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1. 2007

1.1 October

1.1.1 Thucydides (2007-10-01 12:29)

Thucydides holds up two scenes for us: a speech by Pericles and a record of discussions be-
tween a delegation of Athenians and a delegation from the island of Melos.
The speech by Pericles is complex: on the one hand, he mainly makes some attempt to paint
the Athenians with an element of the moral high ground, but on the other hand, he occasionally
also lets some of their merciless aggression show. One certainly gains the impression that he
is doing his best to present Athens as noble, and he uses the words "virtue" and "virtues" a
number of times. The matter is compounded by the fact that he is giving this speech at a
funeral during the Peloponnesian War, which the Athenians can hardly paint with the brush of
ethical righteousness: if Athens wins this war, it means that they can continue the financial
exploitation of the other Hellenic communities.
The record of the negotiations with the island of Melos is more direct in showing the Athe-
nian motives: the Athenian diplomats - one is tempted to call them thugs - begin by saying
that they’re not even interested in discussion justice, and acknowledging that their aggression
against Melos is largely unprovoked. The Athenians will make no effort to justify their actions,
they simply point to their military superiority and make demands.
Thucydides presents us with both events; he wants us to wrestle with the contrasts between
the high-sounding attempts by Pericles to paint Athens with a virtuous brush, and the blunt
reality of the military annexation of Melos.

1.1.2 Aristotle’s Politics (2007-10-16 14:36)

Because Aristotle sees society as being built out of small units of human relationships, he also
sees the problems of society as being the problems of these individual relationships.
Because a large nation is composed of many parent/child units, many man/woman units, and
many employer/employee units, if something starts to go wrong with the way people treat
each other in those settings, it will be a problem for all of the nation. Specifically, for Aristotle,
three problems that can affect society are: divorce, adultery, and illegitimacy. A marriage
is a contract, a covenant, a working relationship, and a promise: if people do not fulfill their
commitments to treat each other well, and to care about each other, then not only will the
marriage suffer, but society as a whole will suffer, and if there are too many divorces, it will
be a serious problem for the nation. Adultery is a failure to be faithful to one’s spouse: too
much of it will bring down a nation. If a child is born illegitimately, not only will the child face
hardships, but the energy of the nation will be partially spent trying to rectify the situation, and
that energy will not be available for other needs.
Remember that Aristotle discovers these principles as natural laws, like the laws of chemistry
and physics. Human societies all start as monarchies, and the human tendency toward forming
a state is simply part of natural human growth.
©2021 humanities-notes.blogspot.com 11
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1.2 November

1.2.1 Polybius (2007-11-03 09:23)

How unusual, that a Greek aristocrat, captured and enslaved, would write a book praising
the city and empire into which he was taken - yet that is precisely what Polybius does, and
in the process offers us a detailed description of the Roman government. He outlines the
three branches of the Republican government, and tells us what each one does, and how they
balance each other in terms of power.

He also offers a prediction of the forces which will ultimately bring down the Republic.
Internal issues, not external attacks, will be the end of this structure.

1.2.2 Cicero and Natural Rights (2007-11-05 14:30)

Cicero writings show us that he had studied Aristotle, Polybius, and Zeno of Citium. Cicero
also gave us one of the first clear statements of Natural Law theory. But his texts also present
us with some questions:

Was Cicero a stoic, or did he merely report stoic ideas?
What, exactly, is stoicism?
Did stoicism have any significant influence in Roman society, or is it simply frequently men-
tioned?

Understanding the difference between discovered objective Natural Law and legislated
subjective Civil Law, and the accompanying difference between Civil Rights of Citizens and
Natural Rights of all humans, will be the key to understanding the lasting influence of Natural
Law Theory, including the present day.

1.2.3 Pliny and Trajan (2007-11-20 16:30)

As you review the passage, note the tone with which Pliny addresses Trajan; note the calmness
with which Pliny states that he has executed and tortured Christians; note his distaste for the
idea that, among the Christians, a female slave might obtain a position of authority over free
male Roman citizens; note Trajan’s affirmation of what Pliny has done.

As you read Marcus Aurelius, note his tone, in contrast with the constant military con-
flict in which he lived most of his life, and in contrast with the orders he issued to have
thousands of people, including women and children, executed for being Christians.

1.2.4 Variety is the Spice of Life! (2007-11-21 14:27)

As we study the numerous and significant ways in which religious beliefs direct the flow of
historical events, it is always important to look at the subtle distinctions within belief systems.

In the ancient world, we can’t merely make generalizations about Jews, because two
12 ©2021 humanities-notes.blogspot.com
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thousand years ago, we find several differing currents within Jewish though. There were
Pharisee, Essene, Zealot, and Sadducee groups. To complicate matters further, recall that
Christianity was, at first, regarding as simply another type of Judaism.

Among the Christians, we find by the early 400’s A.D. that quite distinct forms of Chris-
tianity arose. Thus we have a Coptic Church in Egypt, a Syriac Church, a Chaldean Church in
Babylonia, and a powerful and well-developed Persian Church in what is now Iran.

The same is true today: among modern Jews we find Orthodox, Hasidim, Lubavitcher,
Satmar , Breslov , Conservative, Reform, and Messianic. Among Christians, we see Lutherans,
Baptists, Methodists, Presbyterians, and many other groupings.

1.2.5 Marcus - or Not (2007-11-25 06:18)

The Roman emperor Marcus Aurelius wrote his book of philosophy, which was not really widely
read or published until long after this death in 180 A.D. It has become popular, and is a clear
example of late Stoic philosophical writing. Some college students even claim it as a source
of personal inspiration! There is no doubt that the book is entertaining, and is, in any case, by
far the most well-liked piece of writing by a Roman emperor. Who would have thought that,
nearly two thousand years after his death, Americans would be buying thousands of copies of
his book? And mainly people who are not students, and not assigned to read him by a teacher
or professor!

Yet, despite his "best-seller" status, we label him as "historically insignificant"! Why? In
the line of Roman emperors, he either represents no clear turning point, or, at most, a
negative turning point, inasmuch as his successor and son was generally regarded as a far
worse emperor than he. During the reign of Marcus Aurelius, the empire neither contracted nor
expanded in a major way, nor did the nature of the Roman government alter itself perceptibly.
For most of his reign, he was not in Rome, but rather in the provinces, mainly in Gaul, fighting
with his army against various tribes. In the big picture of Roman history, he was the proverbial
"blip on the screen."

Although historically insignificant, he was, however, philosophically significant. His book
is the latest clear statement we have of Stoicism, before it ceased to be a belief system with
any significant number of followers.

Given his prominent role in the history of Stoicism, it is worth comparing his life to his
actions: how well does a life, the last twenty years of which were devoted to nearly constant
warfare and to routinely signing execution orders for the thousands of Christians who were
being put to death, match up with the sagely calmness of his book?

1.2.6 Semitic? (2007-11-26 20:29)

When we study the early cultures of the Ancient Near East, we learn that many of them were
Semitic - just as many cultures in that same location today are Semitic. But what is Semitic?

First of all, let’s clarify a common misunderstanding: "Semitic" is not another word for
"Jewish"! Some people use "anti-Semitic" to mean "anti-Jewish," but those two terms actually
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have different meanings. For example, an Arab is a Semite, and therefore an Arab cannot be
anti-Semitic, however much he may hate Jews.

All the cultures which are Semitic share a common cultural base, including linguistic ele-
ments and artistic traditions - music, stories, food, clothing, etc.

There was once only one group of Semitic people: scientists call this "Ur-Semitic" or
"Proto-Semitic," and gradually, over time, this group broke into smaller groups: Arabs,
Egyptians, Assyrians, Babylonians, Ethiopians, Hebrews, Canaanites, Phoenicians, Urgaritic,
Aramaic, and Akkadian. These are the Semitic groups, in ancient times, as well as now. To this
day, there are similarities between the Hebrew and Arabic languages.

Important to note are those groups which are not Semitic, and therefore are closely related
to European languages like German and Russian: Hittite, Sanskrit, and Persian. Modern-day
Iranians are Persians, not Arabs, and therefore not Semitic.

Understanding who’s Semitic and who’s Indo-European will help you understand the dy-
namics of the Ancient Near East, and perhaps also the Modern Near East!

1.2.7 The Empire’s Last Chance (2007-11-26 20:45)

The emperor Theodosius is known as "Theodosius the Great" for several reasons, but his fame
rests largely on the fact that his rule was a turning point in history. He was the last Roman
Emperor to rule over a united empire. After his death, it split permanently, east and west.

For over a hundred years prior to Theodosius, there had been a continuous tension be-
tween the eastern and the western ends of the territory. It split temporarily several times, and
was reunited by various leaders. Theodosius worked to create unity, but it did not last.

He faced a number of difficulties: First the Goths, a Germanic tribe from the north, proved
beyond any doubt their military superiority to the Romans. Theodosius was forced to allow
the Goths to settle inside Roman borders, but they retained their own government in these
settlements: a clear weakening of Roman sovereignty.

Secondly, there were civil wars lead by competing Roman politicians; these used up pre-
cious resources, and further weakened the credibility of the imperial government.

Thirdly, paganism threatened to make a comeback. Christianity had been growing steadily,
but when Theodosius’s co-emperor was murdered, suspicion fell onto polytheists as the
possible assassins. When a pagan was appointed to replace the fallen co-emperor, it was clear
that the polytheists were planning a comeback. Eager to avoid a return to human sacrifice, the
ceremonial raping of young virgin girls, and other cruel practices of the pagans, Theodosius
began to officially encourage Christianity. He stopped allowing imperial money to be used for
pagan ceremonies.

The most powerful contribution to both peace and unity during his reign was Theodo-
sius’s support of the Council of Nicaea . This boosting of social harmony would be the Roman
Empire’s last chance. He died in 395 A.D.
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1.3 December

1.3.1 The Effect of the Crusades on European Civilization (2007-12-04 12:21)

Much is said and written about the Crusades - and some of it is even true! We may note three
phases: from 637 A.D. (Islamic armies conquer Jerusalem) until 1095 A.D., there is a period
of unchallenged Muslim military expansion, included the invasion and sacking of Spanish
cities, and southwestern France. The second period would start in 1098 (the beginning of the
first Crusade) and end in 1250 (the end of significant Crusades); this would be the phase of
counter-attack by Europe in response to the first phase. The third and final phase would begin
in 1250 (the last serious attempt to settle or calm the source of attacks on Europe; after this,
the aggression toward Europe, displayed prior to the beginning of the first Crusade in 1098,
reappears.

But what is the cultural legacy of the Crusades? In a book entitled The Humanities in
the Western Tradition, written jointly by The City University of New York and The University
of Akron, the authors note that an important architectural example, "the cathedral Santiago
de Compostela ... was destroyed by Muslims in 997." Much valuable artwork was lost in the
Islamic attacks on Europe, attacks to which the Crusades were a response.

The same book notes that the scientific, philosophical, mathematical, and political devel-
opments of Europe would have been lost "if the Arabs had been able to break through
Byzantine defenses and advance into eastern Europe." Imagine - no calculus, no modern
physics, and no theory of government resting upon equal participation and freedom of
expression!

If Europe had not been defended, history would indeed be very different!

1.3.2 The Plague (2007-12-04 14:25)

[Norman F. Cantor taught at Princeton, the University of Chicago, and several other
universities. The following is from his book about the Plague:] In the England of 1500 children
were singing a rhyme and playing a game called "Ring Around the Rosies." Children holding
hands in a circle still move around and sing:

Ring around the rosies
A pocketful of posies
Ashes, ashes
We all fall down

The origin of the rhyme is the flu-like symptoms, skin discoloring, and mortality caused by
bubonic plague. The children were reflecting society’s efforts to repress memory of the Black
Death of 1348-49 and its lesser aftershocks. Children’s games were - or used to be - a
reflection of adult anxieties and efforts to pacify feelings of fright and concern at some
devastating event. So say the folklorists and psychiatrists.

The meaning of the rhyme is that life is unimaginably beautiful - and the reality can be
unbearably horrible.
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In the late fourteenth century a London cleric, who previously served in a rural parish and
who is known to us as William Langland, made severe reference to the impact of infectious
diseases "pocks" (smallpox) and "pestilence" (plague) in Piers Plowman, a long, disorganized,
and occasionally eloquent spiritual epic. As translated by Siegfried Wenzel:

So Nature killed many through corruptions,
Death came driving after her and dashed all to dust,
Kings and knights, emperors and popes;
He left no man standing, whether learned or ignorant;
Whatever he hit stirred never afterwards.
Many a lovely lady and their lover-knights
Swooned and died in sorrow of Death’s blows....
For God is deaf nowadays and will not hear us,
And for our guilt he grinds good men to dust.

The playing children, arms joined in a circle and singing "Ring Around," and the gloomy,
anguished London priest were each in their distinctive ways trying to come to psychological
terms with an incomparable biomedical disaster that had struck England and most of Europe.

The Black Death of 1348-49 was the greatest biomedical disaster in European and possibly in
world history.

A third at least of Western Europe’s population died in what contemporaries called "the
pestilence" (the term the Black Death was not invented until after 1800). This meant that
somewhere around twenty million people died of the pestilence from 1347 to 1350. The
so-called Spanish influenza epidemic of 1918 killed possibly fifty million people worldwide.
But the mortality rate in proportion to total population was obviously relatively small
compared to the impact of the Black Death - between 30 percent and 50 percent of Europe’s
population.

The Black Death affected most parts of the Mediterranean world and Western Europe. Some
historians believe that the Black Death, which reached Sweden by 1350, caused an era of
intense pessimism and widespread feelings of dread and futility. Others see that people rose
to the occasion, nobly enduring hardship and danger, to see that their communities survived.
After the devastation, the core of the civilization had been preserved, and new creativity
could be based on it.

But the great medical devastation hit no country harder than England in 1348-49 and
because of the rich documentation surviving on fourteenth-century England it is in that
country that we can best examine its personal and social impact in detail. Furthermore, there
were at least three waves of the Black Death falling upon England over the century following
1350, nowhere near as severe as the cataclysm of the late 1340s, whose severity was unique
in human history. But the succeeding outbreaks generated a high mortality nonetheless.
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2.1 January

2.1.1 The Greatest Goth (2008-01-06 19:39)

Before I tell you that Theodoric was the greatest ruler among the Goths, I need to clarify that
there were many Gothic kings named Theodoric. I’m talking about Theodoric the Great, who
was born in 454 A.D. in what is now Austria.

His father, also king of the Goths, had defeated the Huns and sent them retreating back
into Asia. As adult, Theodoric’s first political move was to take over Italy, partly at the request
of the Byzantine emperor, who wanted Theodoric as friendly government in Rome. Theodoric
was happy to comply, and ruled as king of Italy and king of the Ostrogoth territories, in an
alliance with the Byzantine empire. Eventually, he gained control over the Visigoth Empire as
well, and formed a friendly alliance with the Frankish Merovingian dynasty.

Theodoric demonstrated the power and skill of the Germanic tribes as a ruler, and a
high point of European culture. One story will suffice to demonstrate his spirit: In 519 A.D.,
when a mob of Italians had burned down the synagogues of Ravenna, Theodoric ordered the
town to rebuild them at its own expense.

2.1.2 Just Justinian (2008-01-06 19:59)

The Byzantine emperor Justinian was born in 482 A.D., just a few years after the fall of the
Roman Empire, or technically, for those who view the Byzantine Empire as the continuation of
the eastern half of the Roman Empire, just a few years after the fall of the western half of the
Roman Empire. In any case, he did not come from a rich aristocratic family, but rather from
a poor rural family. He worked his way up the political ladder, finally as an assistant to the
emperor Justin. When Justin died, Justinian became emperor.

Justinian had a keen interest in philosophy and religion, and wanted to carefully define
words like "trinity" and "incarnation" and supervised the re-building of the Hagia Sophia. His
reign was marked by alternating political tensions and friendship between his empire and
remnants of the western Roman Empire. These political ups and downs were accompanied
by varying emphases on the similarities and dissimilarities between the eastern and western
branches of the Christian church. In reality, the belief systems were very similar, but at times
of political tensions, attempts were made to make them seem different.

He also did much to popularize the Christian faith, although, at times, he became too
enthusiastic and wanted to force people to believe in the new religion. But he never com-
pletely illegalized Judaism or paganism, figuring that it is better to persuade people with ideas
and not with swords.
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2.2 February

2.2.1 How Faith Contributes to Society (2008-02-05 09:46)

It is clear that religion is, in many ways, the engine which drives history. Many, perhaps even
most, significant historical events and trends find their roots in religion. Many pivotal people
in history form their thoughts in the framework of spirituality, or, like Hitler or Stalin, react
against traditional religion.

What are, then, the net impacts of religion on society? In Western Civilization, or Euro-
pean Culture, we see the rise of civil liberties: during the Middle Ages, the craftsmen who were
members of the guild system practiced among themselves a form of democracy which was
arguably much more direct and equal than anything found among the Greeks of the Classical
era; in the settling of North America, even before we gained our independence from England,
the churches began to operate with various forms of direct democracy; the view that we are
obliged to respect every human life is part of a larger world-view. Gandhi’s desire to dismantle
the caste system was formed while he was a student in England.

A truly reflective spirituality, as opposed to astrologers and palm-readers, promotes sci-
entific investigation: the medieval scholastic philosophers emphasized that God is rational,
and that the universe is therefore structured on uniform mathematical principles, which paved
the way for the development of modern chemistry and physics; European Culture, including
America and Australia, have led the way in technical research and development; Erasmus
of Rotterdam wrote, "The weapons of a Christian are not physical violence, but prayer and
knowledge ... knowledge and learning fortify the mind with salutary precepts ... a sensible
reading of the pagan poets and philsophers is a good preparation ... "

Erasmus is not only giving us the classical teaching of Western Civilization that intellec-
tual knowledge is a better way to change the world than violence (Gandhi formulated his
principles of non-violence while a he was studying in England), but is also calmly willing to
study a diverse array of pagan opinions - and thereby modelling another typically Western
trait, the openness to new ideas. One need only note that, in the universities of Western world,
philosophies from every culture and country are studied, while in other parts of the world,
studying European philosophy is forbidden.

One final religious trait can be seen in society: the willingness to serve in someone else’s
cause. It was free white people who fought for the liberty of black slaves; it was men who
worked to give women the right to vote; it is adults who work to end child labor; it is the rich
countries who offer help and hope to developing third-world countries; it is the educated who
desire to create schools for those who have none. Varous phrases and words carry the same
theme: altrusim, self-sacrifice, noblesse oblige.

2.3 March

2.3.1 Adam Smith - Then and Now (2008-03-03 20:04)

In the March 2008 issue of The Atlantic , author Walter Russell Mead notes that "in 1776,
Adam Smith published The Wealth of Nations , a sly and subversive classic." Smith’s book is
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"too often mistaken today for a mere lecture on the benefits of capitalism," continues Mead.
In fact, the book probably contains comments of a wider interest about human nature and
society: "Smith saw what we see: the progress of modernity, he noted, was not undermining
religion in the Britain of his day. Instead, religious revivals were blooming. These new religious
movements often rejected the liberal values."

It would be only a few years after Smith’s The Wealth of Nations that John Stuart Mill
would start modern political liberalism and its rejection of Locke’s principle of majority rule.

Adam Smith, from Scotland, but familiar with the industrialization process throughout
England, "observed a relationship between these revivals and the process that we now call
urbanization." As the alienation, later identified by Marx, left the individual workingman
without a sense of community, "the city’s small sectarian religious congregations gave rural
immigrants a social-support network and a moral code." In the experience of the individual,
"these movements were a response to the dislocations of modernity."

In a different aspect of society, the technological innovations of the industrial revolution
continued a trend which had begun in earlier centuries: the simultaneous deemphasis of
organization religious institutions and the growth of individual religious spirituality. While
technical geniuses like Michael Faraday grew increasingly unimpressed with the organized
church, they became all the more committed to their individual religious faiths. So, while
technological growth can undermine religious institutions, it seems to fuel increasingly serious
personal commitments to spiritual beliefs: witness the missionary activities of chemist Robert
Boyle, discover of Boyle’s law.

"The symbiotic relationship between alienating, amoral modernity and fervent religion
can still be seen," continues Mead. In modern education, in a technological society, "the
intense competition for top university spots favors adolescents with steady homework habits,
harmonious relationships with school authorities, and the ability" to control impulses when
necessary to negotiate complex bureaucratic systems.

Technology, industry, and modern physics have not created a society of soulless robots;
rather, it has reinvigorated personal spiritual activity. Isaac Newton symbolizes this well:
while he was prone to disagree with a stuffy and inflexible Anglican church, he was even more
prone to believe that "the Greek and Hebrew scriptures offer a wholly trustworthy guide to
God’s will for humankind."

It was, after all, not some conservative bishop or priest, but rather the radical Isaac
Newton, who not only revolutionized physics and math, but also saw the events reported in
the New Testament as central to the human experience.

2.3.2 William Blake and the Doors (2008-03-27 08:50)

Jim Morrison’s 1960’s rock group, The Doors, took its name from one of William Blake’s poems,
in which Blake laments the spiritual blindness of humans:

If the doors of perception were cleansed,
Everything would appear to man as it is: infinite.
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For man has closed himself up,
Till he sees all things thro’ narrow chinks of his cavern.

Blake’s concern here revolves around the relation between reality and perception. He sees
that, as a result of the Fall, as a result of the imperfections which have become part of human
nature, our perception of reality is inaccurate. Can we fix our perceptions? Can we learn to
see things as they really are? In addition to being a poet and a painter, and engaging in other
forms of the visual arts (e.g., drawings, engravings, etc.), Blake is here concerned with what is
fundamentally a philosophical question: to what extent can humans have clear and unhindered
access to reality? To what extent can I escape my own bias and prejudice to see things as they
really are?
Blake’s answer is found in the title of one of his short writings, "There is No Natural Religion",
and places him into the midst of one of the great philosophical debates, not only of his era, but
also of our era.
The discussion revolves around two possible versions of religious thought: "natural religion" is a
view championed by rationalist philosophers, who thought that the most accurate information
about God is available to human reason through the process of logical reflection; "revealed
religion" is alternative, endorsed by empirical philosophers, who state that only by examining
external evidence (mainly texts) can humans correctly inform themselves about God.
By endorsing the idea of "revealed religion" and rejecting the idea of "natural religion," Blake
joins Issac Newton, John Locke, and Robert Boyle. For Blake, then, rational thinking and logical
argumentation alone are not enough to fully inform us about reality. To "cleanse the doors of
perception," Blake wants us to use our five senses to learn additional information, important
information, about God. Logic and reason, says Blake, will tell us perhaps, at most, that God
exists, and that He created the universe. But to learn the more interesting and relevant facts
about God, i.e., that He loves all humans, that He forgives sins, etc., Blake tells us to use our
senses, to study nature, to study texts and language, and to see the ultimate power which lies
at the base of all which we experience.

2.3.3 It Must Be True - I Saw It On The History Channel! (2008-03-27 09:33)

The flood of documentary films which fills both classrooms and many hours of cable television
can powerfully inform or misinform millions of viewers. We watch them regularly, and there
is a psychological temptation to believe or trust what they show or say. But how reliable are
they?
Documentaries can misinform in several ways. First, the images themselves can be misleading.
Often, if no still or movie picture of a historical event is available, some "reenactment" or
"simulation" is often shown. But any such footage is, at best, an educated guess, and not as
reliable as actual historical photographs. Worse, when a reconstruction or simulation is too
expensive to manufacture, stock footage from Hollywood films is often inserted. Hollywood is
fine for entertainment, but lousy for informing and educating.
Even when actual footage or still photos are available, there is a double bias: first, of the
original photographers on the scene, and then of the selections made for the film.
A second danger of documentary films is not in what you see, but in what you hear. Typically,
several experts or eyewitnesses are interviewed on camera. Of the many hours spent inter-
viewing, only a few minutes will wind up on camera - and those are often chosen, not for the
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information, but rather for the drama, which they present. And of the "experts" interviewed,
it is understood that one who has a radical or iconoclastic interpretation to offer will be the
most interesting on-screen, even if that alleged specialist is sadly mistaken. Historians and
scientists whose views are outrageous rather than rational make for entertaining films, but not
not for informative ones.

Even the background music can be misleading: a recent documentary about English history
showed scenes of London in 1965, while playing "Won’t Get Fooled Again," a song not recorded
until 1971. The film gave the misleading impression that the song was written in mood of that
historical moment, when it was in fact written at a time far removed.

A final strike against documentary films is that the actual amount of information - of quantifiable
data - is rather small for the time investment. For sixty minutes spent watching a documentary,
compared to sixty minutes spent reading a textbook, fewer facts are gained. Documentaries
are simply an inefficient way to inform one’s self about a topic.

2.3.4 Isaac Newton and Jesus? (2008-03-28 11:14)

As we investigate the work of Sir Isaac Newton, it becomes clear that for this genius, all of mod-
ern mathematics and physics are seen as an extension of a spiritual reality. Calculus is the
mathematical plan by which the universe was designed, according to Newton; his astronomical
observations and his refinements in telescope design were done largely with an eye to calcu-
lating the dates of events in the Bible through stellar movement. Yet, for this most religious
of men (Newton wrote more books about God and the Bible than he wrote about mathematics
and physics), the exact nature of his religious beliefs remains a matter of controversy.

Newton spent most of his life in or near the university in Cambridge, England.

Some historians are inclined to view Newton as a Christian, because Newton does clearly state
that Jesus is both the Savior of all humans and the Son of God. Further, he clearly states that
Jesus rose from the dead, in the most physical and bodily sense. Finally, Newton proclaimed
that the texts of the Tanakh and the New Testament were historically true and literally accurate;
Newton wrote entire books, commenting in detail about the writing of the prophets (he could
read Hebrew and Greek very well). All of which would make it seem that Newton is probably a
Christian.

Yet other historians say that Newton was not, technically speaking, a Christian. They imply
that Newton developed some very radical religious views, so strange that he cannot be called
a Christian. First, Newton doubted the usual sense of the Trinity: Newton claimed that, although
Jesus is both the Son of God and the Savior of the human race, yet Jesus is not identical with
God nor equal to God. Second, Newton engaged in some rather occult practices, including the
practice of alchemy (in the broader sense of magical chemistry, rather than the narrower sense
of the attempt to synthesize gold). These two factors may be enough to make it questionable
whether or not Newton can accurately be called a Christian.

Newton’s chief work was published in 1687 under the title Philosophiae Naturalis Principia
Mathematica, meaning Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy. In one of his history
books, written around the same time but published later, he wrote, “I take it for granted that
the Passion was on Friday the fourteenth day of the month of Nisan, the great feast of the
Passover on Saturday the fifteenth day of Nisan, and the Resurrection on the day following.”
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2.3.5 Rousseau’s Civil Religion (2008-03-28 14:32)

It is not easy to understand the writings of Jean Jacques Rousseau. It takes much thought and
patience to read his books. When you finally have figured out what he’s trying to say, then you
have to decide whether or not you agree with it!
Take his ideas about religion, for example. At the climax of his book, The Social Contract, he
carries out a historical analysis concerning the development of the relation between religion
and government. He says that in the earliest phases of human history, religion and govern-
ment were one. He thinks here of the ancient societies in the Fertile Crescent, and of the
earliest phases of Greek, Roman, and Egyptian culture. He then identifies the emergence of
Christianity as a crisis point in human history, because this new faith wants to separate religion
and government. He explains that this is why ancient societies wanted so desperately to kill
Christians: they found this new belief intolerable. Rousseau blames Christianity for creating a
social split which has never fully healed. To this day, he says, we see religion and government
as two separate things. Human society can never be fully at peace until they are reunited.
To further complicate his analysis, he makes the distinction, as do other historians, between the
real Christian faith on the one hand, and what most people usually consider to be Christianity
on the other. Rousseau winds up rejecting both, though, because they both lead to the social
split identified earlier. Rousseau says that the only hope for human society is to get rid of
Christianity in any form entirely.
In its place, he has invented his own religion. In contrast to Christianity, it has no basis in histor-
ical events; it is a collection of Rousseau’s own personal ideas. Rousseau rejects the idea that
God would ever freely forgive humans and extend unearned favor toward them. Instead, he
wants to teach people that they must earn their own way into heaven, or be damned. Rousseau
believes that his religion is central to any chance for a human society to heal itself, so he rec-
ommends that we make Christianity illegal, and require everyone to believe Rousseau’s theory
about God. Anyone who might reject Rousseau’s made-up religion should either be exiled or
put to death.
The bizarre theory of religion lies at the base of Rousseau’s envisioned society, and is a part of
his plan to "force people to be free."

2.4 April

2.4.1 Reacting to the Industrial Revolution (2008-04-03 20:13)

The Industrial Revolution was a major change in society. It affected many different areas of
life, and affected all social classes. It threatened some social institutions, and gave rise to
others. It gave power and money to the middle class, took power and money from the old
aristocracy, and made life miserable for many of the lower class. We can trace of number of
specific reactions to the Industrial Revolution:
The Art of William Blake focused on the human misery that was created by the Industrial
Revolution; he did not allow his readers to escape or forget the suffering that filled the slums
of London, or that this anguish was brought about for the comfort and greed of the middle
classes. The British Romanticists, in both poetry and painting, sought escape, or more ac-
curately sold escape, to their middle class audiences, who would rather envision an idealized
rustic rural life, than remember the coal smoke and child labor surrounding them. Marx, the
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communists, and the socialists demanded some form of revolution to overthrow this sys-
tem, to destroy the political, social, and economic systems, and establish a utopia, a worker’s
paradise of equality. John Stuart Mill and the Reform Liberals wanted a less radical so-
lution; rather than destroy the system, they wanted to fix it, to adjust it, via child labor laws
and the unionization of workers, among other means. Kropotkin and the anarchists also
demanded a revolution, but instead of replacing the system, they wanted an end to all systems,
and a return to an imagined state of nature and harmony. The Conservatives, represented
by Metternich, and to a lesser extent Burke, saw the Industrial Revolution as a threat,
because it emboldened the middle classes, and undermined the aristocracy; they fervently
sought to maintain the old social order as it had existed before the Industrial Revolution, and
realized that the threat was not from the lower classes, but rather from reform-minded individ-
uals who naively thought that they were acting on behalf of the lower classes.
The breadth of the Industrial Revolution’s impact reminds us that, as in the case of the printing
press, it is often not the lofty thoughts of academic philosophers, but the physical devices of
daily life which can bring about the most sweeping changes in history.

2.4.2 Adam Smith and William Blake (2008-04-03 20:26)

What can Adam Smith, a mathematical economist and coldly calculating observer of modern
mechanized and industrialized urbanization, have in common with William Blake, a passionate
poet and painter, whose works focus on the individual human experience?

