
why did Plato consider the arts decadent, effeminate, licentious,
corruptive, two statements may be brought to bear at this
point. Edman says:

But the quarrel is something more, and something different from
that between flesh and spirit. Why, at the close of the Republic,
does Socrates, who had previously merely censored, now exclude,
albeit reluctantly, the artist from the Perfect State? Plato does
not so much think the artist incites flesh as that he diverts and
distracts the mind, keeps the attention exquisitely enamored by
the sensuous simulacra of things, which are, for their part, the
imperfect shadows of ideas.2®

In the same vein Lindsay picks up the same point:

Plato quarrels with art because in his view it emphasizes and
attaches importance to just that semsible side of things, which
thought must transcend, and so hinders the mind’s progress from
sensible to intelligible reality, and also because the processes by
which it reaches immediacy are not trustworthy and are as far
as possible removed from those logical processes by which truth is
attained.?®

We are now approaching the point where valid correlations
may be made. Both Lindsay and Edman, to choose just these
two among a host of others, approach the element of connec-
tion which T will make; but both neatly stop around the point,
never quite getting to it. The quarrel Plato has with art is
something more than that between flesh and spirit. The points
presented which explain Plato’s attitude toward the distractive
and obstructive capacities of art are certainly valid and satis-
factory to a point. Of the two writers, Lindsay closer ap-

28 Edman, op. cit., pp. 115-116. *® Lindsay, op. cit., p. xv.
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proaches the added explanation I wish to present. When
Lindsay says, “ because the processes by which it reaches
immediacy are not trustworthy,” he is stating the core of
my argument.

Exactly, this correlation is that Plato had the same basic
premise for his theory of inspiration as he had for his theory
of knowledge. That premise is to be found in the doctrines of
immediacy and of reminiscence. Let me bring my two wit-
nesses to bear me out, as much as they can. Edman, in dis-
cussing the approaches to the theories of truth used by various
philosophers, has this to say:

But the “fact” by which truth is supposed to be verified, with
which truth is supposed to correspond, or of which it is said to be
a description, is curiously recaleitrant to all formulations of it.
The fact remains elusive of all descriptions. Ii is unique, imme-
diate, absolute.?®

and finally:

Ultimately, when. the argument has simmered down in a philoso-
phy, it, or what it simmers down to, is an integral act of insight, an
intuition.®!

This is no coincidence from the pen of a well-known writer on
philosophy and the arts, but an attitude common to most
thinking men when they come to set down their viewpoints
on philosophy. That Plato not only agreed but went even
further than this is well known and will be more fully illus-
trated in the quotations to follow from Lindsay.

Lindsay discusses the possible aspects which may enter into
any consideration of Plato’s attitude towards art, specifically,
inspiration, and he develops the point by the following quota-
tions. The only difference between Lindsay’s views and mine
is that of distance. I am going to try to go a little further than
he did. Specifically, Lindsay has this to say about Plato’s
congsiderations of art and knowledge:

#® Edman, op. cit., p. 180. *t Ibid., p. 148.
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The truth is that if Plato is poetic, it is not because he ever subordi-
nates philosophy to poetry, but because he takes what may be
called a poetic view of knowledge. He emphasizes and asserts the
importance in knowledge and in logic of the element of the imme-
diate and the intuitive, While always insisting on exact argument
and careful logical reasoning, he makes all reasoning depend finally
on intellectual insight and vision which is immediate.??

Tt is Plato’s position in the Meno that the soul has learned
all things in its many rebirths and that therefore man only
recollects. Truth is part of the soul, as are all other virtues.®

The process of realizing, or recollecting, knowledge is that of
contemplation—along logical lines, of course. The way is hard,
for some, overpowering; but that is the only legitimate way of
attaining truth m Plato’s estimation.

After contemplating beautiful objects gradually and in order, “ on
a sudden he beholds a beauty wonderful in its nature.” 2*

Lindsay concludes his presentation by a very apt statement
within which he gives a quotation from Plato, which should
leave no question of Plato’s views on this subject:

Though the apprehension is immediate and its own evidence, it is
reached in a definite way, which Plato is prepared to desecribe. . . .
Perhaps the clearest account of the matter is given in a passage in
the seventh letter. Plato is explaining . . . why his philosophy
cannot be properly stated in words. He shows the defects of all
our ways of representing reality . . . we must test and examine all
our thought by dialectic. If we do that, he says, after a long and
difficult process of “rubbing our conceptions and perceptions to-
gether,” suddenly insight and reason flash out, and we know reality
as it is. The reality cannot be described, simply because our
apprehension of it is immediate, but we can explain the necessary
means toward that apprehension.®®

The testimony is now complete, I believe. Plato has testified
in his own words and ideas, and Lindsay and Edman have given
witness, in their own interpretations, to the poetic character of
Plato’s logical process. Or rather, more accurately, the poetic
character of the result of Plato’s logical process.