Their thoughts and experiences intertwine with each other in a complex web. Blake was
passionately religious, but adamantly anti-church. He attacked the notion of "natural religion,"
but embraced the notion of revealed religion, and saw God as the center of all things; yet
he criticized the institutional church and organized religion as failing to address the human
misery created by the Industrial Revolution. Whether, in Blake’s mind, the church could not,
or simply would not, help, is not clear.

Enter Adam Smith. Although writing somewhat earlier than Blake, his comments antici-
pate, agree with, and to a certain extent answer Blake’s. In the fifth and final part of The
Wealth of Nations , Adam Smith addresses the social effects of urbanization, mechanization,
industrialization, and the modern economy. Smith, like Blake, sees the churches of the time
as inadequate to address the human needs of these new forms of life.

But Smith goes a step further: he predicts that new forms of spirituality will arise. And
in the early 1800’s we see these new forms of Christianity arising, in the movements that
would ultimately flourish in the middle of century in the birth of three large Christian institu-
tions: the YMCA, the Salvation Army, and the Red Cross. But even before the middle of the
century, this new version of the New Testament message would make its impact felt in various
reform movements to help conditions in the slums of industrialized big cities.

What Blake longed for, what Adam Smith foresaw, actually came to be.

2.4.3 A Radical Interpretaion of Martin Luther (2008-04-14 11:06)

Over the years, different historians have viewed Martin Luther very differently. Some have
seen him as a spiritual think, concerned mainly with understanding God and reading the Bible.
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Others have seen him as a political or social revolutionary, eager to overturn an unjust system.

Professor Huston Smith (formerly of M.I.T., now at the University of California Berkeley)
has his own interpretation of Luther. We should note that Professor Smith is, himself, a radical,
having experimented with the famous Professor Timothy Leary in the use of hallucinogenic
drugs to attempt to induce religious experiences. Anyway, Huston Smith writes that Martin
Luther

allows expression to spiritual propensities that Christianity had insufficiently provided
for, ones which (to pursue the matter of ethnic types) the Germanic temperament probably
houses disproportionately. Centering in an extreme consciousness of human limitations, one
so acute that it totally despairs of man’s power to meliorate them, Luther turned directly to
God. Faith in God’s power to effect a change is the human access to that change, so faith,
and faith alone - solo fide - is the key to the kingdom.

Professor Smith is saying that Luther was more likely, because he was German, to un-
derstand that human beings are essentially limited, and unable to help themselves. Humans
need help from something beyond themselves, something they can’t reach or grasp, some-
thing which must reach out to them, because they can reach out to it. That something is God.

This interpretation is radical because Smith is relying on the fact that Martin Luther is
German to explain the unique and powerful impact of the Reformation. It is true that others
before Luther had moved in the direction of a Reformations - Italians, Englishmen, Bohemians
and Czechs - but can we say that Luther succeeded because he was German? Others will
say that Luther succeeded because he had access to new technology (the printing press).
Suffice it to say that there are many ways to understand the powerful impact of the Lutheran
Reformation.

2.4.4 Was Martin Luther Anti-Semitic? (2008-04-22 17:56)

Martin Luther is routinely praised by historians, liberal or conservative, American or European,
as creating a positive spiritual revolution which re-vitalized European intellectual life. His
Reformation sparked a fresh wave of creativity in music, painting, poetry, and architecture.
Although focused on people’s spiritual well-being, his work had ripple effects in politics,
economics, and sociology.

But some have accused this inventive thinker of being anti-Semitic. Is Luther guilty of
hating the Jews?

The question, and its answer, are not as simple as we might hope. In the 1500’s, many
people used the word "Jew" as a racial or ethnic category; Luther, however, saw it primarily as
a theological category. So, when he spoke of "Jews", he wasn’t talking about who they were,
he was talking about what they believed.

A second complicating factor lies in the nature of Luther’s writings. Luther wrote over
one hundred short books in his life, over a time span of nearly fifty years. Over the course
of those decades, his opinions changed from time to time, and so we don’t always find a
consistent theoretical system expressed in these texts (which is why even the Lutheran Church
doesn’t take Luther’s writings as a definitive statement of Lutheran theory). Luther often wrote
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in a polemic tone, doing his best to deliberately irritate certain segments of the reading public;
so often he goes out of his way to use harsh language: this can lead to misunderstandings.

So what did Luther write? In 1520, he wrote: "Damnable is the rage of some Christians
(if indeed one can call them Christians) who believe they are doing God a favor by persecuting
Jews in the most hateful manner, entertain wicked thoughts about them, and mock their
misfortune with pride and contempt." Read that sentence again carefully.

Luther was friends with Josel von Rosheim, the chief Rabbi of Germany; Luther intervened
when anti-Semites in certain provinces threatened to confiscate all Jewish books: Luther’s
influence allowed the Jews to keep their books.

In 1523, Luther reminded the Germans "that Jesus Christ was born a Jew," and that "we
in turn ought to treat the Jews in a brotherly manner."

Why then have some accused Luther of antisemitism? In 1543, Luther wrote some rather angry
things about the Jews, very different in tone than the words quoted above. In contradiction
to his peaceful comments, Luther did, in that year, make some statements that could well be
interpreted as anti-Semitic.

What then will we say of Luther? Perhaps that he was inconsistent.

It may help to place the matter into perspective by reading how he wrote about his own
people: he wrote that the Germans were "brutal, furious savages," and that they were spiri-
tually "deaf, blind, and obdurate of heart." If Luther describes his own nation - and therefore
himself - this way, it is hardly surprising when he directs similar language at Italians, French,
Poles, or Jews.

2.5 May

2.5.1 An Example of How a Simple Question Becomes Complex
(2008-05-30 10:45)

Few things in life are as simple as they should be. For example, one can ask whether the
famous Soviet leader Mikhail Gorbachev is a Christian. That should be answered with a
simple "yes" or "no" - but it isn’t. When we start to examine the historical evidence, it quickly
becomes a very complicated issue:

Gorbachev was baptised in the Russian Orthodox Church as a child. He campaigned for
establishment of freedom of religion laws in the former Soviet Union. All of which would make
you think that maybe he’s a Christian. But Gorbachev has also expressed pantheistic views,
saying, in an interview with the magazine Resurgence, "Nature is my god."

Remarks by Gorbachev to Ronald Reagan in discussions during their summits, made the
President deeply intrigued by the possibility that the leader of the Evil Empire might be a
"closet Christian." Reagan seems to have seen this as the most interesting aspect of his
meeting with the Soviet leader in Geneva.
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At the end of a November 1996 interview on CSPAN’s Booknotes, Gorbachev described his
plans for future books. He made the following reference to God: "I don’t know how many
years God will be giving me, [or] what His plans are."

Gorbachev was the recipient of the Athenagoras Humanitarian Award of the Order of St.
Andrew Archons of the Ecumenical Patriarchate of Constantinople on 20 November, 2005.

On March 19 2008, during a surprise visit to pray at the tomb of Saint Francis in Assisi,
Italy, Gorbachev made an announcement which has been interpreted to the effect that he was
a Christian. Gorbachev stated that "St Francis is, for me, the alter Christus, the other Christ.
His story fascinates me and has played a fundamental role in my life." He added, "It was
through St Francis that I arrived at the Church, so it was important that I came to visit his tomb."

However, a few days later, he reportedly told the Russian news agency Interfax, "Over
the last few days some media have been disseminating fantasies — I can’t use any other
word—about my secret Catholicism, [...] To sum up and avoid any misunderstandings, let me
say that I have been and remain an atheist." In response, a spokesman for the Russian Ortho-
dox patriarch Alexei II told the Russian media: "In Italy, he (Gorbachev) spoke in emotional
terms, rather than in terms of faith. He is still on his way to Christianity. If he arrives, we will
welcome him."

So what does Mikhail Gorbachev really believe? As you see, the answer isn’t simple.

2.6 July

2.6.1 What Type of Liberalism? (2008-07-06 20:40)

The original wave of liberalism was lead by thinkers like John Locke and Adam Smith in the
1700’s. This became known as "Classical Liberalism" and emphasized the freedom of the
individual. Several centuries later, we are confronted with what is often called "New Left"
Liberalism. How are these two sorts of Liberalism different? We will see that the word
"Liberalism" can refer to very different schools of political thought.

Originally, liberalism had referred to political and economic liberty as understood by En-
lightenment thinkers like John Locke and Adam Smith. For them, the ultimate desideratum
was maximum individual freedom under the benign protection of a minimalist state. The size,
power, and role of government were to be kept to a minimum, to prevent it from controlling
individuals and thereby reducing their freedom. A free market would be good for the poor,
as it offered them opportunities, instead of keeping them locked in poverty. The freedom of
association guaranteed that civil society would be a free and open space occupied by volun-
tary groupings - neighborhoods, clubs, sports teams, political parties, any kind of voluntary
gathering - independent associations of citizens who pursue their own interests and ambitions
free from state interference or coercion. Classical liberalism saw government as a necessary
evil, or simply a benign but voluntary social contract for free men to enter into willingly.
Civilized people have disagreements, and those who participate in a parliamentary democracy
have arguments: classical liberalism is based on this fundamental insight - individuality is
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more valuable than unity. An ideology of individual freedom and democratic government - the
result of parliamentary debate and majority rule - gave birth to the true civil rights movement
in the 1960’s, when Martin Luther King declared that we should judge people by the content
of their character, not by the color of their skin. Freedom of speech, religion, the press, and
thought are part of the package of classical liberalism.

This sounds good. So why would anybody oppose it?

A different breed, the New Left Liberals, arose because of well-intentioned desires to
promote "the common good" in society. For example, cigarette smoking is bad, so should
we impinge on the liberties of individuals to deter or prevent them from smoking? By doing
so, we will, after all, help them to be more healthy, and save the rest of society from paying
the medical bills involved. Another example is the economy: people will suggest that the
government can alleviate the suffering of the poor by setting maximum and minimum prices
for certain products. Certainly we all want to help the poor. Or maybe we can make a more
harmonious and peaceful society by asking people not to voice certain opinions.

Out of good desires - for public health, or helping the poor, or reducing hate in society -
people are tempted to violate the first principle of civilized society: to protect individual
freedom. Even if we know cigarette smoking is harmful, we must allow individuals to do
it. Even if we guess that certain economic measures might help the poor, we must allow
individuals to make their own decisions with their property and money. Even if holding serious
moral beliefs makes some people uncomfortable, we should not attempt to stop those who
engage in ethical meditations.

History teaches us about the bad results of good intentions: the Prohibition Era was based on
a good desire to prevent alcohol-based problems, but gave rise to more crime. Stalin’s Soviet
Union wanted to create a classless utopia for workers, but ended up creating artificial famines
to start millions of freethinkers to death.

There is no goal which justifies compromising the freedom of the individual. That is the
essence of John Locke, Adam Smith, and Classical Liberalism.

2.6.2 The War Between Athens and Sparta (2008-07-31 16:40)

The differences between Sparta and Athens didn’t stand in the way of a confederation, when
the Persian empire threatened them. But after the victories at Salamis and Plataea, Sparta
did not join the Athenian maritime federation. The Spartan warriors were too intent on not
endangering their position of power on the Peloponnesian peninsula. They had there not only
subjugated the Messenians , but also forced most of the other city-states into cooperation
in the Peloponnesian league. Sparta and Athens both had now brought a large number of
city-states behind them, and competed for the hegemony in Greece.

Starting in 431 BC, the two powers led war against each other. Because Athens had the
strong fleet and much money, Pericles and most of the Athenians thought that they could
attain the ultimate hegemony in Greece. The Spartans had neither a fleet nor money, but
announced an inflammatory goal for their war: all Greeks should be free and independent -
specifically from the oppressive Athenian mastery over the maritime confederation. Because
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both sides had many allies, and wanted to win unconditionally, almost all Greeks were soon
enveloped in a long and bloody struggle. Finally, the Spartans even worked with the Persians,
in order to build a fleet also. Athens was weakened, as shortly after the war’s beginning, many
people died of a plague. After that, victories and defeats alternated. Finally, Sparta defeated
Athens at sea. The city was starved, and had to surrender in 404 BC.

But it became clear in the next century that actually both powers had lost. Sparta could
maintain its new leadership position in Greece only with violence, and even then not continu-
ously. The continuous oppression of the majority of the inhabitants in their city weakened the
Spartans too much. And even democratic Athens could not win its old power back again.

2.7 September

2.7.1 Gin and Tonic with Lime (2008-09-04 13:38)

Yes, if you’re enrolled in our high school’s Humanities program, you’re too young to legally
purchase or consume a Gin and Tonic with Lime, but you’re old enough to learn about its
historic origins.

Starting in the 1750’s the English managed India for almost two hundred years. Unac-
customed to living in that part of the world, with its own weather and wildlife, British soldiers
were susceptible to contracting malaria. Their physicians encouraged the continuous con-
sumption of small doses of quinine, a medication used even today to prevent malaria.

But quinine tastes very sour, and isn’t something that the men wanted to take frequently.

Mixing quinine with carbonated water, the physicians created "tonic water" - you can
buy it today in every grocery store. This tasted a little better, and so the soldiers were more
likely to drink it.

In order get them all to drink it, however, the tonic water was mixed with gin, the favorite
drink of the English soldiers! The British military had also long encouraged the consumption
of limes to prevent the scurvy, a disease resulting from lack of vitamin C. So, to complete the
beverage, a twist of lime was added.

By the early 1800’s, the drink was well-established among the English living in India. As
they finished their years of service and returned home, they brought the recipe with them
back to Britain. It was no longer needed to prevent malaria, but the taste had become popular.

2.7.2 What Was Hammurabi Thinking? (2008-09-18 13:35)

Consider these interpretations of Hammurabi’s legal code: His main interest is in preserving his
society. He’s not trying to change anything, start anything new, or end anything old. He’s got
momentum in his civilization, and his goal is to keep it going strong. Babylon was around for
several centuries before and after Hammurabi, so he’s in the middle of a good run. So we look
at one of his laws not as a moral statement, but as a principle for keeping a society strong. Any
society that consistently acts outside of his laws will dissolve into chaos – at least, that’s what he
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thinks. Hammurabi is not interested in morality. He’s not saying that a certain action is “wrong”
or “evil” – he’s simply saying that he wants a community that is capable of existing into the
future and not destroying itself. Think about the difference between “good vs. evil” and “legal
vs. illegal” – this is the difference between morality and legality. I also think that Hammurabi is
not terribly interested in religion. True, he mentions some magic and mystic topics in his laws,
and the laws are carved on a tablet that pictures the Babylonian sun god Shemesh, but if we
examine the logic of the laws themselves, they are more political than religious. Hammurabi’s
society was certainly interested in myth and magic, which is very different than our modern
conception of religion as a relationship with a deity. A society embracing myth and magic
includes, in the case of Mesopotamia, the concept of a “fertility religion” – a belief system
centered on ways to make crops grow, and make the livestock robust. Remember that famine
was a real and serious threat. So persuading the sky god to give rain, and the earth goddess to
make plants grow, was the main goal of “fertility religion.” This still falls under the heading of
“myth and magic,” because the goal is to manipulate – to make something happen. Our more
modern concept of religion, by contrast, centers on communicating with a deity – worship,
prayer, conversation – and serving a deity.

2.8 October

2.8.1 Which Darius? (2008-10-07 08:11)

Over the course of Persian history, there have been several kings named Darius. The most
significant are:

Darius the Great , who lived until 486 B.C., and is also known as Darius I. He is mainly known
for his ill-fated attempt to militarily punish the Greek city-states, especially Athens, because
a couple of them had helped Aristagoras, who was a leader in the Ionian colony city of
Miletus, when he rebelled against the Persians who had annexed most of Asia Minor and were
demanding tribute payments from these Greek colony cities. This attempt by Darius to punish
Athens was defeated at the famous Battle of Marathon in 490 B.C.

Darius III fought against Alexander the Great, and was assassinated by one of his own officials
in 330 B.C.

Darius the Mede is recorded by Hebrew historians as conquering Babylon. Due to obscurities
in translation and transliteration, this reference is somewhat unclear; it could refer to Darius
the Great, or it could be a way of referring to Cyrus; it could allude to one of several kings of
the Medes; it could also indicate Ugbaru-Gubaru, who was a military leader of the Medes. Yes,
that is a real name.

There are a number of other kings and leaders named Darius in Persian history, but
these are the most important.
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2.8.2 Whom Can You Trust? (2008-10-13 12:32)

The following is a summary and excerpt from a recent newspaper column by David Hasey :

James Madison, in the “Federalist Paper #51” expressed this sequence of ideas: If men
were angels, no government would be necessary. If angels were to govern men, neither
external nor internal controls on government would be necessary. He concludes that since
neither is the case we must have governments and that they must have a system of checks
and balances in order to function well. In effect, he is saying that since we are not divine, and
therefore can’t be counted upon to always do what is right, we need a government. At the
same time, since those who govern are also not divine, we must have a system of checks and
balances to keep them from abusing their power. Alternative political parties, other branches
of government and regulatory agencies fill this role in society. Madison goes on to say that
“experience has taught mankind the necessity of auxiliary precautions.” There are too many
people throughout history who have abused their position in government for Madison to be
optimistic about the future.

But if ethical responsibility and public morality have gone by the wayside, a carefully
designed system of limited government with checks and balances in jeopardized. As John
Mark Reynolds noted in a recent article “Without morality on the individual level, no laws,
contracts, or rules will help our society. Bad men will always find a way to cheat.” Without a
moral sense, there is nothing within a person to which he can hold himself accountable. The
only deterrent becomes the fear of getting caught. As one’s power and prestige increase even
the fear of exposure diminishes. This leads to the corrupting atmosphere, whether in ancient
Greece or modern America. As a society continues to lose its moral stance, there will be less
and less to keep people from acting badly.

The technical sophistication of a legal safeguards against the abuse of power by those
in government relies on ethical convictions for their power.

2.9 November

2.9.1 Tribal, But Not Simplistic (2008-11-04 07:55)

Tribal Europe became strong during the last centuries of the Roman empire. The Goths had a
literary culture by 350 A.D., and subdivided into Visigoths and Ostrogoths. The Franks would
ultimately be themost influential tribe, forming the basis of modern Europe; they emerged from
their homeland (“Franconia” or “Frankenland”), in the area which is now on the German/Czech
border.

The tribes began in the area north of the Danube and east of the Rhein, the cradle of Europe,
and expanded as Roman influence imploded. These ancient tribes originally engaged in pagan
polytheism; consider the close parallels between Norse mythology, Greco-Roman mythology,
and Hinduism.

The major European tribal groupings (Germanic, Latin, Greek, Slavic) are siblings to the Per-
sian/Iranian and Sanskrit groupings. Thus “western” culture has some surprising ties to the
East.
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But Arabic, Hebrew, Egyptian, and other Semitic cultural and genetic groups are not siblings of
the Europeans. The eventual spread of monotheism and respect for human life represent the
impact of Semitic thought on the Indo-European stock.
Europeans were all originally polytheistic. As the tribes switched from semi-nomadic to domes-
tic lifestyles, the empire of the Franks emerged into dominance; the Merovingian and Carolinian
dynasties would lead.
Europeans thus represent a mixed heritage; while the European languages are rather similar
to Sanskrit, the moral and spiritual world view is Hebrew. Perhaps this is the source of the fact
that “western” cultures are non-xenophobic, while “non western” cultures are xenophobic.
But the problem with this generalization is, as we have seen, it is difficult to define precisely
which cultures are to be considered “western” and which are “non western”. The huge distance,
in miles, between England and India shows us how far these tribes, originally living together,
migrated.
The bottom line: European cultures have demonstrated a consistent openness to other civ-
ilizations, while the xenophobia of non-European traditions has led them to lock out foreign
influences. Only in the twentieth century did significant numbers of non-European cultures
begin to open themselves to other civilizations.

2.9.2 Moses and Martin Luther King, Jr. (2008-11-04 08:02)

The Exodus Experience is paradigmatic for the North American experience of 19th through
21st centuries: Emancipating millions of slaves at once creates the danger of social chaos,
unless or until these former slaves, who never made meaningful decisions for themselves,
and who never developed leadership skills, are given a social vision and a way to organize
themselves. The task of Moses was not merely to bring the Hebrews out of slavery and give
them a few laws, but rather to help them create a society. Did the former slaves, and the
children and grandchildren of former slaves, find a stable and beneficial social structure after
being freed in the American Civil War?

It is no accident that Moses and the Exodus formed a focal point in the preaching of the
leaders of the Civil Rights Movement in American in the twentieth century; they understood
that after gaining their freedom, they also needed a "Moses experience" or a "Sinai experi-
ence" to give them a sense of direction, a social structure, a moral compass. To exactly what
extent this ever happened is debatable.

2.9.3 We Were Really Good, Weren’t We? (2008-11-04 08:06)

When a group can write its own history, and when there is little competing data, it can twist
the way in which later generations will view it.

The Classical Greeks of the “Golden Age” are often seen as an ideal, as a virtuous and
noble group of people. Yet this is not true: leaders like Themistocles were comfortable with
bribery, extortion, and human sacrifice; Thucydides tells us how Pericles gives a speech prais-
ing Athens for its morality and then tells us how the Athenians relied primarily upon dishonesty,
intimidation, betrayal, murder, and cruelty for political power. Why do they have such a good
image in history books, if they were so ruthless and corrupt? Some of the Greeks had a chance
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to write their own histories, and make themselves look good in the process; other Greeks wrote
about how people should act, not about how they actually do act. The Greeks living during the
Classical age would laugh themselves sick if they sawmodern essays about the “noble Greeks”.

Remember, this is a society which embraced slavery, and notions of human inequality,
to an extent which would shock an twenty-first century American; exclusion was one of the
foundational concepts on which they based their society. Few societies have been more
corrupt, sick, or depraved than Greece during the Classical age, and Athens in particular. Yet
we remember then as the noble, democratic, virtuous Greeks!

2.9.4 Moses vs. Hammurabi (2008-11-04 08:13)

The outlook of Moses is one which leads, ultimately, after centuries, to the advances of modern
physics, because it leads to a view that the universe is systematic, and uniform regarding time
and space and gravity; Moses ultimately points the way to the conclusion that the universe
is susceptible to rational analysis, because it is organized according to the rational laws of
mathematics. The philosophical view that the world is ultimately based on reason and algebra
and geometry is the foundation for modern science.

The culture which descends from the civilization of Hammurabi is one that, after several
generations, will ultimately de-emphasize the natural sciences, and chemistry and physics in
particular, because it sees the universe as random and meaningless.

If we look at the last several centuries of scientific, mathematical, and engineering inno-
vation, it does not come from the philosophical children of Hammurabi, but rather such
technological advancement springs from the philosophical offspring of Moses. A statistical
analysis of the number of patents filed in these areas suffices to show this; one can also
look at where high-tech firms do business, and who they hire. Westerners are often brought
in to do high-tech work in parts of the world; if locals living there are interested in pursuing
technological research, they generally leave the country.

The ethic of Moses will lead ultimately to the view that certain legal punishments are
“cruel and unusual” – the ethic that crimes may not be punished with fury, wrath, and
vengeance, but rather that every human – even a criminal or a slave – still deserves a
modicum of decency in treatment, because every human is still worthy of respect and dignity.

The ethic of Hammurabi will ultimately lead to routine applications of punishments such
as the amputation of hands, drowning, strangling, public floggings, burnings, skinning, etc.:
those very same punishments which the society of Moses ultimately has rejected. In these
parts of the world today, no punishment or torture is considered "too cruel". The understand-
ing of human rights, on the one hand, and civil rights, on the other hand, is lacking in these
places. This is the legacy of Hammurabi.

2.9.5 Like a Hot Potato! (2008-11-18 07:59)

The following numbers, although approximate, enlighten nonetheless: around 30 A.D., Europe
was 100 % pagan. The only possible exceptions were tiny Jewish communities that might have
existed in Rome and in some of the Greek city-states. Numerically, these would have been
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insignificant, if they existed at all; we know that, a few decades later, they did exist.

This means that all of continental Europe, from Spain to Finland, from Italy to Greece,
was dominated by a belief system which featured polytheism, human sacrifices, and - in its
primitive stages - ritual orgies. This pre-religious quasi-spirituality (for it was neither fully,
but perhaps both partially) consisted of myth and magic. Myth is the attempt to explain;
magic is the attempt to control. Mythological explanations were offered for the weather, for
childlessness, and for military victories or losses. Magic tried to manipulate harvests, human
fertility, and the outcomes of battles. Lacking was any sense of personal relationship between
the human and the deity.

This, then, was mindset which dominated the area.

By 400 A.D., the majority of the European landmass will be inhabited by populations
which contain a significant minority of Christians; some areas will even have a majority of
Christians. By 800 A.D., the composition of all of Europe will be approximately 45 % Christian
and 10 % Jewish; the remaining 45 % will claim to be Christian. Paganism will be essentially
gone; possibly, tiny groups of Druids or others remained for a few more decades in hiding.

Given that paganism had dominated the continent (as well as most of the world) for
around five thousand years, it vanished with shocking speed. Although a few centuries may
seem like a long time to you and me, it’s a mere instant in the grand scheme of world history.

Two questions remain to be asked: Why did people so easily relinquish their old belief
system and embrace a new one? And what was the net effect of this change?

To the first question, we may note that ancient paganism had little with which to endear
itself to practitioner, and so it would be easy for those people to let go of it. It lacked any sense
of personal bond to the gods worshipped, and lacked concepts of forgiveness, comfort, and
charity. It encouraged a sense of manipulation along multiple vectors - humans manipulating
deities, deities manipulating humans, humans manipulating each other, and even deities
manipulating each other. It nudged cultures toward desperation and fear; it spoke of gods
who behave erratically, unreliably, and even hostilely toward humans.

By contrast, the Judeo-Christian influence spoke of hope, friendship, and mutual aid. It
encouraged humans to accept the unalterable facts of existence, rather than hope for a magi-
cal change. It recognized the limits of human knowledge and reason, rather than inventing
mythological explanations for those things which lie beyond human power; it revealed a Deity
who liked humans and desired friendship with them.

The net effect of polytheism’s decline was manifold: most obviously, human sacrifice
was ended. Beyond that, there was a change in the very idea of what it meant to be human:
every human life became seen as valuable and worthy of respect. The buying and selling of
people, whether in slavery or in marriage, ended; women were given a voice in their own lives
and decisions. Torture was considered inappropriate, and a conflict of ideas was viewed as an
opportunity for a healthy debate, not a physical conflict.

Did European culture live up to these noble ideas which were introduced by the Judeo-
Christian tradition? Not always. There are glaring examples in which the Europeans failed, at
certain times, to respect human rights. But there were also times at which they did the right
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thing: times at which they respected the dignity of the individual. And this set them apart
from what they had been a few hundred years earlier - significant progress - and it also set
them apart from the other cultures of the world.

2.10 December

2.10.1 Muhammad the Raider (2008-12-04 14:01)

Muhammad already had experience as a warrior before he assumed the role of prophet. He
had participated in two local wars between his Quraysh tribe and their neighboring rivals
Ban Hawazin. But his unique role as a prophet-warrior would come later. After receiving
revelations from Allah through the angel Gabriel in 610, he began by just preaching to his tribe
the worship of One God and his own position as prophet. But he was not well received by his
Quraysh brethren in Mecca, who reacted disdainfully to his prophetic call and refused to give
up their gods. Muhammad’s frustration and rage became evident. When even his uncle, Abu
Lahab, rejected his message, Muhammad cursed him and his wife in violent language that has
been preserved in the Qur’an, the holy book of Islam: "May the hands of Abu Lahab perish!
May he himself perish! Nothing shall his wealth and gains avail him. He shall be burnt in a flam-
ing fire, and his wife, laden with firewood, shall have a rope of fiber around her neck!" [111:1-5]

Ultimately, Muhammad would turn from violent words to violent deeds. In 622, he fi-
nally fled his native Mecca for a nearby town, Medina, where a band of tribal warriors had
accepted him as a prophet and pledged loyalty to him. In Medina, these new Muslims began
raiding the caravans of the Quraysh, with Muhammad personally leading many of these raids.
These raids kept the nascent Muslim movement solvent and helped form Islamic theology -
as in one notorious incident when a band of Muslims raided a Quraysh caravan at Nakhla, a
settlement not far from Mecca. The raiders attacked the caravan during the sacred month
of Rajab, when fighting was forbidden. When they returned to the Muslim camp laden with
booty, Muhammad refused to share in the loot or have anything to do with them, saying only,
"I did not order you to fight in the sacred month."

But then a new revelation came from Allah, explaining that the Quraysh’s opposition to
Muhammad was a worse transgression than the violation of the sacred month. In other words,
the raid was justified. "They question you, O Muhammad, with regard to warfare in the sacred
month. Say: warfare in it is a great transgression, but to turn men from the way of Allah, and
to disbelieve in Him and in the Inviolable Place of Worship, and to expel His people from there,
is a greater sin with Allah; for persecution is worse than killing" (2:214,217). Whatever sin the
Nakhla raiders had committed was overshadowed by the Quraysh’s rejection of Muhammad.

The general principle which Muhammad took from this particular incident was this: to
launch a military attack during the sacred month of ceasefire is OK, if you’re killing people
who have rejected Muhammad’s ideas.

2.10.2 The Battle of Badr (2008-12-04 14:46)

Muhammad heard that a large Quraysh caravan, laden with money and goods, was coming
from Syria. "This is the Quraysh caravan containing their property," he told his followers. "Go
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out and attack it, perhaps God will give it as a prey." He set out toward Mecca to lead the raid.
But this time the Quraysh were ready for him, coming out to meet Muhammad’s three hundred
men with a force nearly a thousand strong. Muhammad seems not to have expected these
numbers and cried out to Allah in anxiety, "O God, if this group perishes today, you will be
worshipped no more."
Despite their superior numbers, the Quraysh were routed. Some Muslim traditions say that
Muhammad himself participated in the fighting, others that he exhorted his followers from the
sidelines. In any event, it was an occasion for him to see years of frustration, resentment,
and hatred toward his own people, who had rejected him, avenged. One of his followers later
recalled a curse Muhammad had pronounced on the leaders of the Quraysh: "The prophet said,
’O Allah! Destroy the chiefs of the Quraysh, O Allah!" and names the chiefs one by one.
All the men named were captured or killed during the battle of Badr. One Quraysh leader
pleaded for his life, "but who will look after my children, O Muhammad?"
"Hell," responded the Prophet of Islam, and ordered this chief to be killed.
Another Quraysh chieftain was beheaded. The Muslim who severed the head proudly carried
his trophy to Muhammad: "I cut off his head and brought it to the apostle, saying ’this is the
head of the enemy of God.’"
Muhammad was delighted. "By God than Whom there is no other, is it?" he exclaimed, and
gave thanks to Allah for the death of his enemy.
From being a tiny, despised community, the Muslims were now a force with which the pagans
of Arabia had to reckon - and they began to strike terror in the hearts of their enemies. Muham-
mad’s claim to be the last prophet of the One, True God appeared validated by a victory against
enormous odds.
Islam grew and spread as various cities and tribes were defeated in battle; this encouraged
the Muslims, and many of the non-Muslims in the area chose to convert to Islam rather than
be killed in battle.

2.10.3 The Net Effect of Government (2008-12-23 09:03)

When we examine theories of government, starting perhaps with Plato and Aristotle, moving
on to Polybius and Cicero, and then to Dante’s essay on monarchy and the Magna Carta - and
finally on to Hobbes, Bossuet, Locke, Rousseau, and still more modern thinkers, we remember
the important law of unintended consequences. In the case of government, this takes the form
of the general proposition many actions will attain the very opposite of their goal.
When the government declared a "war on poverty" in the 1960’s, the only measurable result
has been the increase in poverty, the creation of a permanent underclass, and designation of
large inner-city areas as ghettos.
When the government wanted to reduce the production, sale, and consumption of marijuana,
heroin, cocaine, and other similar substances, the final outcome was the large-scale establish-
ment of organized crime to import such drugs, or manufacture them domestically, and retail
them.
History teaches us that, if there is an important situation or problem, society should address
that problem directly; society should not ask the government to fix the situation. If society
does request government intervention in an important concern, the result is most likely that
the problem will not be fixed, but become only worse.
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It is certainly tempting to ask the government to help us with our problems; but it is also usually
a disaster when we do so.

2.10.4 Too Simple (2008-12-23 09:31)

We know that two factors are mainly responsible for slowing economic growth and causing
poverty: taxes and government regulation.

If this is so, why not simply get rid of both?

This is clearly overly-simplistic, and not realistic. But this line of thought highlights the
concept of a "necessary evil": we must have some amount of taxes, and some amount of
government regulation, even though we know that they will cause harm. The best we can do is
keep them to a minimum. To be practical, and not idealistic, we realize that we cannot create
an economic utopia. There will be no perfect prosperity. But we can continually strive to
make things better than they are. Although we won’t arrive at perfection, we can persistently
minimize taxes and government regulations, and thereby create the best chances for all
citizens to enjoy a better income.

2.10.5 Did He, or Didn’t He? (2008-12-29 16:04)

In the 1980’s some historians suggested that the Russian composer Tchaikovsky engaged in
same-sex genital contact. Some additionally suggested that a secret society ordered him, or
blackmailed him, into committing suicide. What is the evidence?

Just nine days after the first performance of his Sixth Symphony, in 1893, in St Peters-
burg, Tchaikovsky died.

Some musicologists believe that he consciously wrote his Sixth Symphony as his own
Requiem. In the development section of the first movement, the rapidly progressing evolution
of the transformed first theme suddenly “shifts into neutral” in the strings, and a rather quiet,
harmonized chorale emerges in the trombones. The trombone theme bears absolutely no
relation to the music that preceded it, and none to the music that follows it. It appears to
be a musical “non sequitur”, an anomaly — but it is from the Russian Orthodox Mass for the
Dead, in which it is sung to the words: “And may his soul rest with the souls of all the saints.”
Tchaikovsky was buried in a graveyard in St Petersburg.

Until recent years it had been generally assumed that Tchaikovsky died of cholera after
drinking contaminated water. However, a controversial theory published in 1980 and based
only on oral history (i.e., without documentary evidence), explains Tchaikovsky’s death as a
suicide.

In this account, Tchaikovsky committed suicide by consuming small doses of arsenic fol-
lowing an attempt to blackmail him over his homosexuality. His alleged death by cholera
(whose symptoms have some similarity with arsenic poisoning) is supposed to have been a
cover for this suicide. According to the theory, Tchaikovsky’s own brother, also homosexual,
helped conspire to keep the secret. There are many circumstantial events that some say lend
credence to the theory, such as wrong dates on the death certificate, conflicting testimony
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from the brother and the doctor about the timeline of his death, the fact that Tchaikovsky’s
funeral was open casket, and that the sheets from his deathbed were merely laundered
instead of being burned. There are also passages in Rimsky-Korsakov’s autobiography years
later about how people at the funeral kissed Tchaikovsky on the face, even though he had
died from cholera. These passages were deleted by Russian authorities from later editions of
Rimsky-Korsakov’s book.

The suicide theory is hotly disputed by others, who argues that Tchaikovsky could easily
have drunk tainted water because his class regarded cholera as a disease that afflicted only
poor people, or because restaurants would mix boiled water with cool, unboiled water; that
the circumstances of his death are entirely consistent with cholera; and that homosexuality
(“gentlemanly games”) was widely tolerated among the upper classes of Tsarist Russia. To
this day, no one knows how Tchaikovsky truly died.

Tchaikovsky’s childhood fits the out-dated stereotypical theory of homosexuality: hover-
ing, emotionally high-strung mother, distant father. Tchaikovsky’s younger brother turned out
gay, too. Only fourteen when his mother died, Pyotr was devastated by the loss.

After that, his closest female connection was with a rich widow he never met. For four-
teen years, he carried on a devoted and remarkably intimate correspondence with her, who
supported him financially but insisted on no personal contact. Early on, an apparently serious
proposal to an opera singer was called off, and a midlife marriage to a love-struck student was
brief and disastrous.

But two of Tchaikovsky’s greatest works were completed in the shadow of that spectac-
ularly ill-starred marriage. It’s hard not to read autobiography into the opera, with its
worldly-wise young nobleman spurning a lovesick girl. But one historian has gone so far as to
read sexual conflict into the first movement of the Fourth Symphony.

The most hotly contentious issue, though, is Tchaikovsky’s death. For decades, the offi-
cial story was that he had died of cholera after downing a glass of unboiled water. But in a
1979 article, one historian argued that the composer committed suicide when an unofficial
“honor court” threatened to expose his advances toward a young man.

It was a fanciful scenario based on whisperings over the years, but there remains no
hard evidence. “We don’t know what caused Tchaikovsky’s death,” a U of M historian in Ann
Arbor says. “That is the bottom line.”

But he adds, “The suicide theory just doesn’t make any sense to me.”

To sum it all up, the theories of the 1980’s were this: Tchaikovsky engaged in same-sex
genital contact; he was discovered; he was blackmailed into committing suicide.

In order to accept those theories, it would be necessary to prove the following: (1) that
Tchaikovsky engaged in those sexual activities; (2) that it was discovered; (3) that there was
an organized conspiracy to blackmail him; and (4) that he complied.

One more thing would have to be proven: that it Tchaikovsky’s social circle, homosexu-
ality was condemned to the point that it would entice a man to suicide. In fact, many of
the more notorious artists of that era were “out” and flamboyant homosexuals. Why would
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Tchaikovsky have even cared, if he were a homosexual, and someone exposed that fact?

The unsatisfying conclusion we must draw is this: we have too little evidence to say
conclusively whether or not Tchaikovsky engaged in same-sex genital contact. His private life
will remain forever that: private.
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3.1.1 The Jewish Lutheran and the Atheistic Nazi (2009-01-02 09:27)

The German poet Heinrich Heine (1797 - 1856) is known for his insightful analysis of societal
trends. His own life was marked by the same style of careful thinking, as he wrestled with
his unusual identity as someone who was both Jewish and Christian - an unusual religious
category that scholars now call "Messianic Judaism". As a baptized Lutheran, he embraced the
ideas of Jesus as presented in the New Testament, but saw them as arising from the Tanakh ,
and not contradicting it.

Heine was also known for his uncanny ability to see how societal trends would develop
in the future. He once wrote that "where they burn books, they will ultimately also burn peo-
ple," recognizing a tendency which would emerge almost eighty years after his death (the first
mass book-burnings by the Nazis took place in 1933; Heine’s books were among those burned).

He also understood what would unleash the Nazis and their hatred: "Christianity - and
that is its greatest merit - has somewhat mitigated that brutal German love of war, but it could
not destroy it. Should that subduing talisman, the cross, be shattered, the frenzied madness
of the ancient warriors, that insane Berserk rage of which Nordic bards have spoken and sung
so often, will once more burst into flame. This talisman is fragile, and the day will come when
it will collapse miserably. Then the ancient stony gods will rise from the forgotten debris and
rub the dust of a thousand years from their eyes, and finally Thor with his giant hammer will
jump up and smash the Gothic cathedrals. Do not smile at my advice - the advice of a dreamer
who warns you against Kantians , Fichteans , and philosophers of nature. Do not smile at the
visionary who anticipates the same revolution in the realm of the visible as has taken place in
the spiritual. Thought precedes action as lightning precedes thunder. German thunder is of
true Germanic character; it is not very nimble, but rumbles along ponderously. Yet, it will come
and when you hear a crashing such as never before has been heard in the world’s history, then
you know that the German thunderbolt has fallen at last. At that uproar the eagles of the air
will drop dead, and lions in the remotest deserts of Africa will hide in their royal dens. A play
will be performed in Germany which will make the French Revolution look like an innocent idyll."

This long quote from Heine is worth reading carefully: he indicates exactly how the Nazis took
over German society. Their first step was to dismantle Christianity and its pacifistic tendencies.
Only then could they begin their plans of mass murder. The Nazis also, as Heine predicted,
resuscitated forms of ancient Germanic paganism ; the Norse mythologies were much more
suited to the Nazi desire for war. And while the French Revolution was the worst case of
cold-blooded atheistic mass murder that Europe had ever seen, Heine indicates that Germany
will see something even worse. In 1933, when the book-burnings began, the Nazis had already
infiltrated German churches, and were influencing preachers to talk about nationalist politics
instead of the New Testament; by 1938, the few Christians left in Germany were meeting
in secret, and the buildings that used to be churches were being used for giving nationalist
speeches on Sunday mornings. So it was in that same year that the Holocaust began with
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Kristallnacht. As Christians organized underground networks to smuggle Jews out of Germany
to safety, the Nazis, who sometimes called themselves Christians, met in the churches to
ponder the warrior-virtues of Thor and Wotan.

Heinrich Heine’s insights were, sadly, correct.

3.1.2 CSI: Chaucer (2009-01-13 07:41)

A number of historians have come to the conclusion that Geoffrey Chaucer, author of The
Canterbury Tales , was murdered.

The motive: Geoffrey had been a friend and policy advisor to King Richard II. When
Henry IV took the throne by force (Richard II was imprisoned and died shortly thereafter), the
new king would have naturally been somewhat suspicious of Chaucer. Could Henry IV really
trust Chaucer, when Chaucer’s friend had died as a direct result of the power grab by Henry IV?

There is circumstantial evidence: Chaucer spent his last days in Westminster Abbey,
where the church could offer him immunity from prosecution (this is the historical concept of
"sanctuary"). When Chaucer did mysteriously die, he was not given the impressive funeral
one would expect for someone with literary, political, and social connections.

3.1.3 An Outsider Looks at Westen Civilization (2009-01-20 09:57)

[We can learn to look at our European society in a fresh way when we read the observations
of someone who comes from a different culture. Dinesh D’Souza was born in Bombay, India,
and has spent much of his life studying the western tradition. His observations:]

When Thomas Jefferson wrote in the Declaration of Independence that “all men are created
equal,” he called the proposition “self-evident.” But he did not mean that it is immediately
evident. It requires a certain kind of learning. And indeed most cultures throughout history,
and even today, reject the proposition. At first glance, there is admittedly something absurd
about the claim of human equality, when all around us we see dramatic evidence of inequality.
People are unequal in height, in weight, in strength, in stamina, in intelligence, in persever-
ance, in truthfulness, and in about every other quality. But of course Jefferson knew this. He
was asserting human equality of a special kind. Human beings, he was saying, are moral
equals, each of whom possesses certain equal rights. They differ in many respects, but each
of their lives has a moral worth no greater and no less than that of any other. According to
this doctrine, the rights of a Philadelphia street sweeper are the same as those of Jefferson
himself.

This idea of the preciousness and equal worth of every human being is largely rooted in
Christianity. Christians believe that God places infinite value on every human life. Christian
salvation does not attach itself to a person’s family or tribe or city. It is an individual matter.
And not only are Christians judged at the end of their lives as individuals, but throughout
their lives they relate to God on that basis. This aspect of Christianity had momentous
consequences. Christianity is largely responsible for many of the principles and institutions
that even secular people cherish—chief among them equality and liberty.
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Though the American founders were interested in the examples of Greece and Rome,
they also saw limitations in those examples. Alexander Hamilton wrote that it would be “as
ridiculous to seek for [political] models in the simple ages of Greece and Rome as it would be
to go in quest of them among the Hottentots and Laplanders.” In The Federalist Papers, we
read at one point that the classical idea of liberty decreed “to the same citizens the hemlock
on one day and statues on the next….” And elsewhere: “Had every Athenian citizen been
a Socrates, every Athenian assembly would still have been a mob.” While the ancients had
direct democracy that was susceptible to the unjust passions of the mob and supported by
large-scale slavery, we today have representative democracy, with full citizenship and the
franchise extended in principle to all. Let us try to understand how this great change came
about.

In ancient Greece and Rome, individual human life had no particular value in and of it-
self. The Spartans left weak children to die on the hillside. Infanticide was common, as
it is common even today in many parts of the world. Fathers who wanted sons had few
qualms about drowning their newborn daughters. Human beings were routinely bludgeoned
to death or mauled by wild animals in the Roman gladiatorial arena. Many of the great
classical thinkers saw nothing wrong with these practices. Christianity, on the other hand, con-
tributed to their demise by fostering moral outrage at the mistreatment of innocent human life.

Likewise, women had a very low status in ancient Greece and Rome, as they do today
in many cultures, notably in the Muslim world. Such views are common in patriarchal cultures.
And they were prevalent as well in the Jewish society in which Jesus lived. But Jesus broke the
traditional taboos of his time when he scandalously permitted women of low social status to
travel with him and be part of his circle of friends and confidantes.

Christianity did not immediately and directly contest patriarchy, but it helped to elevate
the status of women in society. The Christian prohibition of adultery, a sin it viewed as equally
serious for men and women, and rules concerning divorce that (unlike in Judaism and Islam)
treated men and women equally, helped to improve the social status of women. Indeed so
dignified was the position of the woman in Christian marriage that women predominated in
the early Christian church, and the pagan Romans scorned Christianity as a religion for women.

Then there is slavery, a favorite topic for the new atheist writers. “Consult the Bible,”
Sam Harris writes in Letter to a Christian Nation, “and you will discover that the creator of the
universe clearly expects us to keep slaves.” Steven Weinberg notes that “Christianity…lived
comfortably with slavery for many centuries.” Nor are they the first to fault Christianity for
its alleged approval of slavery. But we must remember that slavery pre-dated Christianity
by centuries and even millennia. It was widely practiced in the ancient world, from China
and India to Greece and Rome. Most cultures regarded it as an indispensable institution, like
the family. Sociologist Orlando Patterson has noted that for centuries, slavery needed no
defenders because it had no critics.

But Christianity, from its very beginning, discouraged the enslavement of fellow Chris-
tians. We read in one of Paul’s letters that Paul himself interceded with a master named
Philemon on behalf of his runaway slave, and encouraged Philemon to think of his slave as a
brother instead. Confronted with the question of how a slave can also be a brother, Christians
began to regard slavery as indefensible. As a result, slavery withered throughout medieval
Christendom and was eventually replaced by serfdom. While slaves were “human tools,” serfs
had rights of marriage, contract, and property ownership that were legally enforceable. And of
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course serfdom itself would eventually collapse under the weight of the argument for human
dignity

Moreover, politically active Christians were at the forefront of the modern anti-slavery
movement. In England, William Wilberforce spearheaded a campaign that began with almost
no support and was driven entirely by his Christian convictions—a story powerfully told in
the recent film Amazing Grace. Eventually Wilberforce triumphed, and in 1833 slavery was
outlawed in Britain. Pressed by religious groups at home, England then took the lead in
repressing the slave trade abroad.

The debate over slavery in America, too, had a distinctively religious flavor. Free blacks
who agitated for emancipation invoked the narrative of liberation in the Book of Exodus:
“Go down Moses, way down to Egypt land and tell old Pharaoh, let my people go.” But of
course throughout history people have opposed slavery for themselves while being happy to
enslave others. Indeed there were many black slave owners in the American South. What is
remarkable in this historical period in the Western world is the rise of opposition to slavery
in principle. Among the first to embrace abolitionism were the Quakers, and other Christians
soon followed in applying politically the biblical notion that human beings are equal in the eyes
of God. Understanding equality in this ingrained way, they adopted the view that no man has
the right to rule another man without his consent. This latter idea (contained most famously
in the Declaration of Independence) is the moral root both of abolitionism and of democracy.

For those who think of American history only or mostly in secular terms, it may come as
news that some of its greatest events were preceded by massive Christian revivals. What
historians call the First Great Awakening swept the country in the mid-eighteenth century, and
helped lay the moral foundation of the American Revolution. Historian Paul Johnson describes
the War for Independence as “inconceivable…without this religious background.” By this he
means that the revival provided essential support for the ideas that fueled the Revolution.
Jefferson, let us recall, proclaimed that human equality is a gift from God: we are endowed
by our Creator with inalienable rights. Indeed there is no other possible source for them. And
Jefferson later wrote that he was not expressing new ideas or principles when he wrote the
Declaration, but was rather giving expression to something that had become settled in the
American mind.

Likewise John Adams wrote: “What do we mean by the American Revolution? The war?
That was no part of the Revolution; it was only an effect and consequence of it. The Revolution
was in the minds of the people…a change in their religious sentiments.” Those religious
sentiments were forged in the spiritual inclinations of Americans.

That same spirituality continued into the early nineteenth century, leaving in its wake
the temperance movement, the movement for women’s suffrage, and most importantly
the abolitionist movement. It was the religious fervor that animated the abolitionist cause
and contributed so much to the chain of events that brought about America’s “new birth of
freedom."

And finally, fast forwarding to the twentieth century, the Reverend Martin Luther King’s
“I Have a Dream” speech referred famously to a promissory note and demanded that it be
cashed. This was an appeal to the idea of equality in the Declaration of 1776. Remarkably,
King was resting his case on a proclamation issued 200 years earlier by a Southern slave
owner. Yet in doing so, he was appealing to a principle that he and Jefferson shared. Both
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men, the twentieth-century pastor and the eighteenth-century planter, reflected the influence
of Christianity in American politics.

Christianity has also lent force to the modern concept of individual freedom. There are
hints of this concept both in the classical world and in the world of the ancient Hebrews. One
finds, in such figures as Socrates and the Hebrew prophets, notable individuals who have the
courage to stand up and question even the highest expressions of power. But while these
cultures produced great individuals, as other cultures often do today, none of them cultivated
an appreciation for individuality. And it is significant that Socrates and the Hebrew prophets
came to bad ends. They were anomalies in their societies, and those societies—lacking
respect for individual freedom—got rid of them.

As Benjamin Constant pointed out, freedom in the ancient world was the right to partici-
pate in the making of laws. Greek democracy was direct democracy in which every citizen
could show up in the agora, debate issues of taxes and war, and vote on what action the
polis should take. The Greeks exercised their freedom solely through active involvement in
the political life of the city. There was no other kind of freedom and certainly no freedom of
thought or of religion of the kind that we hold dear. The modern idea of freedom, by contrast,
is rooted in a respect for the individual. It means the right to express our opinion, the right to
choose a career, the right to buy and sell property, the right to travel where we want, the right
to our own personal space, and the right to live our own life. In return, we are responsible only
to respect the rights of others. This is the freedom we are ready to fight for, and we become
indignant when it is challenged or taken away.

Christianity has played a vital role in the development of this new concept of freedom
through its doctrine that all human beings are moral agents, created in God’s image, with the
ability to be the architects of their own lives. The Enlightenment certainly contributed to this
understanding of human freedom, though it drew from ideas about the worth of the individual
that had been promulgated above all by the teachings of Christianity.

Let me conclude with a warning first issued by one of Western civilization’s greatest atheists,
the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche. The ideas that define Western civilization,
Nietzsche said, are based on Christianity. Because some of these ideas seem to have taken on
a life of their own, we might have the illusion that we can abandon Christianity while retaining
them. This illusion, Nietzsche warns us, is just that. Remove Christianity and the ideas fall too.

Consider the example of Europe, where secularization has been occurring for well over
a century. For a while it seemed that secularization would have no effect on European morality
or social institutions. Yet increasingly today there is evidence of the decline of the nuclear fam-
ily. Overall birthrates have plummeted, while rates of divorce and out-of-wedlock births are up.

Nietzsche also warned that, with the decline of Christianity, new and opposing ideas
would arise. We see these today in demands for the radical redefinition of the family, the
revival of eugenic theories, and even arguments for infanticide.

In sum, the eradication of Christianity—and of organized religion in general—would also
mean the gradual extinction of the principles of human dignity. Consider human equality.
Why do we hold to it? The Christian idea of equality in God’s eyes is undeniably largely
responsible. The attempt to ground respect for equality on a purely secular basis ignores the
vital contribution by Christianity to its spread. It is folly to believe that it could survive without
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the continuing aid of religious belief.

If we cherish what is distinctive about Western civilization, then—whatever our religious
convictions—we should respect rather than denigrate its Christian roots.

3.1.4 What Puzzled Pliny (2009-01-22 11:26)

Pliny the Younger was a governor, who monitored a territory for his boss, the emperor Trajan.
Pliny is famous for his letters, which give us an insider’s view of the political workings of the
Roman Empire.
One set of letters between Pliny and Trajan concerns the Christians. Pliny confesses that this
new religious group is growing in number, and that he doesn’t really understand what they
believe; he reports that they aren’t committing crimes or creating civil disturbances. Yet Pliny
and Trajan develop a plan to imprison, torture, and execute Christians, seemingly because they
refuse to acknowledge the emperor as divine. Under Pliny’s leadership, thousands of Christians
were executed.
But Pliny continued to ponder this new religion. What bothered him most, as we see in his
letters to Trajan, is that a free Roman man would willingly join an organization which turned
the social order upside down. Pliny reports that the leaders of the local Christian group were
two female slaves - two women who were at the bottom of the hierarchy for three reasons: they
were women, they were slaves, and they were not Roman citizens. Yet these two women were
leading a group which included male free Roman citizens. Pliny couldn’t understand why these
men would acknowledge these women as leaders. It was this feature of the early Christian
church which puzzled him; even as he executed them in large numbers, he kept trying to
understand them. We don’t know if he ever did.

3.1.5 The Invasion of Spain (2009-01-24 12:01)

Tarek ibn Ziyad was the Muslim general who led the Islamic conquest of Spain in 711 A.D. The
Muslims forged an empire in Spain that was not defeated until 1492.
When Ziyad’s forces landed at Gibraltar ( Gibr
Tariq , "rock of Tarek ") on the Spanish coast, he famously burned the fleet to the waterline
as a warning to his men that they must conquer or die in the cause of jihad. He also offered
other incentives, among them mass looting of property and the rape and sexual enslavement
of women. Islamic historian Al Maggari gives part of Ziyad’s speech as follows: "You have
heard that in this country there are a large number of ravishingly beautiful Greek maidens,
their graceful forms are draped in sumptuous gowns on which gleam pearls, coral, and purest
gold, and they live in the palaces of royal kings."

Why did Ziyad refer to the Spanish women as Greek? The main Christian targets for the
Muslim armies up to that point were the Greek Byzantines, hence the reference to "Greek
maidens." Turks often still use the word " Rûm " (meaning Roman) to refer to Christians or
Europeans in general, as the Byzantines were the Eastern Romans. The common Arab word
" Ferengi " for Europeans means "Franks," and came much later when they encountered the
Western Christian Crusaders. This same word was borrowed by science fiction writers for one
of the "Star Trek" spinoffs .
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He conquered and enslaved peaceful people and instituted an imperial occupation that lasted
for seven centuries, and his view of "violence against women" was anything but progressive.
Remember, the attack on Spain in 711 A.D. was unprovoked. Not content with military victory,
the Islamic army plundered both the material wealth and the human lives of the territory.
In Islam, the women and children of infidels defeated in jihad became the property of Muslims,
and this sick fate befell countless millions of people over the course of the centuries during
which Muslims attacked Europe.

Islamic historians have preserved the speech which Ziyad gave after his troops landed
on the Spanish shore, and he burned their ships:

Oh my warriors, to where would you flee? Behind you is the sea, before you, the
enemy. You have heard that in this country there are a large number of ravishingly
beautiful Greek maidens, their graceful forms are draped in sumptuous gowns on
which gleam pearls, coral, and purest gold, and they live in the palaces of royal
kings: the spoils will belong to yourselves.

Despite the fact that the attack on Spain was unprovoked, and the Spanish taken by surprise,
they did have some defensive operations. The Gothic king Rodrigo (also called Roderick) kept
a defense for about a year after the invasion.
Roderick, immediately upon securing his throne, gathered a force to oppose the Arabs and
Berbers ( Mauri ) who were raiding in the south of the Iberian peninsula and had destroyed
many towns under Tariq
ibn
Ziyad and other Muslim generals. While later Arabic sources make the conquest of Hispania a
singular event undertaken at the orders of the governor Musa
ibn
Nosseyr of Ifriqiya , it seems that the Arabs began disorganised raids and only undertook to
conquer the peninsula with the fortuitous death of Roderick and the collapse of the Visigothic
nobility. The Saracens invaded "all Hispania " from Septem ( Ceuta ).
Roderic made several expeditions against the invaders before he was killed in battle in 712.
The location of the battle is debatable. It probably occurred near the mouth of the Guadalete
river, hence its name, the Battle of Guadalete .
The Arabs took Toledo in 711-712 and executed many nobles still in the city on the pretense
that they had assisted in the flight of Oppa , a son of Egica .
When Roderick was killed in action, the defense quickly collapsed, and the Muslims captured
the entire country, carrying out the plans. Village after village suffered the same fate: the
men were killed, the women raped and made into concubines, the children taken as slaves;
after taking whatever grain and livestock they wanted for their army’s provisions, the Islamic
military burned the fields, slaughtered the remaining animals, and left the elderly to starve.
Spain was quickly reduced to a wasteland.

3.1.6 Population and Economy (2009-01-26 15:44)

A nation’s population can be either static, growing, or shrinking. Most of the earth’s nations
have growing populations. A territory with a static or shrinking population may experience
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short-term growth, but cannot experience long-term growth. It will suffer an inevitable decline.

But not every nation with a growing population will experience a growing economy. A
population can grow slowly, moderately, or rapidly. The most favorable economic conditions
are found in a moderately growing population.

A rapidly-growing population may outrun the economy’s ability to provide basic services.
A slowly growing population will not have enough workers to support its children and retirees:
this is the source of the America’s current problems - not enough workers. A moderately
growing population also provides new jobs at precise rate for young adults entering the
workforce, unemployment is thereby reduced.

So go get married and have babies!

3.2 February

3.2.1 Rousseau’s Religion (2009-02-07 19:38)

Hobbes, Bossuet, and Locke all embraced some form of the Christian belief system (either
Anglicanism or Roman Catholicism). While Rousseau affirmed the necessity of religion, he
repudiated the doctrine of original sen, which plays so large a part in all different versions of
Christianity (in Émile, Rousseau writes "there is no original perversity in the human hear") . His
endorsement of religious toleration would be ironic, had he not meant it seriously: he claims to
be tolerant, but in the same chapter of the Social Contract demands that anyone who doesn’t
agree with his idea of a "civil religion" be put to death! His assertion that true followers o
f Jesus would not make good citizens was based on his claim that Christian soldiers wouldn’t
fight as savagely as pagan soldiers.

Rousseau’s political critique of Christianity was twofold: first, that it divided religion from the
government; second, that Christianity asserts that no ordinary human is perfect. Rousseau, on
the other hand, believed that religion had to be united and intertwined with the government,
and that human beings are born perfect: and that human beings and human society can be
perfected and kept perfect if only we will follow his guidelines!

3.2.2 No Hating Allowed! (2009-02-28 18:02)

Our society sees hate as an undesirable thing. As early as Kindergarten and preschool, we are
taught not to hate; some legislators even want to pass laws prohibiting what they call "hate
speech" in public settings.

But how did our culture obtain this dislike for hate? Why do we have this aversion to
hatred?

Our civilization has been greatly influenced by the New Testament, one of the most widely-read
documents on the plant. A little analysis of this text is illuminating: the Greek words which
underlie the English translation into words like hate , hated , hating , and hates occur between
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11 and 38 times in the entire text. If we classify these occurrences, we find situations of
people hating each other, people hating God, people hating things, people accusing others of
hating them, and a few other circumstances. The one case which we do not find is God hating
any person. According to the New Testament, God hates some things, but He never hates a
human being.

God hates, for example, violence, stealing, lying, and other such things; but He doesn’t
hate any man, woman, or child. Although He hates violence, He doesn’t even hate the person
who commits it.

This extreme tendency to avoid hatred is the source for our culture’s antipathy to ha-
tred.

It also sets our community, whether you call it Western Civilization or European Culture,
apart from other nations, in which hatred is allowed, encouraged, and even required of its
population. Given our society’s efforts to get rid of hatred, it is difficult to understand that in
other parts of the world, leaders teach and encourage hatred.

3.3 March

3.3.1 The Complex Mr. Newton (2009-03-04 22:02)

Isaac Newton was, beyond question, one of the most brilliant scientists and mathematicians
who ever lived.
He invented calculus and the reflecting telescope; he discovered the gravity equation, the
gravity constant, and the laws of motion. He correctly analyzed the refraction of light. He did
most of his work at Cambridge University in England.
But most of his time and effort were directed to spiritual questions. He excelled in his ability
to read Hebrew and Greek, and wrote extensive commentaries on the Tanakh and the New
Testament. His commentaries are so detailed that he began to calculate astronomical obser-
vations using the Hebrew calendar, in which months have names like “Nisan,” rather than the
standard English calendar. In fact, he wrote and published more books about religion than he
wrote about mathematics and science put together.
As modern scholars study Newton in great detail, two different interpretations emerge, hinging
on this question: was Newton a Christian?
Those scholars who believe that Newton was a Christian cite the following facts as evidence:
Newton clearly regards the Hebrew and Greek texts of the Bible as authoritative and historical;
Newton refers to Jesus as the Savior of all mankind; Newton understands that the Resurrection
is a physical, bodily event, and not a mere metaphor.
Those who write that Newton was not a Christian point to the facts that Newton practiced a
form of alchemy which was more like magic than science, and traditional Christianity frowns
on the practice of magic, and that Newton called Jesus "the Son of God" but rejected the
usual understanding of the Trinity, writing that Jesus is only partially, and not fully, divine, and
therefore Newton declined write that Jesus is God.
One of Newton’s most famous books is titled Philosophiae Naturalis Principia Mathematica,
and in it he wrote that “This most beautiful system of the sun, planets, and comets could only
©2021 humanities-notes.blogspot.com 47



BlogBook 3.3. MARCH

proceed from the counsel and dominion of an intelligent and powerful Being.” The title is Latin
for the “Mathematical Principles of Natural Philosophy,” and the book was published in 1687.
So was Newton a Christian? You decide.