32 Lindsay, op. cit., p. ix. 3¢ Lindsay, op. cit., p. i,
3% Meno, 81 CD. ¥ Ibid., pp. xiv-xv.
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It now seems reasonable to state my major point: that,
ultimately, Plato equated both his theory of knowledge and
his theory of inspiration to the same elements of immediacy,
insight, intuition or inspiration. True, in his fervent desire
to establish and perpetuate reason, order, consciousness and
mental stability both to the world and to the mind of man
thinking, Plato did establish the logical process of dialectic.
The pomt here being argued is not that the process which Plato
emphasized is not legitimate, or that it may not be the best
one to follow, in the long run; but that in doing so Plato con-
sciously disregarded the fact that he based both theories upon
the same elements.

If, at the end of a long, arduous and highly complex process
of reasoning in an endeavor to find truth, we ultimately resort
to intuition for the final answer, we are certainly assuming the
same elements with which the creative artist is credited. Plato
did just that, as far as I can see. The difference is in the
process. The important point, as far as the purpose of this
essay is concerned, is that Plato faced an embarrassing problem,
Not being able to deny that the inspired person did reach
heights of truth and beauty by means of divine influence and
control, and not resting his view of knowledge on anything
else but reminiscence, which is derived from that part of us
that is the divine element of soul, Plato saw the dangers which
were inherent in this situation. If he had discredited the divine
influence of the creative artist, the inspiration from God, then
Plato would have arranged things very conveniently for his
dialectical process. He did not do this, though, since he, too,
had been so strongly influenced by the poetic element. On the
other hand, had he arrived at any other apex in his process of
dialectic than the one of immediacy and intuition: had Plato,
in other words, been able to say this is the process, this the
result, completely dependent upon the elements of the process,
he would not have had the problem.

The result is that Plato could not allow the creative arts,
the inspired media, the dignity of their function. To do so
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would be to belie his large effort to promote the thinking man,
since the creative artist does not consciously think. Plato holds
that the creative person does not think at all. Yet, I would
suggest, had Plato more honestly investigated the reasons for
inspiration, had he more intensively tried to understand that
the same processes of “ rubbing our conceptions and percep-
tions together ” apply to all persons—not just the philosopher,
he might have realized what has now become more widely
accepted: that the creative mind may be poetic, or philosophic,
or scientific, or all of these.

Plato, like Bergson, exaggerated the differences between rea-
son and intuition to the point of almost- complete compart-
mentalization. Bergson insisted that, for the immediacy of
intuition to function, one must separate himself, as far as
possible, from any logical analysis. This onesidedness was the
result of Bergson’s effort to support his thesis that reality is
never gained from intellectual concepts. Only the perception
of the flow of direct awareness, by intuition, gives this reality;
and any part of this flow that is communicable must be ex-
pressed in fluid concepts or metaphors®® In the same way,
but at the other extreme, Plato felt bound to emphasize the
differences between reason and intuition. Plato accepted the
logical process with the ultimate immediacy of intuition and
rejected the intuitive-rational association which at times sub-
ordinates first the one and then the other, but which, at all
times, employs reason and intuition as supplementary, not
antagonistic, to each other.

The artist does not create im a vacuum, He, too, rubs his
conceptions and perceptions together until a truth, or an aspect
of beauty, appears fully alive. Plato knew all this. That is
why he used metaphor and simile; why he reverted to myth
and allegory so extensively; why he used beautiful and inde-
structible poetic figures to objectify his concepts. Plato’s
failure, from my point of view, and with the material with

¢ Henri Bergson. Introduction to Metaphysics. Transl. T. E. Hulme. (New
York: The Liberal Arts Press, 1949.)
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which T have tried to substantiate it, has been one of a human
being trying to do good. He chose the process which he con-
sidered superior and forgot that the rejected child was spawned
from the same womb.

Perhaps with Nietzsche, in his Birth of Tragedy, we can
project a supposed dramatization of what some of Socrates’
thoughts might have been, near the hour of his death, as he
once again listened to his inner voice telling him to practice
music. Nietzsche wrote:

It was something akin to the daemonic warning voice which urged
him to these practices; it was due to his Apollonian insight that,
like a barbaric king, he did not understand the noble image of a
God and was in danger of sinning against a deity—through his lack
of understanding. The voice of the Socratic dream-vision is the
only sign of doubt as to the limits of logic. * Perhaps ”~—thus he
must have asked himself—" what is not intelligible to me is not
therefore unintelligible? Perhaps there is a realm of wisdom from
which the logician is shut out? Perhaps art is even a necessary
correlative of, and supplement to, science? ” 37

ArrrUr E. VassiLion
Syracuse, N. V.

** Friedrich Nietzsche. The Philosophy of Nietzsche, p. 1026. (New York:
Random House.)

























































































































































































































