3.3.2 Father Copernicus, the Roman Catholic Priest (2009-03-11 12:03)

Nicholas Copernicus was a Polish priest, who first advanced the doctrine that the sun and not
the earth is the center of our system, round which our planet revolves, rotating on its own
axis. His great work, De Revolutionibus orblure coelestium , was published at the earnest
solicitation of Cardinal Schömberg and the Bishop of Culm. It was dedicated to Pope Paul III,
with his permission. No objections or difficulties were raised against Copernicus by any official
of the Roman Catholic church. Neither Paul III, nor any of the nine popes who followed him,
nor the Roman Congregations raised any alarm.

On the contrary, Copernicus was rewarded with honors by the Pope, and became an in-
fluential individual within the Roman Catholic church. In sum, the heliocentric solar system
was warmly received by the established church of the day.

3.3.3 Delacroix’s Paintings (2009-03-14 11:16)
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Delacroix’s painting of the Massacre at Chios, shows sick, dying Greek civilians about to
be slaughtered by the Muslims. One of several paintings he made of this contemporary
event, it expresses sympathy for the Greek cause in their war of independence against the
Islamic empire, a popular sentiment at the time for the French people. Delacroix was quickly
recognized as a leading painter in the new Romantic style, and the picture was bought by the
state. His depiction of suffering was controversial however, as there was no glorious event
taking place, no patriots raising their swords in valour, only a disaster. Many critics deplored
the painting’s despairing tone, calling it "a massacre of art". The pathos in the depiction of
an infant clutching its dead mother’s breast had an especially powerful effect, although this
detail was condemned as unfit for art by Delacroix’s critics. A viewing of the paintings of
John Constable prompted Delacroix to make extensive, freely painted changes to the sky and
distant landscape.

Delacroix produced a second painting in support of the Greeks in their war for indepen-
dence, this time referring to the capture of Missolonghi by Muslim forces in 1825. With a
restraint of palette appropriate to the allegory, Greece Expiring on the Ruins of Missolonghi
displays a woman in Greek costume with her breast bared, arms half-raised in an imploring
gesture before the horrible scene: the suicide of the Greeks, who chose to kill themselves and
destroy their city rather than surrender to the Islamic army. A hand is seen at the bottom,
the body having being crushed by rubble. The whole picture serves as a monument to the
people of Missolonghi and to the idea of freedom against tyrannical rule. This event interested
Delacroix not only for his sympathies with the Greeks, but also because the poet Byron, whom
Delacroix greatly admired, had died there.

3.3.4 Islamic Armies Attack Italy (2009-03-23 07:55)

Many of us would be startled if we are told that in the ninth century, a Muslim fleet based in
Sicily sailed up the Tiber and occupied and sacked Rome for days, until it was defeated and
expelled by the the armies of the Holy Roman Empire and other Frankish contingents. This
attack took place on August 28, in the year 846 A.D., when the Islamic military arrived at the
mouth of the river Tiber and sailed into Rome.

The Muslim invasion of Italy is often overlooked in history books, because the massive
Islamic attacks on Spain and Yugoslavia get more attention. Although the attack on Italy was
smaller than the other Muslim assaults, it is worth studying, because it is part of the larger
historical trend which characterized these centuries.

Logically enough, the Islamic advance on Italy was made possible after Muslim armies had
occupied and subjugated, in stepping-stone fashion, the islands of Sicily, Corsica, and Sardinia.

Despite the fact that the military action in Italy was smaller than the massive incursions
into Spain and Yugoslavia, its historical importance lies in the fact that the Islamic military
succeeded in opening a third front; this forced the Europeans to spread their defensive forces
more thinly, to the strategic and tactical advantage of the Muslims.

Further south of Rome down along the Italian peninsula, Islamic forces staged both tem-
porary raids, as well as occupying various provinces on a longer-term basis, sometimes
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holding a region for several years.

3.3.5 Study That Language! (2009-03-26 09:29)

It’s amazing howmany of history’s geniuses have studied Hebrew: Isaac Newton, Robert Boyle,
and William Blake, to name but a few. They did more than take a couple of classes - these men
devoted years to researching the grammar and vocabulary of this ancient language and its
texts. What ultimate influence did this have on their other famous endeavors?

3.4 April

3.4.1 No Time for Shakespeare? (2009-04-21 07:27)

Reflecting on the giddiness of rallies in the 1980’s, in which students chanted, "Hey, Hey, Ho,
Ho, Western Civ has got to go!", Professor Mark Woodhouse (at Georgia State University), a
little calmer, wrote in 1996:

An objective evaluation of competing points of view is impossible since all points of
view are to some extent biased by race, gender, and culture. All that’s left to do
is to describe different perspectives, including those formerly considered inconse-
quential, and attempt to balance past biases - which might entail leaving Plato and
Shakespeare out of the curriculum altogether.

Apparently, because we’ve read too much Shakespeare and Plato for the last hundred years,
we should stop reading them now, in an attempt to "balance" perspectives. (The quote comes
from his book, Paradigm wars: Worldviews for a New Age). He seems to have an underlying
assumption that all texts are of equal value; he seems also to assume that the definitive
measure of a text is the race, gender, and culture of its author.

An African woman would presumably want her readers to appreciate her book because
it’s well-written, and grapples with timeless human questions; she presumably would not want
her audience to value her text merely because of her gender, race, and culture.

Yet, analyzing Woodhouse’s willingness to toss Shakespeare into the recyclers, Prof. Michael
Zimmermann (at Tulane), calls Woodhouse’s book "insightful, engaging, and comprehensive,"
and says that it "is an indispensable guide to new conceptual pathways that may lead to the
radical and constructive alterations needed to guide humankind in the 21st century."

We can be thankful that these viewpoints represent a small minority of university-level
educators, and that the vast majority are still willing to tolerate Shakespeare and Plato.
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3.5 May

3.5.1 February 12, 1809 (2009-05-07 08:51)

In an interesting juxtaposition, two very different men were born on the same date: Abraham
Lincoln and Charles Darwin. Both men would exert influence on their societies, and ultimately
the world; both exemplified questions which are relevant to the very core of human existence.
Yet they represent opposites.

Lincoln would stress the value of every human life, and therefore the law’s obligation to
treat all humans equally; he saw principles of justice as arising from the rational design of the
universe.

Darwin, assuming that irrational chance governed the universe, stressed that life spon-
taneously arose from a random mix of inanimate chemicals; determined by the physical
patterns of molecular reactions, humans make no significant choices, and have no deeper
meaning in life.

Lincoln faced the terrifying weight of existential choices which a human can authenti-
cally make, including the responsibility for the outcomes; but he opened the door for a sense
of hope that freedom and meaning are possible.

Darwin envisioned a world in which humans were free from the terrifying thought of having to
take responsibility for their choices and actions; but in the process, he lost the possibility of
an authentic existential freedom, of any principled rationality in the structure of the universe,
and of transcendental meaning in human life.

3.5.2 Crime and Punishment - and Nietzsche? (2009-05-07 09:09)

Many different readers - who disagree with each other on nearly everything else - will agree
that Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment seems designed as a response to several ideas
proposed by Friedrich Nietzsche. Raskolnikov, the main character in Crime and Punishment
, embraces an amoral viewpoint and something like the Superman concept; both are central
to Nietzsche’s thought. Raskolnikov attempts to live out these philosophies, is tortured and
frustrated in so doing, and finally finds clarity and peace of mind by rejecting them; seemingly,
Dostoevsky’s repudiation of Nietzsche’s thought.

There is, however, a problem: we lack evidence that Dostoevsky had heard of, or read
any of, Nietzsche’s writings or ideas. In fact, by the time Crime and Punishment was printed
in 1866, Nietzsche had not yet published or written any of his major books. He had pub-
lished a few smaller and less significant works; it is technically possible that Dostoevsky could
have seen them, but they don’t contain clear and developed expression of Nietzsche’s thought.

So how can Dostoevsky apparently reply to thoughts which hadn’t yet been written?

Both Nietzsche and Dostoevsky had access to the same works of earlier authors; both
were exposed to intellectual trends of their day. Both had access, for example, to Darwin,
Marx, and Kierkegaard. We can see both as responding to them. Nietzsche embracing the
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deterministic nihilism of Marx and Darwin, rejected Kierkegaard’s proposal that humans can
engage in a social ethic which acknowledges the value of human life and the possibility of
humans making significant and meaningful choices. Dostoevsky, rejecting Darwin and Marx,
agreed with Kierkegaard that only by embracing an existential view of human life, crystallized
in the act of confession, which simultaneously acknowledges the possibility of responsibility
and the hope of redemption, will a human being reach clarity and peace of mind.

So, without having read Nietzsche, Dostoevsky effectively replies to him, because both
Nietzsche and Dostoevsky were responding to the same stimuli: Dostoevsky not only
gives his response to the stimuli of Darwin, Marx, and Kierkegaard, but peremptorily offers
counter-arguments to alternative responses.

3.5.3 J.M. Keynes and Your Wallet (2009-05-18 06:23)

The British economist John Maynard Keynes had a tremendous influence during the first half of
the twentieth century, and even today his ideas are embraced by some leaders, in the U.S.A.
and elsewhere. Keynes made the bold assertion that in was not only acceptable, but even
good, for a government to intervene in an otherwise free market. He thus worked against the
"classical liberalism" of Adam Smith and John Locke, who emphasized an individual’s right to
make decisions. A government can set prices for buying and selling, and decide how much
you will earn at your job. Keynes wrote that it was more important for a government to control
the entire economy (in order to ensure that it was running smoothly) than it was for each
person to have choice; stated differently, Keynes felt that collective economic security was
more important than individual human freedom.

Keynes himself did not enthusiastically embrace the idea of deficit spending, accumulat-
ing into governmental debt, but many of his followers interpreted his theories in a way which
did exactly that. Most notably, President Franklin Roosevelt understood (or misunderstood)
Keynesian economics to give permission for the massive debt and deficits of the New Deal
programs. Roosevelt’s justification was encapsulated in the slogan "we owe it to ourselves."
It may be trouble if one individual gets into massive debt (say, by buying a large house or
a fancy car), but if a nation signs itself into debt, that’s fine, because we borrow the money
"from ourselves" (from banks, or from individuals who purchase government bonds), and we
owe it "to ourselves", and so, Roosevelt argued, we could continue borrowing huge amounts
indefinitely, and never even really intend to pay it all back, as long we made small regular
payments. This is the advent of "structural debt": debt as a standing part of the budget,
rather than a one-time debt which one plans to pay off.

Whether or not FDR’s massive debts helped the American economy remains a matter of
dispute: many economists write that it was the large-scale factory activity of WWII which
actually re-started the economic and nudged it toward prosperity.

The Roosevelt version of Keynesian economics governed much economic thought until
the difficulties of the mid 1970’s, when various economists and politicians questioned the
wisdom of amassing a huge national debt. Since that time, there has been much discussion
about how to reduce both annual deficits and the larger accumulated debt.

One of several objections to such standing debts is summarized in the phrase "genera-
tional theft": if a group of national leaders, the youngest of whom is perhaps in her or his late
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40’s, and the majority of whom are in their 50’s or 60’s, create, for example, a fifty-trillion-
dollar national debt, it is clear that they will, given their life expectancies, have no part in
paying this debt. It will be left to the next several generations of Americans, people who are
now fifteen or twenty years old, to pay the bill. Hence, one generation is literally robbing
another.

3.5.4 Economics, Religion, and Nationalism (2009-05-27 10:42)

The decline of religious belief opened the door to nationalism. If people do not have an
allegiance to God, then the state becomes the ultimate value, and there is no limit on the
right of the state to control and manipulate the individual. On the European Continent,
active participation in spiritual life began a downward trend in the mid-1700’s; this tendency
continued until the mid-1900’s. In the late 1800’s and early 1900’s, synagogue and church
attendance was at an all-time low. (Of course, mere attendance itself means almost nothing;
it can, however, be an indirect indicator of true spiritual activity.) So the decline in religion
allowed the nationalistic state to take the rights from the individual; "might makes right" -
when religious belief has declined, the state can do whatever it deems appropriate, and there
is no recourse.

When there is no sense of higher values, then a nationalistic claim that the government
should reign supreme and unchallenged over society faces no resistance.

Nationalism as such tends to blend with socialism; the state’s right to demand ultimate
loyalty and the state’s ownership of property and control of markets go hand-in-hand. Thus
high taxation and governmental intervention in societal affairs (education, health care, etc.)
are marks of nationalism.

"Free market" capitalism tends to oppose nationalism, both because it will allow for the
possibility that at some point, imports and exports become more desirable than domestic
commerce, and also because it exerts a downward pressure on taxation.

3.5.5 Random Reformation Thoughts (2009-05-27 16:27)

Luther posted his 95 theses in the year 1517, but his views weren’t completely finalized on
many topics. The theses of 1517 were actually rather mild toward the papacy. By 1532,
Luther had crystallized his more mature views, which were different than those in the 95
theses. The theses marked the beginning of Luther’s critique of ecclesiastical practices, but
only a beginning. Luther intended his 95 theses more as a starting point for discussions, and
not as a statement of his views. His hope was to inspire an academic discussion among the
university’s professors and students; he got that, and much more! Luther was surprised by
the explosive reaction to his theses.

The rise of "humanism" (not to be confused with "secular humanism") was instrumental
in the Reformation. The notion was that logical, rational investigation of the texts was the
path to objective truth. This lead to research in the original languages of the texts, Hebrew
and Greek. Human beings, as rational and independent creatures, could each examine these
texts, and discover for himself or herself the truth. Scientific reflection upon the nature of
language dictated that it was better to read the languages in the original than in a translation,
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thus the Latin translation was regarded as "inferior" to the original Hebrew text. Yet at the
same time, the desire to allow each person to independently discover the truth drove the
Reformers to offer translations, not in Latin, but in the common languages of the people
(German, English, etc.). Translations were available before the Reformation, notably the
Gothic language edition of the fourth century, and Wycliffe’s English translation of 1382. But
the Reformation popularized such translations.

Between the Reformation and the Counter-Reformation, both Roman Catholicism and
Lutheranism experienced a type of "return to the source". The task was to strip away
fifteen centuries of mere tradition, and see what the texts actually said. The institutions
and practices of either group may be judged as good, bad, or otherwise, but each had to
justify itself with reference to a Mediterranean Jewish peasant who preached 1500 years earlier.

The popularizing of the translations meant that people had to confront difficult passages
in the text. The particular statement that "not one person is righteous - all have sinned"
caused consternation. Luther’s Reformation argument asserted that human failure dictated
that entry into the afterlife was a divine gift - an unearned ticket into paradise. The Roman
Catholic side countered that a person would have to work very hard to earn admission into
heaven. The debate continues to this day.

Because humanism and the Reformation pointed the individual toward the text, and asked the
individual to examine and discover for himself or herself, a new sense of "the force of intellec-
tual conviction" arose. Luther stated his views, not because these views were handed down
by his parents and grandparents, but because he had studied the texts and the languages
himself. Luther claimed that his views were dictated by logic: no other conclusion could
logically be drawn from the evidence in the text, he said. This process of analyzing evidence
until one is "convinced" of an answer is the foundation of scientific revolution. "Intellectual
conviction" was, in the eyes of the humanists, not a choice, but the inescapable result of
study. One does not choose to believe that the earth is a sphere: one is presented with so
much evidence that one can’t believe otherwise.

After Luther’s death, the German principalities negotiated a religious tolerance treaty in
1555, which continued for centuries, broken only by the Thirty Years War (1618 - 1648). This
allowed Lutherans and Roman Catholics (and later Calvinists and Zwinglians) to live together
without armed conflict. A by-product of this was also more tolerance shown toward the Jews.
In the years after 1555, Jews migrated to Germany from France, Italy, Spain, England, Poland,
and Russia. It is an irony of history that between 1555 and 1938, the safest place in Europe
for a Jew to be was Germany. What made the Holocaust such a monstrosity was that many
of the Jews who were murdered by the Nazis were the descendants of Jews who had moved
to Germany to escape persecution in England and France. The Reformation and the treaty of
1555 paved the way for tolerance in the following centuries.

Some historians include a debate called "the Averroist dispute" in the history of the Ref-
ormation; this debate, triggered by an Arabic philosopher whose books were studied among
the European philosophers, was interesting, but not actually part of the Reformation. The
Averroist dispute can be summarized as a dispute about whether God was simply a "force" or
whether God had a "personality" (i.e., emotions, desires, plans, etc.). The Averroist dispute
was not directly involved in the Reformation, but was a symptom of a growing engagement of
humanist reflection on theological issues.
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3.6 July

3.6.1 Do Historians Make Good Politicians? (2009-07-10 16:56)

Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., was a professor of history at Harvard University. When Kennedy
won the 1960 election, one of his first moves was to invite Schlesinger to be part of his
administration. Schlesinger would have great influence on Kennedy’s decisions, somewhat
in domestic policy, but mainly in foreign policy. Contemplating how different psychological
views of human nature can lead to different governmental forms, Schlesinger wrote:

The very concept of leadership implies the proposition that individuals can make
a difference. This proposition has never been universally accepted. From classical
times to the present day, eminent thinkers have regarded individuals as no more
than the agents and pawns of larger forces, whether the gods and goddesses of
the ancient world or, in the modern era, race, class, nation, the dialectic, the will of
the people, the spirit of the times, history itself. Against such forces, the individual
dwindles into insignificance.

Schlesinger is here comparing two views of history: some see history as the inevitable
unfolding of social and historical trends; others see history as a series of significant choices
made by individual people. The view that humans never make significant decisions is often
called "determinism": if history is an inevitable unfolding of social forces, then we are all
merely pawns in the grand game. Schlesinger continues:

Determinism takes many forms. Marxism is the determinism of class. Nazism the
determinism of race. But the idea of men and women as the slaves of history runs
athwart the deepest human instincts. Rigid determinism abolishes the idea of hu-
man freedom - the assumption of free choice that underlies every move we make,
every word we speak, every thought we think. It abolishes the idea of human respon-
sibility, since it is manifestly unfair to reward or punish people for actions that are by
definition beyond their control. No one can live inconsistently by any deterministic
creed. The Marxist states prove this themselves by their extreme susceptibility to
the cult of leadership.

Here we must remember that Schlesinger served in the Kennedy administration, when Marxist
governments, or at least governments which called themselves Marxist, were a serious threat
to world peace. Additionally, there were still a few people who still took seriously the idea
of trying to organize a nation around Marxist principles. Although Marx, and his version of
communism, have been largely discredited now, we can still learn from these reflections on
politics and psychology. Applying the principle further, Schlesinger notes:

More than that, history refutes the idea that individuals make no difference. In De-
cember 1931 a British politician crossing Park Avenue in New York between 76th and
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77th Streets around 10:30 PM looked in the wrong direction and was knocked down
by an automobile - a moment, he later recalled, of a man aghast, a world aglare: "I
do not understand why I was not broken like an eggshell or squashed like a goose-
berry." Fourteen months later an American politician, sitting in an open car in Miami,
Florida, was fired on by an assassin; the man beside him was hit. Those who believe
that individuals make no difference to history might well ponder whether the next
two decades would have been the same had Mario Constansino’s car killed Winston
Churchill in 1931 and Giuseppe Zangara’s bullet killed Franklin Roosevelt in 1933.
Suppose, in addition, that Adolf Hitler had been killed in the street fighting during
the Munich Putsch of 1923 and that Lenin had died of typhus during World War I.
What would the 20th century be like now?

Human beings make significant choices, and those choices have consequences, for good or
for evil. This is the lesson of history which Schlesinger attempted to translate (successfully or
unsuccessfully) into American policy during the Kennedy administration.

3.7 August

3.7.1 Metternich Changes Things! (2009-08-14 16:41)

At Drew University, Prof. John von der Heide wrote a book assessing Metternich’s influence on
world history. In the late 1790’s and early 1800’s,

Metternich rose to fame in a prolonged contest with Napoleon and prevailed. He
went on to create a stable international arrangement on the European continent that
would last for more than thirty years.

Other historians would assert that Metternich’s arrangement would last for almost a century,
not merely thirty years. In either case, a decisive moment happened in the 1790’s, when
Metternich visited England, and met Edmund Burke; although the two men differed greatly
in their political theories, they would both become known as leaders of the conservative
movement in their time. Burke

upheld monarchy and denounced natural right ... Burke attacked the French Decla-
ration of the Rights of Man and Citizen

Burke had supported the American Revolution, and its Declaration of Independence; he saw
them as fundamentally different: seeing the American colonies as basing their quest for
independence on the clear historical rights of citizens as set forth in the Magna Carta, but
the French Revolution as being based, not on the overthrow of a government, but on the
overthrow of a society:
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To Burke historical precedent, custom, and tradition were the practical foundation for
law and government. Metternich admired what he saw of Great Britain’s government,
and Burke’s defense of the established order. Burke also wrote on "the similitude
throughout Europe of religion, laws and manners." Metternich’s subsequent defense
of a state system was reinforced by Burke’s thinking. Metternich would share the
conservative thinker’s view that the power of France should be contained.

Oddly, Metternich would approve of England’s parliamentary system, a prototype of demo-
cratic republicanism as it would take root in America, while rejecting the same system for his
own native country. In the wake of twenty-five years of violence (between ten years of French
Revolution, and fifteen years of Napoleon’s dictatorship, millions would die), Metternich was
interested in a political peace which would ensure safety for all of Europe. He

was sure that no power by itself could maintain the peace. A harmonious coalition
had defeated Napoleon, and harmony would be vital to protecting the fruits of victory.
A balance of power in central Europe was necessary for Austria above all, it seemed
to Metternich.

In post-Revolutionary, post-Napoleonic Europe, to protect innocent lives, legitimate govern-
ments were necessary. Revolutionary France, and Napoleonic France, had been only too
willing to sacrifice lives for political gain. Metternich wished to value human life above national
power politics: he was firmly against nationalism:

Restoring the House of Bourbon in France was more in step with Metternich’s regard
for, and understanding of, legitimacy.

Metternich, of course, is most widely known for organizing the Congress of Vienna. This
international gathering would preserve peace in Europe for decades into the future.

The Final Act, singed on June 9, 1815, had concluded the Congress of Vienna and
redistributed the territory in accordance withe Big Four’s wishes and transformed
"compensation" and "legitimacy" into practical policy.

In the century after the twenty-five years of bloodshed, as in the century before, the major
powers in Europe would be England, Prussia, Russia, Austria, and France. France’s temporary
humiliation (hence the reference to the "Big Four") would be reversed by the skills of Talleyrand,
France’s representative at the Congress of Vienna. But Spain, Poland, Sweden, and Holland
were relegated to a second-string status.

3.7.2 The Revolutionary Mr. Burke (2009-08-15 18:55)

Edmond Burke is known for his opposition to the French Revolution; in a series of shockingly
accurate predictions, he pointed out that it was designed to end in massive bloodshed,
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political chaos, and social ruin. But Burke wasn’t opposed to all revolutions: he specifically
applauded the Glorious Revolution of 1688, and the American Revolution of 1776. Connor
O’Brien, professor at the University of Dublin, describes Burke’s reasoning:

The second English revolution, of 1688, known to its heirs as the Glorious Revolution,
was not Utopian at all, but deliberately limited, pragmatic, and pluralist. The double
objective was to end the arbitrary and Romanist rule of James II, without reviving the
[anti-Romanist trends of Cromwell’s first English revolution].

Burke approved of the Glorious Revolution because it was pragmatic: it did not seek to
overthrow or change society, but merely the government. It was limited, because it did not
seek to change all aspects of government, but merely some of them. And it was pluralist,
because in encouraged the Christian concept of religious tolerance.

The American Revolution began out of quite limited grievances and objectives, and
certainly without any Utopian agenda. As soon as definite revolutionary purpose
emerged, the model was England’s Glorious Revolution, with George III cast in the
role of James II.

In Burke’s mind, the American Revolution was a replay of the Glorious Revolution. The key
was limited change to a few aspects of government, rather than smashing both government
and society entirely.

The Glorious Revolution was essentially a dynastic and sectarian adjustment. The
American Revolution was essentially the secession of colonists from an empire. The
first real full-blooded secular revolution, the first large and determined attempt to
construct a secular Utopia, after a wholesale destruction of existing arrangements
- together with the people who were seen to represent and defend these arrange-
ments, was the French Revolution.

Burke’s view could be summarized as: fix it, reform it, don’t destroy it. But the French
Revolution was an attempt to destroy one civilization and create another in its place. Some
historians see the French Revolution as the birth of Fascism.

Because Burke had supported the American Revolution, some people expected him to
also support the French Revolution.

In Burke’s view, however, the colonists had deserved support, not because they had
asserted abstract rights ... but for resisting the withdrawal of liberties which they
had long enjoyed as British subjects.
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In this understanding of the American Revolution, George Washington and the other Founding
Fathers were defending an established social order, while George III of England was attempt-
ing to introduce something new and different. The Founding Fathers were defending their
traditional rights under the Magna Charta, but King George III was trying to institute a new
system in which those rights would be taken away.

By contrast, the French Revolution was attacking a long-standing society; Burke saw this
in its reliance on the writings of Rousseau. Burke wrote:

Their great problem is to find a substitute for all the principles which hitherto have
been employed to regulate the human will and action ... True humility, the basis of
the Christian system, is the low, but deep and firm foundation of all real virtue. But
this, as very painful in the practice, and little imposing in the appearance, they have
totally discarded.

Burke goes on to examine Rousseau’s life: fathering many illegitimate children, and refusing to
support them or their mothers in any way, he sent these infants to squalid orphanages, where
they would soon die of childhood diseases. Burke equates Rousseau’s personal failings with the
institutional failure of the French Revolutionary government, which would execute thousands
of unarmed innocent citizens.

3.7.3 Legitimacy and Balance (2009-08-15 19:25)

The diplomat and statesman Metternich is known mainly as the organizer of the Congress of
Vienna, but that event was the product of Metternich’s diplomat work in the preceding years,
and would unfold in his work over the following years - and that work was guiding by the two
principles of Metternich’s foreign policy: legitimacy and balance. Oxford University’s Alan
Palmer describes how the Congress of Vienna began:

The people of Vienna had been surprised to learn in June that Emperor Francis was
to be host to the peacemakers. Perhaps they had even been a little disconcerted; for
this was a new role for the Habsburgs and a new experience for their city.

The emperor Franz (as it is more commonly spelled) had, at Metternich’s prompting, organized
a peace conference to provide a stable future for Europe in the wake of twenty-five years of
violent bloodshed: the ten years of the French Revolution and the fifteen years of Napoleon’s
dictatorship.

Now in 1814 a cavalcade of of sovereigns and statesmen was about to descend
on the city, and it was by no means clear how they were to be accommodated, how
their business was to be conducted, or how their retinues were to be fed and foddered
through the winter months. There was no formal invitation, merely an announcement
that the Congress would open on 1 October. The heads of the five reigning dynasties
and of 216 princely families flocked to Vienna.
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Europe’s power politics were dominated by five superpowers: England, France, Austria,
Prussia, and Russia. Here Metternich’s diplomatic principles would be put into play: to balance
the powers, the boundary lines of European maps, and the political alliances between Europe’s
sovereign states, would be reorganized so that no one nation could assert itself over the
others. This would keep the peace. Those sovereign states were to be ruled by legitimate
governments - as opposed to illegitimate governments, like those of the French Revolution,
which had neither legal nor moral right to rule. Legitimate governments had the obligation
to help each other against attempted overthrow by illegitimate powers; thus peace would be
kept as the government helped each other, instead of opposed each other.

Metternich was opposed to that political movement known as "nationalism":

He rejected the idea that community of language, sentiment or race provided a basis
for political unity ... nationalism and liberalism remained equally abhorrent doctrines
to him, the product of that French Revolution against which he saw himself in conflict
throughout his life. In their place ... he offered a threefold creed: a belief in an
essential community of interests which bound together the European States; a belief
in the need for vigilance against political excess; and a belief the virtues of a balanced
order, both between governments and between classes within society.

At the university, Metternich studied both political science, and the career of his own father,
who was likewise a diplomat, and who had made a successful career

seeking in 1791 to play off against each other the rival Belgian patriot factions.

Younger Metternich learned the secret of his father’s success in the university’s political
science lectures:

good government depends for survival upon a balance between extremes ... the
concept of a stable equilibrium appealed [to Metternich].

Later in life, Metternich would put these principles into action. Representing Austria and the
Holy Roman Empire,

he insisted that Austria’s central position on the continent made it essential for her
to think, not so much of territorial compensation, as of ’laying the foundations of
a European political system’ ... only Vienna could establish the equilibrium which
Europe needed for her convalescence.

A balance of power, carefully negotiated and administered by Metternich, would heal Europe
after twenty-five years of warfare. He saw his employment in the Holy Roman Empire, and
later in the Habsburg Empire, as an opportunity to create peace for all of Europe. (The Holy
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Roman Empire would end in 1806, to be partially replaced by the Habsburg Empire.)

This carefully established balance, enacted in 1815 as the Congress of Vienna finalized
its negotiated outcomes, would soon be tested by military actions as the Greeks defended
themselves against Islamic occupational troops in the 1820’s. European powers were agreed
that the Greeks could resist the invaders, but the manner in which the European powers allied
themselves to support Greece could lead to unintended effects. The English diplomat George
Canning, whose views sometimes were the same as Metternich’s,

was pledged to Greek autonomy while he remained convinced that any re-drawing
of the map in Eastern Europe, however small in the first instance, would disturb the
whole balance of the continent.

The Battle of Navarino (November 1827) would help the Greeks regain their freedom, but strug-
gle would be long and complex.

3.7.4 Play-By-Play at the Congress (2009-08-16 06:07)

The Congress of Vienna lasted from October 1, 1814 until June 9, 1815. There was much
negotiating and talking; progress was sometimes very slow. Despite the starting date, nothing
really got done until well into November. There was a several-month delay while Prussia,
Russia, and several other countries debated how they would share the territories of Poland
and Saxony, two countries which were effectively dismantled at the Congress. There were
hundreds of kings, princes, chancellors, secretaries, ministers, and other diplomats at the
event. Dorothy Gies McGuigan, at the University of Michigan, gives us an account:

No international gathering of such scope as the Congress of Vienna had ever been
held in the history of Europe. No precedent existed for handling the intricate ques-
tions of procedure, of organization, of decisions on agenda and credentials.

This event was unique in the history of the world: the first large multiparty summit.

The design of the Congress was Metternich’s. It had taken shape in his mind as
early as the spring of 1813, when he had proposed peace to France, Russia and
England and had won Napoleon’s tentative assent to such a congress ... It had been
Metternich who had proposed Vienna as a meeting place for the sovereigns as soon
as the Battle of Leipzig was won, and it had been he who had written into the Peace
of Paris the invitation to "all powers engaged on either side in the present war" to
send delegates to Vienna.

Metternich, chancellor for Austria and the Habsburg Empire, had been present when the Peace
of Paris, the treaty which ended the Napoleonic wars, was drafted.
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From the beginning, Metternich had envisioned the Congress of Vienna not merely
as a concert of powers meeting to put back together a Europe splintered by war and
conquest but as a glittering Peace Festival to mark the beginning of a new era.

The preceding twenty-five years (ten years of French Revolution and fifteen years of Napoleonic
dictatorship) had been so brutal and bloody that Metternich envisioned the Congress of Vienna
as ushering in an era of peace: peace maintained by the diplomatic balance of legitimate
powers. In fact, the Congress of Vienna succeeded in creating one of the most peaceful epochs
in world history.

Certainly neither Metternich nor anyone else had imagined the size of the throng that
would gather in Vienna in the sunny days of autumn to be participants or onlookers at
the Congress. The idea of an international meeting to shape a newworld on principles
of moderation justice had captured the imagination of Europe. In the intoxicating air
of victory and of peace - the first real peace Europe had known in twenty-five years
- everyone was ready for a holiday.

As the discussions dragged on for months, autumn changed into winter. Progress was slow,
but agreements were being reached: new boundary lines were drawn on the map of Europe,
and new alliances were being formed.

Snow fell all night on the last night of the year, and in the morning the baroque
angels on the roofs of palaces and churches stood knee-deep in snow. It seemed
a double good omen that New Year’s Day of 1815 fell on a Sunday, and that fresh
snow covered the world, as if all the scars and shabbiness, the quarrels and violence
of an old world and an old year were effectively buried from sight.

Early that morning a courier’s carriage, mud-splattered, ice-covered, pulled up
to the door of Castlereigh’s house in Minoritenplatz. Had had been on the roads
since Christmas Eve, carrying to Vienna from Ghent the good news that England
had ended the war with America and peace had been signed.

This information boosted spirits in Vienna. Not only could a peace plan for Europe be devel-
oped, but it would now include large parts of the rest of the world.

For the first time in many years no war was being fought anywhere in the Western
Hemisphere.

One of the most important issues to be settled was whether or not there would be a single
country known as Germany. In the centuries prior to the Congress of Vienna, that space on
the map of Europe, which we now know as Germany, was filled with dozens of small and large
kingdoms, principalities, and free cities; they were united by a common German language
and culture, but not by a common political structure - each of them was an independent
state. Many German-speaking people had the desire to unite these regions (Saxony, Bavaria,
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Alsace, Lorraine, etc.) into a single country to be known as Germany. Would this happen at
the Congress of Vienna? There were also leaders who opposed this move, who did not want
a united Germany - these leaders were mainly the rulers of smaller Germanic kingdoms, who
would lose power when their territories were united into a larger country.

The last Congress issue to be hammered out was the future of Germany. The original
plan for a federation of German states, drafted in the early weeks of the Congress,
foundered on the Saxony-Poland quarrel and the resulting division between Austria
and Prussia. In the end Metternich and Wessenberg produced a plan joining the
thirty-eight German states in a loose confederation under a Diet at which Austria
was to preside. The Diet would draft a set of laws; under one of the articles of the
proposal each of the sovereigns was to grant his subjects a constitution.

The solution was a deep disappointment to German nationalists such as Stein
and Humboldt, as well as to Austrian imperialists, among them Stadion and
Schwarzenberg, who had hoped for the revival of an empire under Habsburg
leadership.

In the end, it was a compromise, in which nobody got everything he wanted, and everyone
got a little of what he wanted: a typical example of balanced diplomacy in action.

Yet it is doubtful whether a more powerful union could have been forged among the
German-speaking countries in 1815. The German kings created by Napoleon and
the small princes fought fiercely for their sovereignty. Feelings of particularism were
still stronger than those of nationalism: people felt themselves to be Bavarians and
Prussians and Saxons before they felt themselves to be Germans. The mutiny of
Saxon troops against the Prussian army command in May was but one evidence of
the strong bond of loyalty that still existed between subject and King. Metternich’s
loose German confederation was a beginning.

Finally, the Congress of Vienna created not only a lasting political peace, but began the
abolition of slavery, and the extension of civil rights.

More important, crucial questions of human rights appeared on the Congress
agenda, and if none was forthrightly resolved, two did appear as recommendations
in the final act. The traffic in slaves was condemned rather than abolished. Civil
rights for Jewish men in German cities was confirmed where they already obtained
and a recommendation was included that they be extended. Both Metternich and
Hardenberg had favored the extension of full civil rights to Jews, but other delegates
on the German Committee - notably the Hanoverian - had resisted.

The fact that questions of human rights were debated at an international gath-
ering was an important first in history.
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And though the voices of the Congress had often been angry, passionate, vitu-
perative, and the hands more than once had been dangerously close to swords, in
the end the voice of persuasion and of reason had won out. The most important
accomplishment of the Vienna Congress was just that: a powerful demonstration
that grave international problems could be resolved through diplomacy rather than
through arms.

This was the triumph of Metternich’s conservative approach; for this accomplishment, he
known, together with Burke, as one of the founders of modern political conservatism. Other
conservatives, William Wilberforce and Abraham Lincoln, would finish the task of abolishing
slavery.

3.8 September

3.8.1 On Being Human (2009-09-12 12:10)

The deceptively simple question, "what is a human being?", has occupied the time and
attention of many thinkers over the centuries. Although we are aware of the dangers of
materialism, and careful to avoid viewing humans as merely structures of flesh operating
under the control of instincts and various biological processes, it is equally important to avoid
the opposite extreme, and deny any importance to the material aspects of human life. The
philosopher Mark Levin writes that an essential part of being human is a person’s

ability to adapt his behavior to overcome his weaknesses and better master his cir-
cumstances. One of the fundamental ways man adapts is to acquire and possess
property. It is how he makes his home, finds or grows food, makes clothing, and gen-
erally improves his life. Private property is not an artificial construct. It is endemic
to human nature and survival.

Levin is telling us that the right to own private property is more than a political luxury. It is a
necessary ingredient to a truly human civilization.

3.8.2 Dating Hammurabi? (2009-09-17 06:49)

As historians and archaeologists sift through the piles of cuneiform tablets (some clay, some
stone) from the Ancient Near East, establishing dates for various events is a priority. Some
events can be fixed very precisely: we know that Sennacherib was murdered in January of 681
BC, for example.

We likewise have clear information about the years of kings like Cyrus, Darius, David,
Saul, Solomon, and Xerxes. We have only approximate information concerning the years of
Abraham and Moses.

Other events have so far eluded exact dating: there is no doubt the Hammurabi was po-
litically active in the 1700’s, but we lack a clear consensus about the years his reign began
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and ended. Some scholars place his coronation prior to 1750 BC, others after.

Given that these data have been both translated and transliterated, alternate spellings
should not surprise us: Hammurabi can also be Hammurapi. An interesting, but unproven,
hypothesis identifies Hammurabi with Amraphel in Genesis 14:1; Amraphel is there identified
as the ruler of Babylonia. If this were true, Abraham would thus have come into personal
contact (or conflict!) with Hammurabi.

3.8.3 The BBC Discovers "Grim secrets of Pharaoh’s city" (2009-09-30 07:17)

A recent BBC television documentary tells us that "Evidence of the brutal lives endured by
some ancient Egyptians to build the monuments of the Pharaohs has been uncovered by
archaeologists. Skeletal remains from a lost city in the middle of Egypt suggest many ordinary
people died in their teenage years and lived a punishing lifestyle. Many suffered from spinal
injuries, poor nutrition and stunted growth. The remains were found at Amarna, a new capital
built on the orders of the Pharaoh Akhenaten, 3,500 years ago."

Little had been known about the daily life of those who built the city, or lived in it dur-
ing the relatively brief time it was inhabited: "Archaeologists from a British-based team made
a breakthrough when they found human bones in the desert, which had been washed out by
floods. These were the first bones clearly identifiable as the workers who lived in the city; and
they reveal the terrible price they paid to fulfill the Pharaoh’s dream," writes BBC reporter
John Hayes-Fisher.

"The bones reveal a darker side to life, a striking reversal of the image that Akhenaten
promoted, of an escape to sunlight and nature" says Professor Barry Kemp who is leading the
excavations. Painted murals found in the tombs of high officials from the time show offering-
tables piled high with food. But the bones of the ordinary people who lived in the city reveal a
different picture. We have here an example of a political leader whose carefully-crafted public
image and message hid a harsh reality.

"The skeletons that we see are certainly not participating in that form of life," says Pro-
fessor Jerry Rose, of the University of Arkansas, US, whose anthropological team has been
analyzing the Amarna bones. "Food is not abundant and certainly food is not of high nutritional
quality. This is not the city of being-taken-care-of." The population of Amarna had the shortest
stature ever recorded from Egypt’s past, but they would also have been worked hard on the
Pharaoh’s ambitious plans for his new capital. The less-than-average height of the workers
indicates poor nutrition. The temples and palaces required thousands of large stone blocks.
Working in summer temperatures of 40C (104F), the workers would have had to chisel these
out of the rock and transport them 1.5 miles (2.5 km) from the quarries to the city. The bone
remains show many workers suffered spinal and other injuries. "These people were working
very hard at very young ages, carrying heavy loads," says Professor Rose. "The incidence of
youthful death amongst the Amarna population was shockingly high by any standard." Not
many lived beyond 35. Two-thirds were dead by 20.

But even this backbreaking schedule may not be enough to explain the extreme death
pattern at Amarna.

Even Akhanaten’s son, Tutankhamen, died aged just 20; and archaeologists are now be-
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ginning to believe that there might also have been an epidemic here.

This corroborates the historical records of Egypt’s principal enemy, the Hittites, which
tell of the devastation of an epidemic caught from Egyptians captured in battle around the
time of Tutankhamen’s reign. It appears this epidemic may also have been the final blow to
the people of Amarna.

Whether or not some type of plague was responsible for a percentage of these deaths,
it remains clear that most of the deaths were caused by the harsh conditions of forced labor.
This type of slavery also meant that the short lives lived prior to those deaths was one of pain
and suffering.

All of which serves to remind us that, despite the sunny propaganda of the Pharaoh’s
government, this was essentially a pagan society which placed very little value on human life.
Three or four thousand years after the fact, we can still be misled by the images of a Pharaoh
interested in a more enlightened culture; in reality, this was still a society which saw cruelty
as perfectly acceptable.

Hieroglyphs written at the time record that the Pharaoh, who was father of Tutankhamun, was
driven to create a new city in honour of his favoured god, the Aten, with elaborate temples,
palaces and tombs. Along with his wife Nefertiti, he abandoned the capital Thebes, leaving
the old gods and their priests behind and marched his people 200 miles (320km) north to an
inhospitable desert plain beside the River Nile. The city, housing up to 50,000 people, was
built in 15 years; but within a few years of the Pharaoh’s death, the city was abandoned, left
to the wind and the sand. For more than a century archaeologists looked in vain for any trace
of Amarna’s dead.

Having finally found the builders and inhabitants of Amarna, they have found also evi-
dence of the heathen harshness which caused Moses, who led the rebellion and escape of
Hebrew slaves from Egypt, to legislate the moderation and eventual end of slavery. The laws
of Moses, which require humane treatment for slaves, which mete out legal consequences
for owners and overseers who beat or strike slaves harshly, and which finally emancipate
slaves after six or seven years of service (thereby eliminating lifelong servitude), are in part
a reaction exploitation and cruelty which the Egyptian leaders saw as reasonable methods to
achieve their building goals. One of several ironies is that the construction of Amarna was
carried out under the rhetoric of promises about returning to a sunny and more natural way
of life. The promises of a cheerful community hid the reality of cruelty. Sadly, this level of
cruelty was more the norm than the exception in the early phases of the Ancient Near East.
Only after the ideologies of Moses became widespread would humane treatment of servants
be seen as a desirable goal.

3.9 October

3.9.1 Will Obama Meet with the Dalai Lama? (2009-10-06 19:00)

The Dalai (often spelled "Dali") Lama is the leader of most, if not all, of the world’s Buddhists.
By millions of non-Buddhists, he is viewed as a source of wisdom and moral insight. He
was warmly welcomed in Washington by President George H.W. Bush, and later, President
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George H.W. Bush awarded him the medal of honor. Why, then, has President Obama said, at
first, that he would not meet with the Dali Lama? And only after pressure from conservative
Republicans stated that he will reconsider his decision, but has not yet actually said that he
would meet with him?

Obama hesitancy to meet with the world’s foremost Buddhist leader, whether or not he
ever actually does, is motivate by his fear of angering the mainland Chinese communist
government, and its supporters among American left-wingers. Although Obama seeks to pose
as a figure of religious tolerance, Buddhism is not politically correct among the leaders of
communist China.

Conversely, the two presidents Bush, known as publicly Christian, embrace the Dali Lama
as a symbol of religious freedom, understanding that the intolerance of the Maoist Chinese
government toward the Tibetan Buddhists is essentially the same as the anti-Christian leaning
which pervades certain branches of the American media, bureaucracy, and educational
institutions.

Politics makes odd bedfellows; religion does, too: President George W. Bush warmly em-
braced the Dali Lama, yet President Obama is hesitant to decide if he will even speak with
him, much less support him.

3.9.2 JFK Quotes Thucydides (2009-10-08 14:13)

In 1963, President Kennedy toured Germany, giving several speeches. He hoped to strengthen
the working of NATO against the communists who were threatening to take over Europe.
Pointing out that the western nations needed to set aside their individual interests in order
to protect their common freedom, he offers the following comment about the Pelopponesian
war:

Our partnership depends on common political purpose. Against the hazards of di-
vision and lassitude, no lesser force will serve. History tells us that disunity and
relaxation are the great internal dangers of an alliance. Thucydides reported that
the Peloponnesians and their allies were mighty in battle but handicapped by their
policy-making body - in which, he related “each presses its own ends... which gen-
erally results in no action at all... they devote more time to the prosecution of their
own purposes than to the consideration of the general welfare - each supposes that
no harm will come of his own neglect, that it is the business of another to do this
or that-and so, as each separately entertains the same illusion, the common cause
imperceptibly decays.”

Thucydides brings to our attention the political problems which seem to occur over and over
again through the centuries.

3.9.3 Politics and Human Nature (2009-10-16 07:47)

From at least the time of Aristotle, if not earlier, until the present day, political theories are
built upon an understanding of human nature. Different understandings of human nature yield
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different ideologies. In the words of William Voegeli at Claremont McKenna College,

human nature is something we can understand and a basis on which we can found
a political order

Thus, Aristotle saw human nature as essentially social, designed for the basic relationships of
marriage, parenthood, and workplace; his political theory saw society as unfolding organically
from the basic facts of human nature. Hobbes, on the other hand, saw humans as essentially
selfish and violent; his view requires a government which strictly controls society to preserve
peace and safety (Hobbes will later revise this view, which appears in the first half of his book,
the Leviathan).

Before we develop any political theory, then, we must first answer this question: what
are the unchanging and essential features shared by all human beings? What is it that makes
us human? Across different races, religions, languages, cultures, and locations, we all have
certain basic characteristics. This is why it is possible for people to understand each other,
and this is the basis for any understanding of society on the one side, government on the
other, and the relationship between the two. What is human nature?

3.10 December

3.10.1 Ancient Wisdom in Tomorrow’s Newspaper (2009-12-25 10:13)

The history of the world does indeed repeat itself over and over again - the same principles
and questions come into play, but always in different situations, places, and times - involving
different people. This "same only different" quality of history jumps out of the daily news
about our world to the reader who is familiar with past civilizations. A recent article by David
Brooks, writing in the New York Times, points out four fictions in the minds of voters about their
elected leaders. Brooks probably doesn’t realize that he has simply re-discovered political
notions which would have been familiar to Zeno of Citium and Thales, to Cicero and Edmund
Burke:

The first fiction was the government is a contest between truth and error. In reality,
government is usually a contest between competing, unequal

schemes and plans. The concept is here that government isn’t a chance to implement some
ideal plan in the real world; rather government is about practical compromises. Which leads
to realize that

The second fiction was that to support a policy is to make it happen. In fact, in
government power is exercised through other people. It is only by coaxing, prodding,
and compromise that presidents actually get anything done.
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Moses and Abraham couldn’t abolish the barbaric practice of human sacrifice in a single,
revolutionary stroke of the pen. It took generations and decades to persuade, first their own
culture, and then other civilizations, to see human life as extremely valuable. Likewise, men
like William Wilberforce, Chancellor Metternich, and Abraham Lincoln worked through complex
webs of politics to abolish slavery. We can’t make things happen in straightforward sweeping
revolution, because

The third fiction was that we can begin the world anew. In fact, all problems and
policies have already been worked by a thousand hands and the clay is mostly dry.
Presidents are compelled to work with the material they have before them.

We don’t get a blank slate or a clean table in civil government. We are simply the latest tweak
or revision on many layers of precedent and decision. We can make meaningful change, but
it must be envisioned within the context of the existing culture. Any attempt to wipe the
slate clean and start over with a new world leads only to chaos and bloodshed, as in the
French Revolution, and simply opens the door to exploitation and dictatorship, as in the case
of Napoleon.

The fourth fiction was that leaders know the path ahead. In fact, they have general
goals, but the way ahead is pathless and everything is shrouded by uncertainty.

Even the most brilliant leader doesn’t know the future. Humans make plans, but plans are
ever subject to revision in the light of new developments or unexpected circumstances. The
quality we hope to see in our leaders is not some prophetic ability to see the future, but the
skill and wisdom to deal with whichever unknown and unforeseeable events and conditions are
in the future. Such wisdom is not an idealistic projection, but rather the practical ability to deal
with what actually is. As distasteful as it is, the truth remains that compromise is an essential
ingredient in successful governing.

3.10.2 The Quick Trip from Freedom to Slavery (2009-12-25 10:35)

How can societies quickly and easily become subject to ruthless fascism and totalitarianism?
How can leaders, who begin their political careers seeking to bring freedom, wind up imposing
harsh absolutism on their nations? We find this over and over again: Robespierre in France,
Stalin in Russia, Pol Pot in Cambodia, Mao in China, and Daniel Ortega in Nicaragua.

There is a seductive process which turns liberty into tyranny, and which even makes people
think that they’re doing a good thing as they gradually remove freedom from their society.
How does this happen? Perhaps an example will show us: let us take toothpaste for our pattern.

We all know that we should brush our teeth several times a day. It’s healthy for us, and
we will benefit from this habit over the years. In a free society, however, each person will
choose whether or not he will brush his teeth, how often, and when. Nobody will force him to
do it, and nobody will be forced to do it.
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Personal liberty means that we are free to make bad choices (not brush our teeth), and
that we will be exposed to the consequences of those choices (we will then have rotten
teeth). But there exists the political temptation to save people from the consequences of
their bad choices, and to try to prevent them from making those bad choices in the first place.
This political temptation is so seductive because it seems that we’re doing something good:
we’re helping people. But in fact, we are harming people, because we are taking away their
individual liberty.

Imagine, then, that someone makes a law, that everybody must brush his teeth three
times a day: morning, noon, and night. That’s a good thing, right? Because this way we
are, after all, making sure that everyone has healthy habits, right? Wrong! We are limiting
personal freedom, and it gets worse: because a law is useless unless we have a way to verify
that people are complying with it. We must then allow the police to enter anyone’s house,
with no warning or notice, to inspect that person’s teeth and toothbrush. Still worse: we must
then have legal actions, because a law is no good unless there are measurable consequences
for violating it. We will then start fining or imprisoning people who have failed to brush their
teeth in the prescribed manner.

Yes, our example is silly, but observe the principle: motivated by a desire to benefit so-
ciety, we have followed the slippery slope into totalitarianism, giving rights to the government
instead of to the individual.

The difficult thing about freedom is this: we must allow people to make bad choices,
and to suffer under the consequences of those choices. We all know it’s bad to smoke
cigarettes, to borrow too much money, to drink too much alcohol, or to fail to do one’s
homework. It would be good if everyone avoided these mistakes. But if the government forces
people to avoid these mistakes, we’ve removed their liberty - which is ultimately worse than
the consequence of those mistakes.

On the other hand, if the government tries to rescue them from the consequences of
their mistakes, we again violate the principle of freedom: true liberty includes faces the all
the risks of life, and occasionally falling prey to them.

Living in a truly free society isn’t always pleasant: we will watch as people misuse their
liberty to do unwise, unhealthy and dangerous things, and we will see them suffer the logical
effects of those decisions. But if we interfere, even with good intentions, we will find that we
have made the worst decision: we will have chosen to give away our freedom.

3.10.3 The Hun and the Pope (2009-12-26 10:34)

In the late 440’s and early 450’s, Attila expanded his empire into Europe, taking over regions
as far north as Denmark, as far south as Italy and Greece, and as far east as portions of
Gaul. The western Roman empire, now politically distinct from the eastern, was already in
decline, and ill-equipped to defend itself. Christianity had been legal for over a century, but
large segments of the population clung to old polytheistic religions. Some of them blamed
Christianity for weakening the empire, claiming that the presence of Christians angered the
old Roman gods, and that these gods would no longer keep the empire strong. As Attila and
his army progressed southward along the Italian peninsula, most of Europe wondered whether
the city of Rome itself would be destroyed. In this atmosphere, a leading Christian was bold
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enough to schedule a meeting with the Hun king. Historian Charles L. Mee gives us the details:

When Leo the Great, the bishop of Rome, rode out of the Eternal City in the year A.D.
452 to meet Attila the Hun, Leo had no arms, no army, no armor, no bodyguards, no
great retinue of ambassadors and advisers, advance men and area specialists, no
makeup men and publicists, no claque of courtiers, flatterers, or other hangers-on.
He went out with only a few fellow churchmen riding alongside him and a couple of
lesser officials of the enfeebled and fading Roman Empire.

Attila, the man Leo went to meet, came to the encounter at the head of a large,
well-armed, infamously rapacious, battle-hardened army of Huns on horseback:
more than three hundred thousand of them according to some sources, men who
had a reputation - at the time, if not among recent, more skeptical scholars, who
regard him at a comfortable distance - for roasting pregnant women, cutting out the
fetus, putting it in a dish, pour water over it, dipping their weapons into the potion,
eating the flesh of children, and drinking the blood of women. They supported
themselves, as they rode through the countryside, with pillage and extortion. They
ate horse-meat and drank vast amounts of wine. Even the Goths were terrified,
according to the Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus, when the Hunnish cavalry
swept into battle, with dazzling speed, howling and yelling, and dashing in all
directions at once.

While some modern historians doubt the reports of this savage behavior, others are inclined to
accept it, given similar atrocities committed in wars of the 1600’s, or even by revolutionaries
in the twentieth century.

The Huns, said Ammianus, were "almost glued to their horses," which was part of
the secret of their success in war. And if Attila followed his usual custom, he did not
dismount when he met the pope, but instead stayed on his horse, one leg thrown
casually over the horse’s neck, surrounded by mounted companions, ready to turn
and scatter at any moment.

The two men met because Attila and his followers, having plundered the northern
Italian peninsula, were on their way south, with the apparent intention of sacking the
city of Rome. Leo’s task was to persuade Attila not to move on down the peninsula
and plunder and burn the center of Western civilization.

Sadly, we have no exact records of the discussion between Leo and Attila. Leo, speaking from
a position of very little power, had to think of something to say to Attila to make the Hun king
hesitate. What would make the Huns turn away from attacking Rome?

What seems most likely, astonishing as it may be, is that Leo told Attila the truth.
The truth was that there was a plague raging in Rome, and that if Attila brought his
soldiers there by might die of the plague. Such a warning would have struck Attila
with considerable force: Alaric had died of the plague after he sacked Rome.
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Alaric, king of the Visigoths, had pillaged Rome in 410 A.D., alarming Roman society. Augustine
had written his famous book in response to those who said that the Roman gods had caused
the Visigoths to attack Rome; the gods were allegedly angry that the Romans were allowing
Christians to exist in the city, and pagans were demanding a return to the mass execution of
Christians. Augustine had argued that the Visigoths would have attacked Rome regardless of
the religion of the city’s inhabitants. In any case, Alaric had indeed been killed by the disease
shortly after conquering the city, a fact which was well-known to Attila.

To be sure, it may be that Attila had already heard of the plague from others, of as
some historians have said, that his army had already been struck by the plague, and
his forces were growing weaker moment by moment - and that all Leo did was to add
the finishing touch.

Riding with Leo were Avienus and Trigetius, two Roman officials. Why didn’t they carry out this
diplomatic errand? Why bring along the leader of a religious group, a religious group viewed
somewhat suspiciously by many Romans? Why not only bring him along, but why put him in
charge of this task? Why not let Roman officials speak for the Roman government? Leo wasn’t
part of the Roman government, but he was known for his integrity. Leo was honest, and when
all of Rome was terrified, concerned about whether the entire city might be destroyed, they
trusted Leo. Even those who wanted the Christians executed were willing to put the fate of
their nation in the hands of a Christian, because they knew that Leo’s reputation for honesty
would cause Attila to listen.

But why was it necessary for Leo to make this long trip just to tell Attila what Attila
might already have heard from others, or Avienus or Trigetius could quite as easily
have said? Perhaps because Leo was the only credible voice in the empire, the only
Attila, having been lied to repeatedly by emissaries of the empire, could be counted
on to believe. This is why diplomats so often insist, odd as it may seem, that
truthfulness is the first among the virtues of a successful ambassador. Delivered at
precisely the right moment, it can alter the course of history.

Attila turned back from Rome. He took his army and withdrew from Italy.

There are many unanswered questions about this encounter: what would have happened had
Leo not gone to see Attila? How much did Attila know about the plague?

What difference did this meeting between Leo and Attila finally make? In the years
that followed, not even Leo could keep the Roman Empire from final dissolution. By
the end of the century, all the remnants of the empire in the west had been incorpo-
rated into Germanic kingdoms, and the great empire of antiquity was gone forever.

Leo’s feat, then, was no so much about adding a few more years to life of the Roman empire,
but rather about creating a foundation for a new phase of world history. Yes, he did save Rome
for a while longer, but Rome was inevitably falling, and it had started falling before Leo took
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a leadership position among Rome’s Christians. Leo created a safe zone for a new European
culture, shaped by Frankish-Germanic culture and Christian spirituality, to take root, and he
created this incubator by means of honest diplomacy, not by means of deception. Attila knew
that, even if Leo was in some sense an enemy, Leo could be trusted.

3.10.4 Diplomatic Complexities at Vienna (2009-12-27 09:26)

The months of negotiations between scores of diplomats representing dozens of nations at
the Congress of Vienna are among the most intricate international conferences ever. Trying to
form a new working relationship among the countries of Europe in the wake of the twenty-five
years of chaos and bloodshed caused first by the French Revolution, and then by Napoleon,
was a very challenging task. Many different issues were involved, from taxes to water rights,
from agriculture to military strength. Metternich had the idea of holding this congress once
peace was very probable:

Napoleon had finally been defeated and forced to abdicate on April 11, 1814, by the
combined might of a Quadruple Alliance of Russia, Prussia, Britain, and Austria, with
the help, finally, of most of the lesser European powers. His empire, which had at
one time encompassed most of Europe, had collapsed in a rush that left physical
destruction and enormous political turmoil in its wake. The political disarray was a
matter not only of order among states but also of internal order within states. The
French were without a ruler, until the coalition of powers who had brought down
Napoleon restored the brother of Louis XVI to the French throne: Louis XVIII.

Not only France needed to re-constitute its internal government, but also a number of other
nations, which had been overrun by Napoleon, and had lost their internal structure. Historian
Charles Mee continues:

The aristocrats - the monarchs, the princes, and the plenipotentiaries who still held
their positions after the defeat of Napoleon, or resumed them - were frightened of
what the revolution had loosed. They were intent upon restoring not only order
among nations but among classes. They mean to restore a concerted and collabo-
rative aristocracy to the rule of Europe.

The treaty that ended the war included Article 22 that called for a congress to
be held in Vienna, beginning October 1, 1814, to engage in a general settlement of
European affairs.

These negotiations would be delicate and complex:

Since none of the powers was strong enough to impose its will on the others, the situ-
ation was ideal for the practice of diplomacy - in which the success of each negotiator
would be contingent upon, among other things, the position, strength, will, percep-
tiveness, persuasiveness, dexterity, and deviousness of all. This was the ground for
personal diplomacy that diplomats relish.
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These discussions would not be a matter of straightforward simple logic and calculation, but
neither would they be inflamed by passion and emotion. The formative idea for much of the
congress would be the concept of balancing power among the countries of Europe. Even this
would not be a simple mathematical exercise, because Metternich saw that the

idea of equilibrium was too mechanical, too focused on a balance of the external
relations among nations. Metternich believed a balance of power must exist not
only externally among nations but also internally among factions and classes. The
external and internal equilibria buttressed each other; they could not be separated
without threatening the survival of the whole society.

He believed, too, that the only acceptable outcome for the congress would be
a "legitimate" settlement. By legitimate, however, Metternich meant ... a settle-
ment in which all the powers felt they had a vested interest, and so would commit
themselves to maintain the settlement out of conviction, not force. Legitimacy was
what the powers would agree was legitimate.

The complexity of these situations meant that sometimes, a diplomat would need to conceal
his own intentions and goals, and make it seem as if others were forcing him to do what he
secretly wanted to do. The future of the kingdom of Saxony was on the table: should it remain
independent, or be absorbed into other nations?

The complexities involved in these calculations can only barely be suggested. The
diplomats worked with hundreds of dependent variables that changed from day to
day, all of them contingent upon all the others.

At the same time, the delegates had to struggle, as Metternich understood so
well, with the calculations of domestic politics. While Metternich might be prepared
to sacrifice Saxony, he would have to do it with extreme care, and without anyone
crying out, since his biggest political antagonists in Austria were opposed to sacrific-
ing Saxony and might defeat his entire policy if he were to expose this one element
of it prematurely.

With patience (the talks went on for months), it worked:

Finally, on October 22, Metternich allowed himself to be persuaded to agree to Prus-
sia’s possession of Saxony, but only in the event that the united front against Russia
was successful.

Metternich thereby obtained Prussia’s help in putting pressure on Russia. The frustratingly
slow pace of the negotiations quickened, when it was learned that Napoleon was attempting
to make a comeback.
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Despite Napoleon’s best efforts to insinuate his representatives into the negotiations
at Vienna, and to divide and confuse the powers there, in fact his reappearance
caused the diplomats in Vienna to unite. And just two weeks after Napoleon arrived
in Paris, the duke of Wellington was in Brussels to take command of a new allied army
there.

The nations were rallied to the cause of defeating Napoleon, and quickly agreed to combine
their military forces. Napoleon’s attempted comeback ended quickly. Re-energized and
encouraged, the congress resolved many diplomatic debates quickly.

Even the tertiary issues were now promptly settled. A Swiss confederation of twenty-
two cantons was formed; its neutrality, and the inviolability of its territory, was guar-
anteed.

The arrangements formulated in Vienna would shape Europe for the next century. Until World
War One, these treaties would keep Europe largely peaceful.

What had been achieved? The Congress of Vienna confirmed the leaders of Europe
in the belief that no one power could be allowed to dominate the Continent and that
all powers, certainly all the major powers, must work together to preserve the peace
and the status quo - seeing themselves as contingent parts of a larger balance of
powers on the continent.
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4.1 January

4.1.1 Peace Corps Memories (2010-01-31 18:26)

At a gathering of people who recently had finished their Peace Corps time, participants shared
their experiences. They’d spent time in various locations - Africa, South America, Asia, and
others. They’d engaged in various forms of help to developing nations - education, medical
work, structural engineering, etc. They came from a variety of backgrounds, in terms of their
own religions, educational levels, and socio-economic status. They had encountered a broad
spectrum of cultures, languages, and religions.

Discussing their observations, a common thread emerged: they all agreed that the United
States was the best place to be a woman.

Stories of countries in which women are not allowed to vote, cultures in which women
must ask permission of their male relatives before making decisions, societies in which women
are essentially still bought and sold, and a general relegation of females to a lower status were
plentiful. It is a clear pattern that, outside of western civilization, women are stilling waiting
for the simplest forms of equality. In Saudi Arabia, women are not even allowed to drive cars
or obtain a driver’s licence.

To be sure, America still owes women some more justice: domestic violence against women
still happens here, and rape is often unpunished, or too lightly punished. But, according to the
reports of the returning Peace Corps workers, there’s no place that they’d rather be women
than in the United States.

4.2 February

4.2.1 Lessons from Haiti’s Earthquake (2010-02-02 15:01)

As the world’s electronic media processes the misery caused by the recent severe disaster in
Haiti, historical and economic principles are visible.

The world’s governments have responded quickly, sending help in various forms: medicine,
food, clothing, and relief workers. As is often the case, the United States leads the world,
sending more aid than other nation.

But as impressive as the millions sent by governments may be, that aid is dwarfed by
the billions sent by charities and other relief organizations. Responding faster, and with
more resources, non-governmental organizations (NGO’s) not only are the real source of
help for those who suffer, but they also illustrate well an economic and historical pattern:
private-sector charity trumps government programs.
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For any form of human need, a government program is a poor answer. Charitable giv-
ing, by contrast, is more effective, more flexible, quicker, and less wasteful.

From tsunamis to droughts, from earthquakes to famines, meaningful and significant
help can never come from any form of government. It comes from individuals who decide to
give, and from the organizations to which those individuals give. Governments use money
taken by threat of force (taxes), and distribute it through large offices which take a percentage
of that money to pay their employees, their photocopiers, telephones, filing cabinets, and
staplers: a recipe for inefficiency and ineffectiveness.

Volunteer organizations and private-sector charities are focused on goals: distributing
food and medicine, building school and hospitals. Government aid agency are focused on
providing continued employment for government workers, regardless of whether or not actual
human needs are addressed.

4.2.2 Important Distinction (2010-02-18 12:32)

In ordinary life, we tend to be sloppy with our ideas and words. This sloppiness may arise from
being in hurry. In any case, we slow down, and sort out our words more carefully, when we
rise above everyday life and deal in the realm of philosophy and scholarship. Locke reminds
us of this when he writes that people who

will with any clearness speak of the dissolution of government, ought in the first
place to distinguish between the dissolution of the society and the dissolution of the
government.

Locke was interested in the right of the people to dissolve a government, but certainly not to
dissolve society. We have a strong interest in our right to dissolve a government: we want to
ensure that we have justice, and that our rights are not violated. We have a strong interest in
maintaining our society, and seeing that it is not dissolved: because our society is based on
principles of Western Civilization and European Culture, the dissolution of our society would
yield injustice and the violation of rights.

Only a few decades after Locke wrote the above, Thomas Paine, participating in the for-
mation of a new form of government in America, expressed a similar thought:

Some writers have so confounded society with government, as to leave little or no
distinction between them; whereas they are not only different, but have different
origins. Society is produced by our wants, and government by our wickedness;
the former promotes our happiness positively by uniting our affections, the latter
negatively by restraining our vices. The one encourages intercourse, the other
creates distinctions. The first is a patron, the last a punisher.

Society in every state is a blessing, but Government, even in its best state, is
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but a necessary evil; in its worst state an intolerable one: for when we suffer, or are
exposed to the same miseries by a government, which we might expect in a country
without government, our calamity is heightened by reflecting that we furnish the
means by which we suffer. Government, like dress, is the badge of lost innocence;
the palaces of kings are built upon the ruins of the bowers of paradise. For were
the impulses of conscience clear, uniform and irresistibly obeyed, man would need
no other lawgiver; but that not being the case, he finds it necessary to surrender
up a part of his property to furnish means for the protection of the rest; and this he
is induced to do by the same prudence which in every other case advises him, out
of two evils to choose the least. Wherefore, security being the true design and end
of government, it unanswerably follows that whatever form thereof appears most
likely to ensure it to us, with the least expense and greatest benefit, is preferable to
all others.

The principle of limited government, the roots of which can be seen as far back as the structure
of the Roman republic, and more recently in the Magna Carta, in motivated by the desire to
preserve society. If government is not limited, it will harm society. The more narrowly we limit
the activities of government, the broader freedom we give society to flourish.

4.2.3 Who is Tamerlane, and Why Should we Care? (2010-02-19 07:49)

Tamerlane was a conqueror from Central Asia who built a large empire in the second half
of the 1300’s. He never set foot in Europe, and although he exchanged numerous letters
with European rulers, they were mainly about military and economic matters, so he had no
significant interaction with Western Civilization. Yet he became a popular figure in European
legends and storytelling. Why?

The Ottoman Empire, at that time, was placing significant military pressure on Europe.
It cost money, effort, and lives for the Holy Roman Empire to maintain a large defensive force
on the southeastern edge of Europe. These attacks had been directed against Europe for
decade upon decade, until finally the Crusades had been launched as a counter-offensive.

And then Tamerlane attacked the Ottoman Empire from the east. This meant that the
Turks could not direct all their forces into invading Europe, but rather had to divert substantial
assets to defend themselves against Tamerlane. This, in turn, gave Europe a little break.
Hence Tamerlane’s popularity in the West.

The fact that Tamerlane was a Muslim didn’t stop him from attacking the Ottoman Em-
pire, which was also Muslim. The farmers of southeastern Europe were thankful for a respite
from constant incursions by Islamic soldiers, and were quite content to have the Muslims
trouble each other for a while.

4.2.4 Intolerance (2010-02-19 08:40)

History is filled with examples of humans treating other humans terribly. The history of the
Jews living in Spain under the Islamic occupational armies is no exception. What is different
about this series of atrocities, however, is a concerted propaganda effort made to portray this
era a one of tolerance. A public relations effort tells us that the Jews lived in freedom and
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prosperity after the Muslims invaded Spain. Nothing could be further from the truth.

As subjects of an occupational army (the Arabic word is "dhimmi"), Jews were denied
civil rights, forced to pay extra taxes, and subject to harassment, persecution, and occasion-
ally death at the hands of the invaders. At Princeton University, Professor Bernard Lewis
writes:

The claim to tolerance, now much heard from Muslim apologists and more especially
from apologists for Islam, is also new and of alien origin. It is only very recently
that some defenders of Islam have begun to assert that their society in the past
accorded equal status to non-Muslims. No such claim is made by spokesmen for
resurgent Islam, and historically there is no doubt that they are right. Traditional
Islamic societies neither accorded such equality nor pretended that they were so
doing. Indeed, in the old order, this would have been regarded not as a merit but as
a dereliction of duty. How could one accord the same treatment to those who follow
the true faith and those who willfully reject it? This would be a theological as well as
a logical absurdity.

Lewis explains the essential worldview which underlies the way in which the Muslim armies
treated the Jews in Spain:

Unbelievers, slaves, and women are considered fundamentally inferior to other
groups of people under Islamic law.

Also at Princeton, Professor Mark Cohen has exposed legends of Islamic tolerance in Spain as
"myth" and "propaganda" used to justify the fact that Islam’s invasion of Spain in 711 A.D.
was an unprovoked attack against a peaceful region which offered no military resistance.

During the years after 711 A.D., the Jews in Spain were no allowed to build or repair
synagogues, or to celebrate many of their usual feasts and holidays. As the years went on,
Muslim soldiers orchestrated pogroms: large riots against the Jews, smashing the shops and
houses of the Jews, murdering many of them, and forcing the others to flee the region. Major
pogroms occurred in Cordoba in 1011, and in Grenada in 1066.

Jews fled for safety to regions of northern Spain which were being liberated from the Is-
lamic invaders. Just as the propaganda tells us that the Muslims ushered in an era of tolerance,
so it also tells us that, when Spain was freed from these invaders, the Jews would suffer
intolerance. In fact, we see just the opposite: when the "Reconquista" was partially completed,
the flow of Jewish refugees was away from the territories under Islamic control, toward the
liberated territories, which offered them more liberty.

While Muslims were persecuting Jews in the south, other areas of Spain, enjoying depar-
ture of those occupational soldiers, opened up social and economic opportunities to the Jews:
Garcia Fernandez, Count of Castile, (974), placed the Jews in many respects on an equality
with Christians; and similar measures were adopted by the Council of Leon (1020), presided
over by Alfonso V. In Leon, the metropolis of Christian Spain until the conquest of Toledo, many
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Jews owned real estate, and engaged in agriculture and viticulture as well as in the handicrafts;
and here, as in other towns, they lived on friendly terms with the Christian population.

Alfonso VI, the conqueror of Toledo (1085), was tolerant and benevolent in his attitude
toward the Jews, for which he won the praise of Pope Alexander II. To estrange the wealthy
and industrious Jews from the Moors he offered the former various privileges. In 1076, he not
only granted the Jews full equality with the Christians, but he even accorded them the rights
enjoyed by the nobility.

4.2.5 Two Concepts of Society (2010-02-24 15:08)

Repeatedly in history we see two ideas of what human society is, or should be. Whether in
the form of Cicero versus Julius Caesar, or the political candidates in the 2010 elections in
America, these notions remain essentially the two versions of human community, despite
myriad re-packagings over the centuries.

The first, although not exactly corresponding to the writings of Aristotle, is close enough
that we can call it Aristotelian. The key element of this understanding of society is the concept
of inter-connection. In society, each individual is connected with other individuals via a
smorgasbord of relationships: parent/child, employer/employee, friend/friend, spouse/spouse,
coach/player, etc. Interconnection reflects a deeper interdependence among human beings,
and each contributes and receives in a variety of ways. Society is, in this view, a network.

The alternate view, while not precisely taken from the texts of Plato, is close enough
that we may call it Platonic. In this view, society cannot self-manage, but rather needs the
state to maintain it. The government forms the basis and both supplies and organizes society.
Individuals stand on the foundation, which is the state, and carry out their roles, empowered
and directed by the state. The key element here, then, is the direct dependence of the
individual upon the state.

The choice presented by these two models is, thus, either interdependence of members
of society upon one another, or the dependence of all members of society directly upon the
government.

4.3 March

4.3.1 Voltaire’s Warning (2010-03-02 08:47)

In a haunting aphorism, Voltaire warned both his contemporaries and posterity that

Those who can make you believe absurdities can make you commit atrocities.

Like Hobbes, Bossuet, and Locke before him, Voltaire understood that theories of government
are based on prior understandings of human nature. If your view of human nature is accurate,
you have at least a chance of forming a rational political theory. But if your understanding of
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what it is to be a human being is incorrect, then your view of the relationship between society
and government will be not only irrational, but also dangerous.

One need only think of names like Josef Stalin, Vladimir Lenin, Mao, Hitler, Pol Pot, and
Daniel Ortega to understand these dangers.

But seemingly innocuous and even well-intentioned misunderstandings lie behind these
epic brutalities. Kindhearted and benign philosophers, speculating about how to form ideal
societies, can unintentionally fuel barbaric dictatorships. It was this about which Voltaire was
warning us.

Our first example comes from Carl Rogers, a writer who has made excellent contribu-
tions to the fields of psychology and counseling. There is no doubt that his writings have
benefited progress in these fields. But Rogers also committed at least one major gaffe, when
he wrote that

Experience leadsme to believe that it is cultural influences which are themajor factor
in our evil behaviors.

Likewise, Abraham Maslow discovered precise insights into human thought, and is a scholar
of major stature. Yet he too made the occasional blunder:

Sick people aremade by a sick culture; healthy people aremade possible by a healthy
culture.

The bottom line impact of these texts is to invite would-be revolutionaries to re-design, not
governments, but societies, in the hopes of re-casting human nature itself.

If cultures were the source of evil, then it would be the noble duty of philosophers to re-
wire societies. If this were true, then by re-configuring our cultures, we would be able to rid
ourselves of evil. These views firstly eliminate personal responsibility, and secondly demand
social revolutions until that arrangement of culture is found which does not nudge humans
toward evil.

When Voltaire issued his warning, he perhaps had at least one specific individual and one
specific situation in mind: the philosophy of Rousseau and the French Revolution. Rousseau’s
views can be summarized briefly as the assertions that humans are born essentially good, that
society makes them evil, that humans and society are perfectible, and that society, not the
individual criminal, bears the blame for evil. Voltaire was acquainted with Rousseau’s views;
he was not acquainted with the French Revolution, which occurred after his death, but Voltaire
and others could foresee the general trend which produced the large-scale atrocities which
would constitute the revolution.

Rousseau’s thought, and the revolution which it fueled, were based on the premise that
it was society, not government, which needed to be changed. This premise leads to the con-
clusion that anyone who functions in society (which is pretty much everybody) must follow the
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directives given by those who are in the process of re-designing society. Absolute obedience
is needed; the social engineers need everyone to play his part according to instructions. If a
person fails to take his place in the new order, it is morally justifiable (to the social engineer)
to get rid of that person in the most expedient manner: which is why thousands of innocent
civilians, including women and children, were executed in the French Revolution. The people
must patiently follow instructions, because in the course of re-designing society, we’ll have to
keep tweaking and adjusting until we get it just right.

Of course, as we see in the French Revolution, we never do get it "just right" - as the
revolutionary leaders of France kept issuing new and different plans every few months, often
in contradictory fashion, to adjust French society until they had it just right. In attempting to
get to this imagined society, more and more areas of human life must come under the control
of the social engineers (most of whom probably honestly did believe that they were going to
do something really beneficial for people), and so control of the press, religion, and speech
were handed over to the revolutionaries, so that they could adjust more precisely the details
of society: and so the revolution which was begun in order to create more freedom ended up
taking away more freedom.

To contrast the French Revolution of 1789 with the American Revolution of 1776, we can
say that the Americans left their society largely intact, and merely changed their government.
The result was that the French, who began with radically large claims to freedom, ended up
with less freedom; while the Americans, who began with more modest claims to freedom,
ended up with more freedom.

4.3.2 The Senate Begins (2010-03-04 10:19)

On April 6, 1789, the United States Senate began. Its first tasks were to organize its own
rules for operating (how it would discuss, debate, and vote), to hire a secretary, and to hire a
chaplain.

In the spirit of the "separation of church and state," the senate would not seek spiritual
guidance from any church, but rather have its own chaplain, who would preach and pray with
senate directly from the New Testament, and not from any church’s tradition.

Until a chaplain could be elected, the senators took turns praying and reading from the
Bible at the beginning of each day’s meeting.

After discussion, and after considering several candidates, Samuel Provoost was elected
as the first chaplain of the senate on April 25. Since that day, every daily session of the senate
has begun with the chaplain’s prayers and Bible readings.

Sixty-two different people have held the job; they have come from a variety of religious
backgrounds (Lutheran, Episcopalian, Methodist, Presbyterian, Baptist, Congregationalist,
Roman Catholic, Seventh Day Adventist, etc.), but each has had to renounce her or his
affiliation to a church, so that the "separation of church and state" could continue. In fact,
some of the founding fathers boasted that, with this separation, the U.S. government could
more more Christian than the church, because the chaplains, once they had taken office, could
not identify themselves as part of this or that church, but merely as Christians.
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This year (2010), the senate’s chaplain is Barry C. Black, from Baltimore. He is the na-
tion’s first African-American senate chaplain.

4.3.3 Re-Thinking the Anglican Reformation (2010-03-10 12:37)

Generations of students have heard roughly the same narrative about the founding of the
Church of England: King Henry VIII wanted to divorce his wife, Catherine of Aragon, but the
Pope refused to allow this. Technically, we’re talking about an annulment, not a divorce, and
the Pope’s decision was complex, because Holy Roman Emperor Karl V had imprisoned the
Pope for a period of time, making communication between Henry VIII and Pope very difficult.
But the broad outline of the story remains.

And the broad outline of the story is wrong.

It’s a fun story, providing a juicy scandal and a simple explanation for England parting
ways with the Roman Catholic Church. That’s why the narrative is popular. But it’s incorrect.

If we consider the details, we begin to see the problems:

First, are we really to believe that Henry would command millions of Englishmen to change
their deeply-held religious beliefs merely to enhance his chances of having a male heir? And
that these millions would cheerfully comply for the same reason? Vast masses of people rarely
change their inner spiritual faiths merely because someone commands them to do so; often,
embrace their religion all the more rationally in the face of such irrational attacks. And Henry
didn’t use force or violence to compel belief.

Second, if Henry wanted a new wife, there would be much easier ways to get rid of the
old wife. Changing both the spiritual faith of the nation, and also the institutional church, was
an effort of tectonic scale. It would have been much easier to have Catherine murdered or
exiled, and Henry had shown himself willing to use both tactics in other cases. Why would he
use such an arduous and circumlocutious method?

Third, Henry and his subjects were both aware of the text and the tradition of the Magna Carta.
English kings weren’t supposed to meddle in the functioning of the church. To be sure, Henry
did meddle, but not in such a blatant way. Had Henry forced the Anglican Reformation, it
would have been clear to everyone in Britain, and he would have faced the same wrath which
bore down on King John in 1215.

So, for the above three reasons, we must reject the narrative that the English Reforma-
tion was driving by Henry’s desire for an annulment. If so, then we must further ask, which
other story might be more accurate? The following facts give us the elements for a veracious
view of the Anglican Reformation:

The Anglican Reformation was accompanied by a change in the operating language of the
church: services and other church functions would be conducted in English instead of Latin

The Pope had made no secret of his political involvements, and appointed church officials in
England, even though he considered England unimportant, and even though he had never set
foot in England.
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There was a steady stream of money, gold, and silver leaving England and going to Rome.
This was a drain on the British economy.

Considering these facts, we can see a narrative which would explain why not only Henry, but
large segments of the English aristocracy would favor a Reformation, for reasons which are
more plausible than the king’s desire for a divorce.

4.3.4 Arguments about Atheism in France (2010-03-12 12:36)

In the 1700’s, the idea of atheism emerged as a topic of debate in France. As a result, the topic
has remained one of discussion every since, and the percentage of the world’s population who
believe in atheism rose to somewhere between 0.5 % and 1 %, where it remains today. Exact
figures vary, but given the world’s population, the number represents a significant quantity of
people.

Those who promoted atheism in that era were Jean Meslier (whose atheistic book was
published upon his death in 1729), Baron d’Holbach (who published in 1770, living until 1789),
and Jacques-André Naigeon (publishing in 1768, and living until 1810). Only the latter-most of
these three lived to see the unfolding of atheism in the mass executions of not only priests,
but ordinary folk who professed belief during the French Revolution.

Those who refused to embrace atheism included Voltaire, Rousseau, and Francois Ra-
belais, although the last of these three actually lived just prior to, and not during, the
attempt to popularize atheism. The mathematician and philosopher Rene Descartes was per-
sonally involved in his faith in God, but did not directly or publicly engage in the atheist debate.

Outside of France, others who declined to adopt the atheist viewpoint included Thomas
Hobbes, Baruch Spinoza, and John Toland, among many others.

The defense against atheism’s attack was based on the work of previous philosophers,
many of whom lived long before this contentious phase of French history, but who anticipated
many of the issues, and assembled cogent reasoning: Johannes Scotus Eriugena, Nicholas of
Cusa, William of Ockham,William of Ockham, Leonardo da Vinci, and Niccolò Machiavelli.

The effect, almost three centuries later, is that France’s atheism rate is more than twice
the world average; in fact, France has the highest atheism rate in the world - even more than
Russia, China, or North Korea, where atheism has used police and military force to make itself
felt.

Atheism peaked in popularity in the twentieth century, resulting in history’s bloodiest
wars (WWI and WWII) and several massive genocides. In the twenty-first century, atheism
seems to be on a decline: as the results of research in various fields, from DNA to space-time
physics, gradually makes itself felt, specialists in those fields see atheism as either unlikely or
implausible.
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4.3.5 The Invisible Hand (2010-03-23 05:57)

Adam Smith’s complex and influential writings on philosophy, politics, and economics contain,
among other concepts, his metaphor of an "invisible hand," the natural process by which an
equilibrium or homeostasis is reached in everything from chemistry to economic, from biology
to politics. This force directs human activity without the knowledge or consent of individuals,
and thus merely self-centered actions are finally seen as part of the cosmic harmony:

The rich only select from the heap what is most precious and agreeable. They con-
sume little more than the poor, and in spite of their natural selfishness and rapacity,
though they mean only their own conveniency, though the sole end which they pro-
pose from the labours of all the thousands whom they employ, be the gratification
of their own vain and insatiable desires, they divide with the poor the produce of
all their improvements. They are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the same
distribution of the necessaries of life, which would have been made, had the earth
been divided into equal portions among all its inhabitants, and thus without intend-
ing it, without knowing it, advance the interest of the society, and afford means to
the multiplication of the species.

Analyzing the passage above, we might imagine a wealthy person eating a meal in a restau-
rant, a meal which will cost many times what a simple meal, prepared at home by a poor
person, would cost. At the end of the meal, both the rich man and the poor man will have
approximately the same result - several hundred calories in their stomachs. But the rich man
will have spent much more than what was necessary, in the process, have placed cash into
the economic system: paying the wages of the waiters and waitresses, and other employees
of the restaurant, the farmers and food-suppliers. The rich man’s excess expenditures will
have furnished the wages by which several poor people will have purchased their food.

Thus, even if an individual were purely selfish, and had no desire to aid others, his eco-
nomic activity will, in fact, provide wages which effectively distribute wealth among his
countrymen:

But the annual revenue of every society is always precisely equal to the exchange-
able value of the whole annual produce of its industry, or rather is precisely the same
thing with that exchangeable value. As every individual, therefore, endeavours as
much as he can both to employ his capital in the support of domestic industry, and
so to direct that industry that its produce may be of the greatest value; every indi-
vidual necessarily labours to render the annual revenue of the society as great as
he can. He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor
knows how much he is promoting it. By preferring the support of domestic to that of
foreign industry, he intends only his own security; and by directing that industry in
such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his own
gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to promote
an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for the society
that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own interest he frequently promotes that of
the society more effectually than when he really intends to promote it. I have never
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known much good done by those who affected to trade for the public good. It is an
affectation, indeed, not very common among merchants, and very few words need
be employed in dissuading them from it.

In fact, Smith argues, that by acting merely selfishly, the consumer does not only good, but
the maximal good, because he will spend so as to maximize efficiency and gain, whereas
someone who spent in an attempt to be unselfish will reward work which is less than optimally
productive: attempts at economic altruism do not nudge the society toward equilibrium points,
but it is precisely at those points that benefit and utility for every person in that society is
maximized.

4.3.6 Blake and History (2010-03-23 08:48)

Approaching the works of William Blake from many different angles, one encounters the
centrality of relationship to God. His poetry, his paintings, his engravings, and other events in
his life mirror his strong and independent spirituality. Blake, like most passionate Christians,
wasn’t very impressed by the church - true faith, he thought, was found in the use of one’s
mind. Religious institutions, like the church, were at best nice options, at worst, harmfully
oppressive systems.

Blake made his bold religious claim that "there is no natural religion," entering an impor-
tant debate in his era. On the one hand, there were those asserted that there is such a thing
as a "natural religion," meaning a significant knowledge of God available through the five
physical senses and human reason’s ability to process the data yielded by those senses; in
this group we would find individuals such as Descartes and Leibniz. On the other hand, there
were those who agreed with Blake, positing that instead of "natural religion," humans could
have a more accurate form of knowledge in "revealed religion": knowledge of God shown to
the human race in the form of inspired texts; in this camp, we find John Locke, Robert Boyle,
Michael Faraday, and Isaac Newton.

Blake’s careful analysis of religious belief led to his interpretation of the French Revolu-
tion as a spiritual event rather than a political or economic event. The shuffling of different
governmental forms in Paris was merely the surface: a deeper cosmic struggle was, in Blake’s
mind, the cause of atrocities and mass executions.

Initially enthusiastic about the overthrow of the absolutist monarchy in France, Blake be-
gan a long poem in praise of the revolution. When the "reign of terror" began, however, his
hopes soured, and he saw, in part, a noble cause gone bad, led astray by evil influences,
and in part a cause which from its very beginnings had a sinister strain hidden beneath its
claims to merely seek liberty. Blake saw this, not as a political struggle between social classes,
but rather as a struggle between good and evil, between love and selfishness, and between
selflessness and sin.
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4.4 April

4.4.1 The Uses of History (2010-04-13 11:26)

Many thinkers have studied history and concluded that, from its lessons, a series of reforms
for government or for society should be undertaken. Edmund Burke concluded from his
study of history, however, that the chief lesson to be learned is that such reforms are often
wrong-headed and should not be taken: the lesson of history is that sweeping reforms don’t
work.

Historian David Bromwich, teaching at both Princeton and Yale, puts it this way:

Burke adopts the premise that history is an adequate weapon of criticism. However,
he does so in order to question the practicability of just those large-scale reforms
which had been relied upon as a clear effect of historical research. History ... is the
repository of all the existing evidence of our nature, the record of how our moral and
cognitive life came to be what it is. Yet history, Burke sees, may also challenge the
notion that, by the exercise of theoretical reason, we can actually perfect human
nature.

Instead of sweeping reform, Burke suggests that the lesson of history is that we need to
preserve our habits, customs, and traditions: without them, we are lost. He departs from
other writers in not relying so much on the concept of natural law, and instead relying on our
inherited social structures, which could not be deduced from natural law. He does not pretend
or imagine that our civilization is perfect - on the contrary, he is keenly aware of injustices,
and pleads, for example, that the British should treat their Indian subjects more humanely.
But Burke sees that sweeping reforms usually collapse, or go awry, and end up with the very
opposite of their intended goals: the French Revolution, seeking freedom, ended up placing
its people under a dictatorship harsher than the Bourbon absolutists. The move toward justice
and freedom, according to Burke, is a slow, cautious, and organic growth based on tradition,
not rejecting it. Bromwich notes that Burke’s writing

contains the following nonpopulist statement of republican prudence: "The people
have no interest in disorder. When they do wrong, it is their error, and not their
crime." What can this observation be supposed to say about human nature in gen-
eral? The first sentence does not quite assert that the people have an interest in
order. One might even read a Hobbesian moral into the two sentences together:
those who wield power, like those who suffer it, need some limitation upon the rest-
less desire" that produces disorder; but only the prudent organization of political
life will bring that. Burke would then be urging a tolerant remedy for natural errors.
Yet there is also a suggestion that such organization is difficult to attain; that, once
achieved, it starts to earn respect from the mere fact of duration; and that, becoming
a part of what the people have an interest in, it will grow obscurely attached to their
self-interest.
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Habits and customs give stability to human societies: without them, there would be chaos
and insecurity. Traditions are not valuable because they are old; they are valuable because
they help people.

In his way of thinking, historically sanctioned practices are to be cherished for some-
thing apart from themselves. The value they represent, and in the name of which he
defends them, is order.

This enable Burke, in opposition to liberals, to embrace various cultures and viewpoints. Living
and writing in England and Ireland in the 1700’s, he saw value in the supposedly "primitive"
cultures of Britain’s colonies:

For Burke, any history, any set of inherited practices (that of the village culture in
India, for example, which Warren Hastings and his "Jacobins" of the East India Com-
pany were destroying) will very likely be acceptable, so long as it has issued in order.
This, as distinct from pastness or power or success, is his final point of reference.
But he makes one restriction on the understanding of order itself. An order of the
sort familiar in Europe is appreciable only to the extent that it permits modification
through.

A little background: Burke was involved in proceedings against the leaders of the East India
Company. He saw that their treatment of the Indians was not respectful of their traditions,
and was cruel to the point of criminal.

Burke’s concept of tradition was not opposed to change; in fact, he saw it as the road
to change, because another lesson of history is that traditions and cultures continually change.
Burke asked only that we make the type of changes which history shows to be successful -
changes as the organic outgrowth of our traditions, rather than defiant attacks on them.

4.4.2 Locke’s Rational Foundation (2010-04-23 07:07)

Two central concepts in modern theories of government were formulated and proposed by John
Locke: first, that the legitimacy of a government derives from the consent of the governed;
second, that the method of majority rule is most effective in pursuing the goals for which
governments are instituted. Locke derived these political views from his more purely philo-
sophical understanding of how the human mind works, and how it attains accurate knowledge,
identifying and dismissing falsehoods. Merely because we believe a statement strongly and
passionately, writes Locke, is no reason to grant that statement any more probability of being
true than another conflicting statement:

For, if strength of persuasion be the light whichmust guide us; I ask how shall any one
distinguish between the delusions of Satan, and the inspirations of the Holy Ghost?
He can transform himself into an angel of light. And they who are led by this Son of
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the Morning are as fully satisfied of the illumination, i.e. are as strongly persuaded
that they are enlightened by the Spirit of God as any one who is so: they acquiesce
and rejoice in it, are actuated by it: and nobody can be more sure, nor more in the
right (if their own belief may be judge) than they.

We must not ask how strongly a proposition is believed, for the strength of the belief in no way
correlates to the probability of its being true; rather, we must how rational a belief is:

Reason must be our last judge and guide in everything. I do not mean that we must
consult reason, and examine whether a proposition revealed from God can be made
out by natural principles, and if it cannot, that then we may reject it: but consult
it we must, and by it examine whether it be a revelation from God or no: and if
reason finds it to be revealed from God, reason then declares for it as much as for
any other truth, and makes it one of her dictates. Every conceit that thoroughly
warms our fancies must pass for an inspiration, if there be nothing but the strength
of our persuasions, whereby to judge of our persuasions: if reason must not examine
their truth by something extrinsic to the persuasions themselves, inspirations and
delusions, truth and falsehood, will have the same measure, and will not be possible
to be distinguished.

In the above paragraph, Locke is writing that reason will not tell us if a proposition is true, but
reason will tell us if it is from God; and if it is from God, then it is true. A slightly different
method for judging the rationality of a proposition appears a few pages later in his Essay
Concerning Human Understanding:

But it is not the strength of our private persuasion within ourselves, that can warrant
it to be a light or motion from heaven: nothing can do that but the written Word
of God without us, or that standard of reason which is common to us with all men.
Where reason or Scripture is express for any opinion or action, we may receive it as
of divine authority: but it is not the strength of our own persuasions which can by
itself give it that stamp. The bent of our own minds may favor it as much as we
please: that may show it to be a fondling of our own, but will by no means prove it
to be an offspring of heaven, and of divine original.

Reason and revealed text are here shown to be in harmony; they form a single continuous
decision procedure for determining the truth-value of a given proposition. In this, Locke rejects
the mere claim of a person who may claim to have received a supernatural revelation from
God - such a claim carries no value in itself:

In what I have said I am far from denying, that God can, or does, sometimes enlighten
men’s minds in the apprehending of certain truths or excite them to good actions,
by the immediate influence and assistance of the Holy Spirit, without any extraor-
dinary signs accompanying it. But in such cases too we have reason and Scripture;
unerring rules to know whether it be from God or no. Where the truth embraced is
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consonant to the revelation in the written word of God, or the action conformable to
the dictates of right reason or holy writ, we may be assured that we run no risk in
entertaining it as such: because, though perhaps it be not an immediate revelation
from God, extraordinarily operating on our minds, yet we are sure it is warranted by
that revelation which he has given us of truth.

Locke builds a case for the notion that to be human, and to be rational, grants access to truth
- equal access. From this theorem, it is possible to move on to logical arguments for majority
rule, and for the proposition that the consent of the governed is the source of a government’s
legitimacy. If we deny Locke’s epistemology, we are obliged to deny his politics; if we reject
his understanding of how humans access truth, we embrace dictatorship and governments
indifferent to their subjects.

4.5 May

4.5.1 Are We Evil? (2010-05-05 07:46)

A small but significant group of anti-intellectuals, hiding behind the titles of "Ph.D." and
"professor" (titles which they have not earned but rather merely obtained by endlessly
reformulating the same mantras of political correctness), have urged, in various ways, that
Western Civilization be despised and rejected as the source of most, if not all, of the world’s
misery.

To replace the discarded European (or Eurogenic or Eurocentric) Culture, they propose
not the serious study of other civilizations and cultures, which would be admirable, but rather
a lack of any serious cultural study, advanced under the deliberately misleading name of
multiculturalism.

Just as these anti-educators lack any rigorous knowledge of the civilization they reject -
pretending to understand Aristotle without being able to decline a Greek noun, or to explore
Shakespeare without have read more than a couple of his plays - so also they have no experi-
ence of the cultures they pretend to promote - hailing Afrocentrism without being able to read
Ethiopic or Nubian, and saluting Asian wisdomwithout ever having read the works of Confucius.

This ignorance need not bother the multiculturalists, inasmuch as they do not promote
the study of other cultures, but merely pretend to promote such learning. What they actually
promote is the endless repackaging of the few simple axioms of a mis-guided, state-centered
program of social engineering: their goal being, not knowledge, but the ability to control and
re-design society.

Where such ideologues have gained control of educational institutions, the results are
predictable. A 1992 report from the Excellence in Broadcasting Network summarizes the
situation:

A few years ago, radical students at Stanford University protested against a required
course in the great texts of Western civilization. They organized a march, led by the
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Reverend Jesse Jackson, with a chant, "Hey, hey, ho, ho, Western culture’s gotta go."
And Stanford capitulated and abolished the Western civilization requirement. It was
replaced with watered-down courses in which books were supposed to be examined
from the perspective of "race, class, and gender."

Note that not only are certain texts (Aristotle, John Locke, etc.) to be removed from study, but
also the way in which we study the remaining texts (those approved by the self-appointed
Thought Police) is to be reformulated to ensure that students are not permitted to extract
actual meaning or knowledge from the texts, but rather merely use the text as a springboard
while jumping into a meaningless sea of emotional experience.

Multiculturalism is billed as a way to make Americans more sensitive to the diverse
cultural backgrounds of people in this country. It’s time we blew the whistle on that.
What is being taught under the guise of multiculturalism is word than historical re-
visionism; it’s more than a distortion of facts; it’s an elimination of facts. In some
schools, kids are being taught that the ideas of the Constitution were really borrowed
from the Iroquois Indians.

Only if students have not been allowed to access information about the Roman Republic, the
Magna Carta, the Glorious Revolution of William and Mary, and Dante’s essay on monarchy
could they possibly believe that the United States Constitution is the product of Native Amer-
ican tribal government. Therefore, the multiculturalists work to ensure that students are not
allowed to access those bits of historical evidence, and denounce Humanities courses which
expose students to those facts and texts.

4.5.2 The American Dream - Still Alive? (2010-05-17 16:52)

The city of New York bears a special connection to that ambiguous yet powerful concept called
the American Dream. What is it? Millions of immigrants have arrived in New York, more than
most other cities on our continent. They arrived here to begin a new life. For what were they
looking? New York University lies in the heart of the city; an NYU alumnus writes:

People don’t dream all their lives of escaping the hellish countries they live in and
pay their life savings to underworld types for the privilege of being locked up in a
freezing, filthy, stinking container ship and hauled like cargo for weeks until they
finally arrive in

cities like Moscow, or Beijing, or Baghdad, or Kabul. No, they sacrifice to get to America, and
often the point of entry is New York. Why? Because America stands for, or at least has until
now stood for, the concept that drives much of humanity: freedom. What is that concept:

Freedomwas the ideas that inspired our Founders, that moved them to break the free
of an oppressive regime and envision a better system of government. The framers of
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our Constitution were determined to establish a governmental structure that would
ensure freedom. They understood that freedom was the exception rather than the
rule in world history, and were determined to right that wrong.

How do we create a system in which the freedom of the individual, or personal liberty, is
protected?

In order to safeguard liberties, they knew they would have to impose limitations on
government - limitations that would be etched in a permanent (though amendable)
Constitution and would be bolstered by a complex scheme of checks and balances
among the various levels and branches of government.

This concept of freedom and liberty has been attacked over and over again through the
decades and centuries - by the imperialist power which wanted to keep us as a colony, by the
concept of slavery in the American south, by the Nazis, by the Communists, by Islam - but we
insist on being free:

One of the principal drawbacks of freedom is that it is inherently vulnerable to attack.
By its very nature it permits, and perhaps even invites, assaults from within and
without. But freedom is worth fighting and dying for, and Americans have always
risen to the challenge.

There are thousands of organized people outside the USA who hate the fact that we have
freedom, and they want to stop our concept of liberty, and they want to kill us. There are
also people inside the USA who don’t like liberty, and would rather have government programs
dictate to us about how we should live. But freedom is our political goal, liberty is our political
value.

4.5.3 Reformation Recap (2010-05-20 07:57)

The Reformation

There are many who know of Martin Luther solely by the words that he spoke at the
Diet of Worms in April 1521, “My conscience is captive to the Word of God, here I stand; I
can do no other. God help me.” However, these words, as thrilling as they are, cannot alone
capture the full essence of Luther and what he believed.

To understand Luther, it is necessary to know the background that brought him to utter
those words. To do this, we will review the major historical events previous to the Diet of
Worms, the reactions against Luther, and three major tracts that he wrote during the crucial
year of 1520.

The Indulgence Controversy of 1517 was more the occasion rather than the cause of
the Reformation. The true cause of the Reformation was Luther’s investigation of the Tanakh
and New Testament prior to 1517. Through his personal struggles, Luther came to realize that
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these sacred texts taught that forgiveness was not something to be earned, but rather a free
gift from God.

Luther began to compare his conclusions with what the Church had taught. As a faithful
monk, Luther had done everything, and more, that the Church commanded. Rather than
bringing a settled peace, his attempts only heightened his despair. The understanding that
salvation was a gift graciously bestowed by God rather than something earned by his own
merits opened Luther’s eyes to the nature of the Church’s teaching.

Thus when John Tetzel came to Mainz, Germany proclaiming the indulgence, Luther’s ire
was aroused. The Ninety-five Theses that he attached to the door of the Castle Church on
October 31, 1517 rapidly circulated throughout Europe. News of his action quickly reached
Rome. Papal officials were caught between feelings of outrage over the audacious actions of
a monk and incredulity that someone would dare question the authority of the Church. Rather
than attempting to suppress Luther, Rome remained undecided as to whether his actions were
heretical or merely mistaken.

In Germany, events continued to progress. In April 1518, Luther defended his teachings
at Heidelberg before members of the Augustinian order. As a result, Martin Bucer and
Johannes Brenz were won to the cause of the Reformation. Luther’s interview with Cardinal
Cajetan (Thomas de Vio) failed to bring a retraction from Luther.

In January 1519 the entire situation was thrown into confusion by the death of the Holy
Roman Emperor Maximilian. Attention was now diverted from Luther to the task of electing a
new Emperor. In June of that year, after months of intrigue and bribery, Maximilian’s grandson,
Charles V, was elected as the new Holy Roman Emperor. However, the Papacy had incurred
a great debt to the German elector, Frederick the Wise, and Pope Leo X had to agree to his
demand that Luther not be sent to Rome for trial but that he would be tried on German soil.

In June 1519, Rome sent its foremost German theologian, John Eck of Ingolstadt, to crush
Luther at Leipzig. However, the Augustinian monk refuted the arguments of Eck and stood
his ground. It became apparent that the Papacy was facing a true “German Hercules” as
Luther was now called. The Papacy paused to regroup and this gave a time of respite to Luther.

In October 1519 Charles V was crowned as the Holy Roman Emperor five months after
his election. There was no doubt as to where Charles stood on the issues regarding Luther. He
was determined to crush the heretic and restore the true faith to his territory. However, before
he could move against Luther, events in Spain caused him to absent himself from Germany
for over a year. It would be in late 1520 before Charles would have opportunity to return to
Germany.

Meanwhile, Luther appealed to the Pope explaining his actions and asking Leo to assist
with the reformation of the church. However, rather than receiving assurances of the Pope’s
support, the Pope responded with the promulgation of the bull Exurge Domini that begins
with the words, “Rise up, Lord, rise up, Peter, rise up, Paul, rise up, all saints, for a wild boar
has invaded your vineyard … there has reached our ears, yes, what is worse, alas, we have
seen and read with our own eyes the many and various errors of which several were already
condemned by councils … ” Luther was given sixty days in which to recant or be condemned.

However, it was one thing to promulgate the bull, it was another thing to have it placed
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in Luther’s hands. It was October 1520 before the Papal bull finally reached Luther. Luther had
heard of its issuance, but it could not be enforced until it had actually been placed in his hands.

The months after the issuance of the Papal Bull were the most difficult of Luther’s life.
There was no reason to believe that Luther had started with the intention of rebelling against
the Church. He was not interested in rending its unity. However, he did believe that reforma-
tion was imperative and that Pope Leo X would be the first to call for it if he but realized the
gravity of the situation. It was a crushing disappointment to Luther to hear that the bull had
been pronounced against him.

Whatever may have been Luther’s personal feelings at this turn of events, there was no
doubt that these months were among the most productive in his life. Tract after tract flowed
from his pen defending the reform of the church. However, there were three tracts that merit
special attention. They were entitled To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation, The
Babylonian Captivity of the Church, and The Freedom of a Christian. Luther’s works occupy
numerous volumes in their various editions. A strong case could be made that these three
tracts, about three hundred pages in their modern reprints, may be the most important things
that he ever wrote. They were written in August, October, and November of 1520. They
summarized Luther’s reasons for the reformation.

Although written nearly five hundred years ago in German and Latin, even in their En-
glish translation, they exhibit a vigor and passion that cannot be denied. Luther opened his
heart concerning the need for reformation and, at whatever cost to himself, nailed his flag to
the mast as he had previously nailed the Ninety-five Theses to the Castle Church door.

On August 18, 1520 To the Christian Nobility of the German Nation was published. The
tract was addressed to the nobility because Luther believed that any reformation of the
Church was directly dependent on their support. In this broadside against the teachings of
the Church, Luther destroyed the three lines of defense that the Church had erected to justify
its teachings. Those three walls included the distinction between the clerical and the lay
members of the Church, the claim that the Pope was the supreme interpreter of Scripture, and
the teaching that the Pope was the supreme authority in the Church. In the second and third
parts of the treatise Luther dealt with particular offenses against the people of Germany and
gave practical proposals for reform of these abuses.

The writing was controlled indignation against Rome’s treatment of the German nation,
religiously and politically. However, Luther’s basic thesis stood out on every page: “the
priesthood of all believers.” Rome claimed exclusive power over the priesthood that had been
transformed into a sacrificial system by the Mass.

The Pope’s claim that he alone had the authority to interpret correctly the Scriptures
also fell. There was no biblical justification for such a claim. The same was true for the
superiority of the Pope over Church Councils. Any Christian had the right, even the respon-
sibility, to call for a council of the Church when it became evident that reformation was needed.

Toward the end of the treatise, Luther hinted that this was but the opening salvo in his
campaign against Rome’s claims. True to his word in October 1520, in The Babylonian
Captivity of the Church, Luther attacked the citadel of Roman power. The title of his second
tract was taken from the Babylonian conquest of Judah in the sixth century B.C. As Babylon
took Judah into captivity, so Rome had taken the sacraments into captivity. In his first treatise,
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he had demolished the walls of Rome’s defenses, now he went to the center of the power
that Rome held over the souls of men. That power was concentrated in the Sacramental
system by which the grace of God was conferred upon men. All people recognized that a sinful
man could not approach a Holy God by his own merits. All were in need of the grace of God.
Rome taught that God had given all grace to the Church and it was the function and preroga-
tive of the Church exclusively to dispense that grace to the faithful bymeans of the sacraments.

In The Babylonian Captivity of the Church, Luther discussed the seven sacraments. However,
the majority of the book dealt with the sacraments of the Eucharist and Baptism. A true
sacrament was comprised of two elements: a phrase of institution or promise by the Jesus,
and a visible sign that accompanied it.

Concerning the Eucharist, Luther’s first complaint was that the cup was withheld from
the laity. This was in direct contradiction of the words of Christ that participants were to
partake of both kinds. However, this was subordinate to Luther’s denial of the doctrine of
transubstantiation. This doctrine taught that the elements of the Eucharist were changed
into the body and blood of the Lord by the priest’s act of consecration. Luther equated his
teaching on the Eucharist with the position of John Wyclif and John Hus, whose teachings
had been condemned by the Church as heresy. Luther boldly stated that the doctrine of
transubstantiation had never been taught in the church for the first twelve hundred years of
its existence. Instead, Luther saw the text as presenting the doctrine of consubstantiation, in
which the bread and wine are present along with the body and blood.

In his third complaint regarding the Eucharist, Luther charged Rome with teaching that
participation in the Eucharist was a good work and a sacrifice of the Lord. As a result, the
necessity of faith had been banished from the sacrament.

In this tract, Luther attacked the Church at its central teaching. As a result, there could
be no turning back. The choice was between a complete recantation and casting himself on
the mercy of the Pope or continuing forward toward what appeared to be certain destruction.
However, not everyone was convinced that these were the only available options. Karl of
Miltitz, a Saxon nobleman who previously had attempted to reconcile the two sides, made
one final effort. Through the influence of Johann von Staupitz and Wenceslaus Link, the heads
of the Augustinian order, Miltitz persuaded Luther to write a conciliatory letter to Pope Leo
and to include a devotional tract especially written to explain his teachings on the Christian life.

Luther agreed to this and in November he wrote a letter to Pope Leo X. In the letter,
Luther distinguished between the Pope, whom he believed was a captive of the Roman Curia,
and Church officials. Although the letter was written in a respectful tone, Luther did not
hesitate to remind the Pope that he was responsible for the reformation of the Church. This
was not the humble submission that Leo had demanded in his bull against Luther. Whether
Leo ever received the letter is unknown to this day.

Accompanying the letter was a tract entitled The Freedom of a Christian. It was one of
the most irenic of Luther’s writings. It was the application of Luther’s theology to the Christian
life. One of the charges made against Luther’s teaching was that it would lower the moral
condition of the people. If Luther’s doctrine of justification by faith were true, people no longer
would be required to obey the law of God. This charge is ironic when one considers that the
moral conditions in Rome could hardly have gotten any worse.
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In The Freedom of a Christian, Luther made a distinction between the law and the gospel. The
law showed a person his need of salvation. Once the person had received salvation, he was
free from the penalty of the Law. However, he was not free to live as he pleased and to ignore
God’s laws. On the contrary, he had been set free from sin to serve others with an attitude of
gratitude and love. Thus the Christian was both enslaved and free. He had been freed from
sin and had become the servant of all.

There were a number of persons in the Papal Court who commented favorably on the
teaching of this tract. However, undergirding it was a theology that differed greatly from the
theology of Rome. While Luther demonstrated that his theology would not lead to lawlessness,
it was a theology based on faith in Christ and not on the Church. Although he wrote in a
conciliatory tone, Luther did not retreat from his position.

This final attempt at reconciliation proved futile. Luther finally received the Bull on Octo-
ber 10, 1520 and was given sixty days to submit. He gave his answer on December 10 when
he burned the Papal bull, the canon law and other books. Thus the road was opened to the
Diet of Worms where, in April 1521, Luther uttered this declaration, “Here I stand, I can do no
other. God help me. Amen.”

4.6 June

4.6.1 A Turning Point (2010-06-01 13:10)

As we observe how cultures and civilizations consciously re-design themselves over the
centuries, occasional short texts can crystallize and highlight the developments. Take, for
example, a quote from Homer, as the characters in his book contemplate their gods:

This is the lot the gods have spun for miserable men, that they should live in pain,
yet themselves have no sorrow.

Homer’s words capture a view of life as it was common before the development of Western
Civilization or the Judeo-Christian tradition. Consider the contrasts: Homer’s gods formed a
"lot" for man, meaning that there was a fixed destiny or fate; now, in European culture, we
see that there is chance for change, that people can influence their futures. Rather than a
dispassionate deity contemplating our suffering, we have a concept of a God who is saddened
by our suffering, and who voluntarily accompanies us in that suffering.

This change in society’s concept of God over the centuries fuels the change in other so-
cial notions: that it is good to help the poor, that it is good to work for peace and seek to end
wars.

4.6.2 Getting Valuable Things from the Past (2010-06-01 13:18)

Historians Will and Ariel Durant, whose socialist and communist leanings have made some
of their books rather controversial, finished their book about the decades leading up to the
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French Revolution by summarizing the both the radical destructiveness of revolutionary trends
and the stabilizing calmness of more organically sustainable change.

Tradition is to the group what memory is to the individual; and just as the sapping
of memory may bring insanity, so a sudden break with tradition may plunge a whole
nation into madness, like France in the Revolution.

The Durants considered their book to be about "The Age of Voltaire," but they perhaps missed
one of the more interesting points to be made in this context: that Voltaire himself produced
some texts in the radical Robespierre-Rousseau direction, and other texts in a more calmly
reasonable Burke direction.

4.6.3 Rome Gets Stupid (2010-06-11 14:24)

Tenney Frank, in his book Life and Literature in the Roman Republic describes how the quality of
literature decreased in the late Roman Republic. He notes that the literary writers acquiesced
to the wishes of the audience. He writes "It is not surprising, therefore, that these audiences –
eager for entertainment which might exclude all possibility of having to exercise the intellect –
finally demanded an extravaganza that appealed solely to eye and ear," and the entertainment
fare available catered to the whims of the audience.

4.6.4 Schools During the Industrial Revolution (2010-06-14 08:18)

John Pounds (1766 - 1839) was a teacher and Christian born in Portsmouth, and the man most
responsible for the creation of the concept of Ragged Schools. These were schools which
were totally free to the children living in the industrial slums of the large English cities; these
inner-city neighborhoods were the direct result of the Industrial Revolution. After his death,
Thomas Guthrie (often credited with the creation of Ragged Schools) wrote his Plea for Ragged
Schools and proclaimed John Pounds as the originator of this idea.

Pounds was severely crippled in his mid-teens, from falling into a dry dock at Portsmouth
Dockyard, where he was apprenticed as a shipwright. He could no longer work at the dockyard,
and from then onwards made his living as a shoemaker.

He would scour the streets of Portsmouth looking for children who were poor and home-
less, taking them in to his small workshop and teaching them basic reading, writing and
arithmetic skills. This small workshop was often host to as many as 40 children at any one
time.

Many years after his death, John Pounds has become a local hero in his birthplace of
Portsmouth. Today a chapel named in his memory stands in Old Portsmouth. He was one of
many Christians who worked to relieve the misery caused by the Industrial Revolution.

4.6.5 Social Behavior in the Plague (2010-06-14 08:58)

History, ancient and modern, is full of plagues. The most famous one, perhaps, is the Black
Death of the 1340’s. The most recent one might be the 1918 influenza outbreak. Modern
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researchers speak of epidemics and pandemics, which are similar to a plague in the broad
sense of the word. The word plague itself also has a narrower meaning, a specific disease: the
Bubonic plague.

In the early part of the second century a plague broke out in the city of Antioch in Asia
Minor (modern-day Turkey). A Roman solider dispatched a rescript to his superiors in Rome
giving his report of the outbreak in which his writes that in light of the fact that the disease
was spreading, the politicians, medical doctors and even family members had fled the city,
and that he too found it necessary to pull his troops back to the periphery of the city to avoid
contagion.

This solider then adds a curious detail: only one group remained in Antioch to tend to
and bring comfort to the dying. It was, he reports, a sect of disciples of a man executed by his
fellow Roman Pontius Pilate several decades previous. The solider found it incomprehensible
that people would risk their very lives to bring comfort to the vulnerable and dying. These
were early members of the sect of Christians.

In the Easter Letter from around 260 AD written by Dionysius, he indicates that while
many Christians, especially the leaders, died, other Christians had survived the plague. Like
most survivors, they were immune and were able to nurse many over the course of the plague.
Others who had gained immunity by surviving the plague did not choose to care for the sick.
This got the attention of the Roman officials. They desired that all citizens should demonstrate
this concern.

Later, the Roman Emperor Julian, who hated these "Galileans", sought to get the pagans
to imitate their care, but without success. Plagues reinforced faith rather than government
edicts. Christianity embraced an new idea foreign to Roman mythologies; God expects his
followers not only to worship him, but to care for others. This new religion, Christianity,
demanded that its followers care for the sick, even the ailing Roman officials who had been
involved with torturing and killing the Christians before the plague broke out. Caring for other
humans beyond family ties, beyond business or political interests, as a religious requirement
was a revolutionary idea.

4.6.6 Women Move Forward Through History (2010-06-14 13:22)

The early Roman Catholic Church had clear, established roles for men and women. Although
some formal leadership positions were open only to men, the Roman Catholic system actually
gave women higher status than they had in previous systems (in Roman, Greek, or Norse
polytheism, for example, the full humanity of women was denied). Although in some folk
versions of Roman Catholicism women were considered inferior to men and easily coaxed by
the devil, in the large culture of the faith, they were seen as able to take positions of spiritual
authority. Although women spoke less in church, and did less in terms of teaching, and had
less to do with the administration of the sacraments, they nonetheless made themselves
heard and understood in high-level discussions about both abstract theology and the concrete
practices of the church. While there was a popular attitude that women were not to participate
in conversations about religious issues or leadership in the church, they did in fact do so, and
with the blessing of the hierarchy and even the pope.

Specifically, women had some routes in which to express their religious zeal in the Mid-
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dle Ages, including joining a monastery. In fact, medieval nunneries flourished. Scholastica,
the twin sister of Benedict, started a monastery. Other nuns in Europe like Brigid of Ireland
and Hilda, Abbess of Whitby, were prominent in areas of teaching and learning. There are
many examples of women who were able to exercise their talents in a multitude of areas.
Why is there this contradiction between the official thought and practice of the church, which
acknowledged women’s full humanity and embraced their participation, and the harshly anti-
woman attitude in some of the local folk cultures? Was this a hangover from a pre-Christian
paganism which saw women as less than fully human? As Christianity progressively rooted
out the subtle traces of polytheistic mythologies from European culture, we see the forward
movement of women toward equality, not only in the church structure, but in civil rights
as well: ultimately, women would be allowed to vote, own property, etc., as a result of the
eradication of pre-Christian paganism.

There are plenty of examples of Christian women who were able to rise above these pa-
gan cultures and contribute in amazing ways to Western Civilization. Was Christianity actually
liberating to early Christian women?

One of the clearest examples is Hildegard of Bingen. She was not only acknowledged
by the pope as an official teacher of theology for the church, but she was also empowered to
advise, council, and even rebuke royalty when she determined that the kings and princes had
failed to act ethically. This was amazing leadership for anybody in the 1100’s, man or woman.

4.7 August

4.7.1 The History of Hygiene (2010-08-08 09:38)

Whether you call us "Western Civilization" or "European Culture," we’re pretty clean people:
we take showers and baths, and between those, we wash our faces and hands. We shampoo
our hair, and wash our clothes and dishes. We clean our houses and wash our cars. How did
we get to be this way?

We started off well: the Greeks and Romans were clean folk, who bathed regularly.

Despite the stereotypes, the Middle Ages were also a clean time: people took a dive
into the nearest river or pond, scrubbed themselves clean, and washed their clothes as well.
In fact, soap-making was a big deal in the Medieval Era.

Soap-makers were members of a guild in the late sixth century. Karl the Great ("Charle-
magne") even wrote about soap: a Carolingian document, dating to around 800, and
sometimes attributed to Charlemagne, mentions soap as being one of the products the
stewards of estates are to tally. Soap-making is mentioned both as "women’s work" and the
produce of "good workmen" alongside other necessities such as the produce of carpenters,
blacksmiths and bakers. Although some historians have mistakenly called them the "Dark
Ages," these were, in fact, pretty sanitary times.

But then we got dirty. Those murky segments of time known by various names - the
Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the Age of Ideas, the Age of Reason, etc. - were years in
which people relied more on a dash of cologne or some white powder on the face than on
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actual washing.

Professor Lynn Thorndike, at Columbia University, writes that "Francis Bacon tells us that
people bathed less in his time than they used to do."

How did our culture ever get clean again?

As the English expanded their colonization efforts, they encountered fastidiously clean
cultures in southern Asia (India) and eastern Asia (China). Through contact with these cultures,
the English learned, or re-learned, the habits of cleanliness. From England, the trend spread
to Europe. And from Europe, to the Americas, to Australia, and other outposts of Western
Civilization.

And so we are clean!

4.7.2 Bossuet (2010-08-23 06:21)

Although a French Roman Catholic, Bossuet was interested to appeal also to Protestant readers.
He wrote some of his books deliberately to explain his views to both Catholics and Protestants,
using a style accessible to both groups, and offensive to neither. He believed that Catholi-
cism was correct, and Protestantism mistaken, and that rational persuasion can be used in
discussing these two competing interpretations of the faith - not emotional appeals or violence.

Louis XIV liked his style, and so Bossuet became the teacher of Louis XIV’s son.

Bossuet then wrote, partially as a textbook for the future king, that the duties of abso-
lute ruler are: promoting the welfare of state; fostering religion and justice as the good
constitution for the welfare of society; making peace; opposing false religion; and being
humble because political power is a gift.

Ultimately, Bossuet could not accept the harsh absolutism of Hobbes, and moved be-
yond it, stating that the royal authority was limited by (a) the king’s duty to be paternal to
his subjects, (b) the king’s duty to behave rationally, and (c) the king’s accountability to God,
from Whom political power comes.

4.7.3 Religion in France during the French Revolution (2010-08-23 06:35)

Various governments of France, beginning with the start of the French Revolution in 1789,
implemented the following policies:

• The deportation of clergy and the condemnation of many of them to death,

• The closing, desecration and pillaging of churches, removal of the word “saint” from street
names and other acts to banish Christian culture from the public sphere

• Removal of statues, plates and other iconography from places of worship
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• Destruction of crosses, bells and other external signs of worship

• The institution of revolutionary and civic cults, including the Cult of Reason and subse-
quently the Cult of the Supreme Being,

• The large scale destruction of religious monuments,

• The outlawing of public and private worship and religious education,

• Forced marriages of the clergy,

• Forced abjuration of priesthood, and

• The enactment of a law on October 21, 1793 making all nonjuring priests and all persons
who harbored them liable to death on sight.

• The climax was reached with the celebration of the Goddess “Reason” in Notre Dame
Cathedral on 10 November.

Under threat of death, imprisonment, military conscription or loss of income, about 20,000
constitutional priests were forced to abdicate or hand over their letters of ordination and
6,000 - 9,000 were coerced to marry, many ceasing their ministerial duties. Some of those
who abdicated covertly ministered to the people. By the end of the decade, approximately
30,000 priests were forced to leave France, and thousands who did not leave were executed.
Most of France was left without the services of a priest, deprived of the sacraments and any
nonjuring priest faced the guillotine or deportation.

The March 1793 conscription requiring Vendeans to fill their district’s quota of 300,000
enraged the populace, who took up arms and fought. They stated that, in addition to opposing
the conscription, they were fighting above all for the reopening of their parish churches with
their former priests. A massacre of 6,000 Vendée prisoners, many of them women, took place
after the battle of Savenay, along with the drowning of 3,000 Vendée women at Pont-au-Baux
and 5,000 Vendée priests, old men, women, and children killed by drowning at the Loire River
at Nantes in what was called the "national bath" - tied in groups in barges and then sunk into
the Loire.

With these massacres came formal orders for forced evacuation; also, a ’scorched earth’
policy was initiated: farms were destroyed, crops and forests burned and villages razed. There
were many reported atrocities and a campaign of mass killing universally targeted at residents
of the Vendée regardless of combatant status, political affiliation, age or gender. By July 1796,
the estimated Vendean dead numbered between 117,000 and 500,000, out of a population of
around 800,000.

The irony is that these atrocities - ruthlessly carried out against anyone who was a Christian,
or even seemed to be a Christian - were the product of a revolutionary government which had
come to power, in part, to seek freedom of religion!
102 ©2021 humanities-notes.blogspot.com



4.8. SEPTEMBER BlogBook

4.8 September

4.8.1 The Turning Point (2010-09-09 07:11)

Greek philosophy in the archaic era is quite different from Greek philosophy in classical era.
What are the differences? What caused the changes?

In the archaic era, the pre-Socratic philosophers lived largely outside of Greece in the
Greek-speaking Mediterranean colonies. They were interested in topics related to physics,
astronomy, mathematics, biology, and chemistry. They came from a comfortable middle-class
or merchant class, having leisure time to think about such topics. Living away from mainland
Greece, they were more adventurous in personality, corresponding to the frontier nature of
their surroundings. They were optimistic, because the colonies abounded with financial and
political opportunities.

During the classical era, the philosophers lived mainly in Greece itself. While retaining
interests in physics and metaphysics, they were very interested in social and ethical questions.
They were men of less influence and less wealth.

Certain factors in Greek society may have caused philosophers to focus more on politi-
cal and moral questions: the Peloponnesian War, begun because of Athenian greed, and
carried out under pretentious propaganda, weakened Greece and removed optimism. The
fabled democratic government of Athens turned out to be, in reality, a system of bribery and
extortion, leading to incidents such as the death of Socrates. Greek heroes, like Themistocles,
revealed themselves to be savage and brutal, capable of atrocities. (Remember that Themis-
tocles engaged in human sacrifice on the evening before the Battle of Salamis to ensure
his victory.) Small wonder that someone like Plato would write a detailed discussion of the
question: what is justice?

4.8.2 Afghanistan’s History (2010-09-17 10:32)

As a region, not a political unit, Afghanistan “was always part of somebody’s empire, beginning
with the Persian Empire in the fifth century B.C.,” according to Boston University’s Thomas
Barfield. Afghanistan has been conquered and occupied continuously “for 2,500 years.”

From Cambridge University, Andrew Roberts writes:

The reason that Alexander stayed in Afghanistan so briefly was that there was so
little to keep him there, in terms of wealth or produce; he went to Afghanistan to
pass through into India. Afghanistan had already been conquered by the Median
and Persian Empires beforehand, and afterwards it was conquered by the Seleucids,
the Indo-Greeks, the Turks, and the Mongols. The country was quiet for most of the
reigns of the Abbasid Dynasty and its successors between 749 and 1258. When
Genghis Khan attacked it in 1219, he exterminated every human being in Herat and
Balkh, turning Afghanistan back into an agrarian society. Mongol conqueror Tamer-
lane treated it scarcely better. The Moghuls held Afghanistan peaceably during the
reign of Akbar the Great, and for well over a century afterwards.
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When Alexander took Afghanistan, he wasn’t taking it from the Afghanis, but rather from the
Persians. And when it ceased being part of Alexander’s empire, it became part of the Seleucid
Empire. There is no phase of independence. In fact, the very name "Afghanistan" was inflicted
on the nation by outside conquerors, when the peaceable inhabitants were forced by invading
Muslim armies, after thousands of them had been executed merely as a show of power, to
accept Islam as the state-imposed religion.

Hardly any of these empires bothered to try to impose centralized direct power; all
devolved a good deal of provincial autonomy as the tribal and geographical nature
of the country demanded in the period before modern communications and the he-
licopter gunship. Yet it was they who ruled, and the fact that the first recognizably
Afghan sovereign state was not established until 1747, by Ahmad Shah Durrani, il-
lustrates that the idea of sturdy Afghan independence is a myth.

The government of 1747 didn’t last long, as Afghanistan was part of the British Empire during
the 1800’s. Despite stories of a British defeat in 1842 with 16,500 casualties, the Afghanis
didn’t offer any substantial resistance to the English. The reality was that the casualties were
mainly non-British, and the few British who died were the victims of the commanding officer’s
stupidity. In any case, the English hold on the territory wasn’t loosened. Andrew Roberts
continues:

For all the undoubted disaster of Britain’s First Afghan War, the popular version of
events is faulty in several important respects. It is true that 16,500 people died in
the horrific Retreat from Kabul, but fewer than a quarter of them were soldiers, and
only one brigade was British. The moronic major-general William George Keith El-
phinstone evacuated Kabul in midwinter, on Jan. 6, 1842, and the freezing weather
destroyed the column as much as the Afghans did; one Englishwoman recalled frost-
bite so severe that "men took off their boots and their whole feet with them." Wad-
ing through two feet of snow and fast-flowing, freezing rivers killed many more than
jezail bullets did, and despite Lady Butler’s painting of assistant surgeon William Bry-
don entering Jalalabad alone on his pony, in fact several hundred — possibly over a
thousand — survived the retreat and were rescued by the punitive expedition that
recaptured Kabul by September 1842. Early in 1843, the governor-general, Lord
Ellenborough, sent Sir Charles Napier to capture Sind, and thereafter Afghanistan
stayed quiet for 30 years. Sir Jasper Nicolls, the commander-in-chief of India, listed
the reasons for the defeat at the time as: "1. not having a safe base of operations, 2.
the freezing climate, 3. the lack of cattle, and 4. placing our magazines and treasure
in indefensible places."

So the 16,500 casualties turns out to be actually less than 4,000 - and instead of one lone
survivor, there were many. Of those who did die, the causes of death were not combat-related,
or even war-related. But the real bottom line is that English dominance remained. The tales not
told are of the 1880 battle, for example, in which the British army suffered almost no casualties
while retaining control of Kandahar.
After the 1747 government’s brief independence, the next real shot at having their own state
was in 1919:

After 1880, in the words of Richard Shannon’s book The Crisis of Imperialism, “Afghan
resistance was subdued and Afghanistan was reduced to the status virtually of a
British protectorate” until it was given its independence in 1919.
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Although independent again for several decades, it was rather unstable - a long string of assas-
sinations kept the government rather shaky. Finally, the Soviet Union occupied it for several
years, and when they left, the Taliban would be the next invader.
The lesson: although the Taliban imposed a harsh cruelty on the Afghani people, they were
simply the most recent power to occupy the nation. While the Taliban were brutal foreign rulers,
the contrast between the Taliban and previous eras of Afghani history is not that the Taliban
were foreigners who established their rule over Afghanistan, but rather than they were ruthless
in doing so. Afghanis have been accustomed, for centuries, to not having their independence
and being part of someone’s empire, but Taliban’s Islamic severity set them apart from previous
imperial governors.

4.8.3 Augustine in Context (2010-09-21 09:27)

Augustine was born in Northern Africa in 354 AD. His birthplace of Thagaste, a city 200 miles
from the coast of the Mediterranean, was firmly within the borders of Rome’s vast empire.
This area was rich in ethnic and religious diversity, and for many centuries, it thrived. But
by the mid-fourth century, the Roman Empire, including the area around Thagaste, was in
decline. There were significant economic and social problems, intensified by a military that no
longer could manage all of its borders. During this era of constant change, Christianity was
gaining momentum. Christianity had become a legal religion in 313 with Constantine’s Edict
of Toleration, but it wasn’t until 393 that Christianity was made the official state religion of the
Roman Empire. During most of Augustine’s life, then, Christians were a legal but embattled
and oppressed minority group. Before Augustine, Christianity had appealed mainly to the
lower classes, even women and slaves, with a promise of eternal life and equality, at least
at the spiritual level. But Christianity was not popular with the elite and educated classes in
Rome. Many powerful Romans believed it a religion of pacifists and the weak. There were
already serious divisive issues that threatened to splinter the church. Moreover, Christianity
was perceived as failing to appeal to the intellect. Augustine will be the philosopher who
shows it to be otherwise. Why was Augustine able to show Christianity to be appealing to
the educated classes of Roman society? Augustine was able to rephrase the concepts of
Christian theology into the wordings of Classical philosophy. The original formulations of
Christian thought were cast in the setting of Hebrew wisdom literature, which was mystifying
to the Roman reader. Augustine recast the Jewish wisdom of Jesus and New Testament into
clear Roman-style thoughts, passionate discourse, and succinct logic. Although controversial,
he was enormously influential and brought unity to the church. Augustine revealed what
Hebrew literary style had kept hidden from Roman eyes: that Christianity met the moral and
intellectual needs of man.

He became known as Augustine of Hippo, because he worked mainly in that town. It is
only a few miles from Thagaste.

Augustine had a classical education. He studied the writings of classical figures like Vergil,
Cicero and Plato. He wrote his letters and books in polished Latin style.

He expressed Christian concepts in the language of Platonic philosophy. Augustine be-
lieved Platonic dualism and Christianity have a clear link. He presented his own version of
Plato’s Theory of Ideas (The Ideas exist within God). He formulated a Christian Neo-Platonism.

Augustine was an early scholastic, or more accurately a proto-Scholastic, in the sense
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that he reconciled human reason with Christian faith. When Scholasticism flourishes, cen-
turies after Augustine, there will be a conflict between the Augustinian Scholastics, influenced
by Platonism, the Thomist Scholastics, influenced by Aquinas’s study of Aristotle.

Augustine systematically explained the history of man from Adam and Eve to the present.
He is one of the earliest philosophers to understand the connection between philosophy and
history, and to develop a philosophy of history. He had a clear and well-argued vision of
time. In exploring the nature of time, he not only explored the philosophy of history, but
also the connections between philosophy and physics. Augustine’s view of history and time
incorporated all of mankind.

He examined both similarities and contrasts between Cicero’s stoicism and Christianity.
He didn’t like all aspects of stoicism, but could see a tie between Natural Law and God’s
universality. Some aspects of morality were similar.

He was constantly on a quest for truth and self-examination. He turned religion into an
inward and subjective journey, not with answers found in nature, but within the self. His
autobiographical writings are self-critical.

Augustine created unity within the church when rivals like the Donatists and Palagians
threatened to separate the church. In resolving these conflicts, he organized logical principles
still used today by philosophers.

In 410, Rome was sacked by Visigoths. Many Romans blamed the increasing popularity
of Christianity for their misfortunes. He creates, in the City of God, a clear rationale as to
why Christians should still be faithful despite the horrors they were experiencing: both from
external invaders and from their fellow Romans who made the Christians into scapegoats
regarding the invasions. He also demonstrated that the Visigoths attacks in Rome were not
caused by the new faith, but that the attacks might have been worse if not for the moderating
presence of the belief.

4.9 October

4.9.1 Augustine - the Basics (2010-10-06 12:32)

St. Augustine was an extraordinary philosopher, teacher and bishop born in Northern Africa
in 354 AD. His home of Thagaste, a city 200 miles from the coast of the Mediterranean, was
firmly within the borders of Rome’s vast empire. This area was rich in ethnic and religious
diversity, and for many centuries, it thrived. But by the mid-fourth century, the Roman Empire,
including the area around Thagaste, was in decline. There were significant economic and social
problems, intensified by a military that no longer could manage all of its borders. W. Wylie
Spencer, a historian, said, “Augustine lives his life through, thinks his thoughts, and writes his
philosophy in the midst of the most turbulent epoch of change to be found anywhere in the
ages between the Greek illumination and the modern rebirth of philosophy.” During this era of
constant change, Christianity was gaining momentum. Christianity had become a legal religion
in 313 with Constantine’s Edict of Toleration, but it wasn’t until 378 that Christianity was made
the official state religion of the Roman Empire.
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4.9.2 Fueling the Growth of Christianity (2010-10-06 12:44)

Before Augustine, Christianity had appealed mainly to the lower classes, even women and
slaves, with a promise of eternal life and equality, at least at the spiritual level. But Chris-
tianity was not popular with the elite and educated classes in Rome. Many powerful Romans
believed it a religion of pacifists and the weak. James J. O’Donnell, a modern Augustinian
scholar, wrote, “But in the fourth and fifth centuries, Christianity was far from certain to sur-
vive and thrive.” Moreover, Christianity had failed to appeal to the Roman intellect: it was
Hebrew wisdom, which was a different style of thought, even when translated into Greek and
Latin. Augustine was the philosopher that bridges this gap. But why was Augustine able to
make Christianity acceptable to the educated classes of Roman society? He did so because he
was able to use classical philosophy to express Christian theology, thereby expressing Christian
doctrine with clear thought, passionate discourse, and succinct logic. When the Hebrew con-
cepts were rephrased in terms of classical philosophy, the Roman aristocracy understood them,
and the numbers of highly-educated Romans converting to the new faith increased. Although
controversial, he was enormously influential and brought unity to the church. He showed that
Christianity met the moral and intellectual needs of well-educated Romans who were both so-
cially and politically powerful, and in doing so, helped to make the religion popular among
Romans of all social classes.

4.9.3 Playing Defense (2010-10-11 10:41)

Although Karl Martell (also “Martel”), called “Charles the Hammer” (born 686, died 741) was
Mayor of the Palace (“major domo”) of the kingdoms of the Franks, he is remembered for
winning the Battle of Tours in 732, which saved Europe from the Emirate of Cordoba’s expan-
sion beyond the Iberian Peninsula. Martel’s Frankish army defeated an Islamic army, which
had crushed all resistance before it. The Muslims had previously invaded Gaul and had been
stopped in their northward sweep at the Battle of Toulouse (721).
The Battle of Tours earned Charles the cognomen “Martel” for his victory. Many historians
believe that had he failed at Tours, Islam would probably have overrun Gaul, and perhaps the
remainder of Europe.
The Battle of Tours probably took place somewhere between Tours and Poitiers. The Frankish
army, under Charles Martel, consisted of veteran infantry, somewhere between 15,000 and
75,000 men. Responding to the Muslim invasion, the Franks had avoided the old Roman roads,
hoping to take the invaders by surprise. From the Muslim accounts of the battle, the Muslims
were indeed taken by surprise to find a large force opposing their expected sack of Tours, and
they waited for six days, scouting the enemy. On the seventh day, the Muslim army, consisting
of between 60,000 and 400,000 horsemen attacked. The Franks defeated the Islamic army and
the emir was killed. While Western accounts are sketchy, Arab accounts are fairly detailed that
the Franks formed a large square and fought a brilliant defensive battle. The Muslims were
not ready for such a struggle, and should have abandoned the loot that hindered them, but
instead trusted their horsemen, who had never failed them. Indeed, it was thought impossible
for infantry of that age to withstand armored mounted warriors. Martel managed to inspire
his men to stand firm against a force that must have seemed invincible to them, huge mailed
horsemen, who in addition probably badly outnumbered the Franks. But bickering between
the Islamic generals caused the Muslims to abandon the battlefield, leaving Martel a unique
place in history as the savior of Europe, and the only man to ever manage such a victory
between such disparate forces. Martel’s Franks, virtually all infantry without armor, managed
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to withstand mailed horsemen, without the aid of bows or firearms, a feat of arms unheard of
in medieval history.
Although it took another two generations for the Franks to drive all the Muslim attackers out
of Gaul and across the Pyrenees, Charles Martel’s halt of the invasion of French soil turned
the tide of Islamic advances, and the unification of the Frankish kingdoms under Martel, his
son Pippin the Younger (also known as “Pepin the Short”), and his grandson Karl the Great
(“Charlemagne”) prevented the Islamic armies from expanding over the Pyrenees.

4.9.4 Augustine and the Search for Truth (2010-10-11 10:44)

Human beings habitually search for truth, and this essential feature creates the possibility for
cross-cultural communication. Specifically, Augustine was able to show his Roman readers that
they what they valued in Greek philosophy was the same quest for ultimate realities that we
find in Augustine’s explanation of theology.
Augustine found some key links between the ideas of classical thinkers and Christianity. “Au-
gustine sought to carve out a space for Christianity that was both dignified and classical on the
one hand and unyielding on the other.” And both he and the classical philosophers were on a
quest for truth. By seeking truth through both philosophy and religion, he appealed to a whole
new group of individuals. Christianity was completely foreign to many Romans. They could not
relate to the concept of Jesus as savior, the trinity, or ideas of Original Sin. To make Christianity
more comfortable for the Romans, there needed to be some commonalities to their previous
culture. Augustine provided this link. He was able to show the Romans, through his dynamic
sermons, teaching and writing that the two cultures were not so different. Albert Outler, a his-
torian, wrote, “He is misunderstood, however, unless his reader realizes that, in his own eyes,
Augustine saw himself as an heir to the tradition of classical culture, as one vitally concerned to
appropriate its values and to measure its claims by the norm of Christian truth,” By connecting
his Roman culture to classical culture and Christianity, Augustine was doing something that
previous Christian thinkers were unable to do. “Augustine deserves to be known on his native
ground as a late Latin author whose Christian faith transvalued the classical tradition which
formed the nucleus of his culture.” And by doing this, he made Christianity more comfortable
to the Romans, especially the intellectuals.
Augustine enabled Roman readers to see that what they found in Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle
was linked to what they found in the New Testament: the human mind exercising its rational
powers to explore meaning and existence.

4.9.5 Coming to America (2010-10-14 07:26)

The greatness of America, in innovative science and technology, or in expanding democratic
freedoms to include more and more people, arises from its roots. What we call "American"
ideals are actually European concepts: the dignity of every human life, freedom of expression,
offering equal opportunity - such notions were brought to this continent by Swedes, Norwe-
gians, Poles, Danes, Czechs, Swiss, Austrians, and others. How did this flow of people arrive
in America, and why? Thomas Sowell, one of the first African-Americans to earn a doctorate
from Harvard, writes:
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Later, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the currents of the French Rev-
olution, the conquests of Napoleon, and the Restoration of autocratic rule by the
Congress of Vienna after Waterloo all profoundly affected German emigration. About
half the overseas German emigrants of the post-Waterloo era went to South America,
but from 1830 until World War I, most German overseas emigration was to the United
States - as high as 90 percent or more in some years.

This wealth of intellectual creativity - inventors working on everything from telescopes to
rockets, from pharmaceuticals to metallurgy - came to America looking for a safe environment
in which to work, when their homelands became turbulent, oppressed, or overtaxed:

The rise of liberal and radical opposition to German autocracy led to the abortive
Revolution of 1848, after which many fled to escape persecution, or in despair of
achieving greater freedom, or simply to find greater social and economic opportunity
elsewhere. Nearly a million Germans moved to the United States during the decade
of the 1850’s.

The timing was crucial - these newcomers would tip the scales in favor of Abraham Lincoln’s
abolitionist Republican party, and boldly promote the Republican agenda of ending slavery.

The presence of German settlements facilitated the movement of more Germans to
the same country, and indeed often to the same region or city. But this depended on
the good or bad experiences of earlier emigrants. The South American experience
of early German emigrants provided warnings to others in Germany to change their
destinations.

Just as harsh conditions dampened the early enthusiasm for moving to South America (who
really wants to live in the Amazon rain forest?), the outbreak of the Civil War temporary
reduced emigration to the United States for several years.

There were reductions of immigration to the United States associated with the Amer-
ican Civil War, the Franco-Prussian War in Europe, and especially World War I. But in
between, German immigration to America was massive. During the decade of the
1880’s, about a million and a half Germans moved to the United States.

Again, note the timing - from Europe came the impetus, for example, to allow women to vote.
Expanding notions of liberty were the heritage of the great philosophers and cultures, brought
to America by these millions.

In the twentieth century, there were usually more immigrants to Germany than em-
igrants from Germany. Even after the Nazi regime came to power in 1933, repatri-
ated Germans exceeded those leaving. Those leaving, however, included some of
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the leading German intellectuals and scientists - including a German Jew who would
later give the United States the decisive military weapon of World War II, Albert Ein-
stein, a pacifist who ushered in the nuclear age.

America benefited by welcoming some of the greatest minds - the spoils, plunder, and loot
which the victors took from World War II were not in the form of jewels and gold, but in the
form of intellectual leadership.

4.9.6 From Plato to Jesus (2010-10-14 07:59)

One of Augustine’s claims to fame is that he presented the internal logic of Christianity to
Rome’s educated classes, who had previously dismissed the new faith as superstition. How did
he get them to see the step-by-step rationality of this concept of God, which was new to Rome,
but had a long heritage in the Ancient Near East? Augustine understood that the Roman reader
could not penetrate the Hebraic style of the New Testament: Jesus was a Rabbi, who presented
his ideas in a typically Jewish fashion. The New Testament was a book written by Jews, for
Jews, about Jews - and Roman readers were used to Greek philosophy and Latin poetry, which
have very different internal logical structures. Augustine repackaged the concepts of Jesus into
the language and style of Classical philosophy, and this made them accessible to the Roman
reader.
In particular, Augustine was able to make a close link between Platonism and Christianity. He
found they had similar themes, like dualism, the theory of the soul, and anti-materialism. The
Neo-Platonists, sometimes just called the Platonists, were a group of intellectuals in the 4th
and 5th century who studied the works of Plato and believed themselves to be his intellectual
heirs. To clearly make that tie between what they were doing and what Christianity was all
about was one of the greatest accomplishments of Augustine. “As a Christian, he is sure that
he will never depart from the authority of Christ; as a Platonist he is confident that reason
will find in Platonism what agrees with Christianity,” writes Peter Brown. Plato believed that
the world is broken in the physical and metaphysical realms. The physical realm could not
to be trusted. The metaphysical realm contained the ideas of truth and beauty. It was full of
goodness. It was a realm that’s beyond physical, so it denied materialism. Augustine saw a
very similar link between the metaphysical realm and heaven.

4.9.7 Architecture and Philosophy (2010-10-14 08:37)

In a strange and difficult-to-describe way, there is a connection between architecture and
philosophy: between conversation about life after death and the shape of a stained-glass
window; between the logical analysis of time and the curve of a stone arch. It is no mere
coincidence that, for example, the great philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein was also an architect.
"The disposition of Gothic sculpture," write Ann Mitchell,

is more controlled, since it is confined to the important unites of the building, the
load-bearing capitals (in England, the keystones), and finally the facade and portals.

The organized nature of Gothic sculpture corresponds to the mathematical elegance of the
philosophical books being written at the same time:
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The logical quality is particularly apparent in the cathedrals of the Ile de France whose
basis of design shows striking parallels with the forms of the current philosophical
system known as Scholasticism. Its major work, the Summa Theologica of Thomas
Aquinas, is another of the encyclopedic series of this period. Erwin Panofsky in his
Gothic Architecture and Scholasticism has defined the system’s three requirements.
First, a presentation of the totality of knowledge (theological, moral, natural, and
historical). This we have seen in the sculpture of the facades of the cathedrals. Sec-
ondly, an arrangement of this knowledge according to a uniform system of division
and subdivision. This is best illustrated by the uniformity in design of a sector of the
apse, the whole apse, and the choir. And thirdly, these divisions, though related to
the whole, should be quite distinct; for example, the cross-section of a pier should
explain the whole structure of the church. From the last quarter of the thirteenth
century to the end of the middle ages, Scholasticism was beginning to be replaced
by other systems and no longer had the same influence; nor was its effect felt so
strongly outside the Ile de France.

The emphasis on reason during the era of Scholasticism and Gothic architecture made it an
era which gave birth to the concepts which eventually became modern physics, chemistry, and
mathematics.

4.9.8 The Start of Scholasticism (2010-10-14 11:13)

The ancient roots of Scholasticism were Aristotle and Augustine. Centuries after both of them
were dead, the philosophers of the Middle Ages created the logical style of analysis which we
call Scholasticism, and which formed the foundation for modern physics, mathematics, and
chemistry. Scholasticism was characterized by rational debate, in which various viewpoints
were examined carefully. As a movement, it reached its high point by around 1250 AD, and
was on its way out by the 1400’s. It lay dormant during the Renaissance era, when there was
neither interest in logical debate, nor openness to competing viewpoints. Scholasticism was
re-incarnated as modern philosophy in the disputes between Descartes and John Locke, and in
the innovations of Isaac Newton and Robert Boyle.
But can we say that Augustine himself was a Scholastic? Usually he is identified as a "root" of
Scholasticism, as one who laid the foundation for it, but not as a Scholastic proper.
Augustine was a scholastic in the sense he reconciled human reason with Christian faith.
Scholasticism was actually a popular movement in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, gain-
ing most of its momentum before and after the Crusades and bringing the reading of Greek,
and the study of Aristotelian reasoning into Western Europe. The classics of Greece and Rome
were never fully lost: from 476 AD onward, there was a continuous reading and study of the
great Latin and Greek authors. The claim that the classical heritage was lost to Europe during
the "dark ages" is both false and widely-accepted. Famous scholastics from that era like Pierre
Abelard, Anselm, and Thomas Aquinas owe a great deal to Augustine. Augustine understood
that Christianity was the same kind of truth that Plato and Aristotle discussed. That being
the case, then all Christian concepts could be understood using reason, with the exception of
God. To Augustine, God was beyond reason, and works in ways humans cannot understand.
By showing that reason is a basis to understanding Christianity, Roman scholars could identify
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with the religion in a deeper manner. It made sense. He said, in one of his sermons, that “If
you cannot understand, believe so you can understand.” In essence, he’s saying that faith
is a precursor to knowledge. They are not contradictory. After all, you can’t know anything
unless you believe it. In fact, he believed that faith cleared the mind of confusion. “The skeptic
concentrates on the weak points in human knowledge. The man of faith looks and see that
there are points of strength also.” In his book City of God, he talks about how reason is a clear
characteristic of God’s city. By espousing scholastic ideas, he made Christianity appealing to
an even wider group of skeptics. However, this viewpoint of faith and reason will be subject to
various interpretations during the middle ages: the Scholastics will present competing theories
to explain how faith and reason work together.

In any case, Augustine, although he probably shouldn’t be labeled a Scholastic in the technical
sense of the word, clearly contains the main currents of Scholastic thought, if in embryonic
form.

4.10 November

4.10.1 Gender and History (2010-11-04 09:55)

Understanding one’s gender, and how one’s gender influences one’s thinking and social inter-
actions, is of interest to philosophers, psychologists, and anthropologists. We also see gender
as an important topic in history. One need only think of the wars between Frederick the Great
and Empress Maria-Theresa to agree, or to consider the progress which took place as the Judeo-
Christian tradition removed some of the limits placed on women by earlier societies. In fact, it
can be said that a necessary foundation for any society is the discovery of gender roles. Robert
Lewis wrote:

After a lifetime of studying cultures and civilizations, both ancient and modern, the
eminent anthropologist Margaret Mead made the following observation: “The central
problem of every society is to define appropriate roles formen.” Author George Gilder
adds: “Wise societies provide ample means for young men to affirm themselves
without afflicting others.”
Psychologically, men are far more fragile than women. Men struggle with their iden-
tity much more than women do. Though feminists would have us believe that poor
self-esteem is largely a female problem, caused primarily by social inequities, the
evidence tells a different story. “Men, more than women,” says David Blankenhorn,
“are culture-made.” For this reason, a cultural definition of manhood is critical.

Why would Margaret Mead, herself obviously a woman, stress that the “central” task for any
society is to discover the correct roles “for men”? As an anthropologist, she had analyzed the
data: the vast majority of major crimes, violent crimes, burglaries, vandalism, and graffiti are
committed by men. Essentially all rapes are committed by men. Drunk driving is disproportion-
ately male. Margaret Mead saw that men, if they do not discover their proper roles in society,
are dangerous and destructive. Conversely, if men find, or are shown, the roles they ought to
assume, they are productive.
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4.10.2 Time Before Time (2010-11-04 10:15)

Probably the first philosopher to precisely analyze the concept of time, using the tools of mod-
ern mathematics and physics, was Zeno of Elea (circa 500 B.C.) - which also makes us realize
how old "modern" mathematics and physics really are! Ever since, the most brilliant philoso-
phers have pondered the nature of time. All the great ones - Aristotle, Leibniz, Newton, Kant,
Husserl - have striven to define the word "time." Augustine, writing around 400 A.D., is no
exception.

Augustine systematically explained the history of man from Adam and Eve to his present. One
hang-up Romans had with Christianity was that it did not seem to fit properly into the history of
the world as they viewed it. Also, Christians had failed to answer some basic questions about
time and creation. For example, there was an issue about what God was doing before creation.
Augustine argued that time did not exist before creation. Anthony Kenny characterizes Au-
gustine’s response to the Roman questions: “Rejecting the answer ‘Preparing hell for people
who ask inquisitive questions’, Augustine responds that before heaven and earth were created,
there was no time. We cannot ask what God was doing then, because there was no ‘then’ when
there was no time. Equally, we cannot ask why the world was not created sooner, for before
the world, there was no sooner.” Augustine believed that time was really only in the mind.
While a tough concept, he gave an answer that at least satisfied some intellectuals. He also
explained the history of man, from a Christian perspective. He’s able to explain all the earlier
civilizations, and their role in history, and explain how all of it was in concert with Christianity.
He believed that God has been with mankind since creation and Adam and Eve and could show
it. It was an interpretation of time and history that Roman scholars could understand at an
intellectual level.

Against a backdrop of pagan mythologies, which told stories about the tragic fates of those who
ask questions, Augustine relished the idea of intellectual exploration. Instead of polytheism’s
mythological warning against inquisitiveness, Augustine eager engaged in mental exploration,
including speculations about the nature of time.

4.10.3 Adam Smith - Not for Beginners (2010-11-16 08:29)

Many students are familiar with the name Adam Smith, and have a few loose associations
between that name and a concepts such as free market capitalism and economic equilibria.
But he is worthy studying more closely: his nuanced writings cannot be simplified to a few
bullet points on a note card. The notion that economies can be self-correcting mechanisms
maintaining a sort of balance is part of a larger philosophical outlook, including perhaps
Thomas Malthus and John Locke, which saw this same process of homeostasis applied to
populations and politics - just as an economy keeps prices from being to high or to low through
the interactions of supply and demand, so Malthus thought that populations would keep them-
selves at sustainable levels by means of corrective measures like wars, plagues, and famines;
Locke’s embrace of democracy in the form of majority rule was a mathematical averaging
of political opinions, designed to keep a government from straying to far from a central balance.

This type of thinking was a response to what Smith, Locke, Malthus, and others (notably
David Hume and Thomas Reid) saw as faulty attempts to theorize about political, moral, and
ethical questions. Surveying the errors of various social theories, they saw, as Prof. Paul A.
Rahe writes, people mistakenly thinking that
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political and moral obligations have their foundation in a crass calculation regarding
one’s own security and material well-being, in a self-forgetting passion for the public
good, or in a heroic and selfless will informed by the categorical imperative.

Such notions are both incorrect and doomed to failure, as both reason and experience show,
because pure self-interest as a motivation will not sustain a society, because passion for the
public good is easily fooled into destructiveness, and because the categorical imperative will
instruct about what is right but cannot motivate.

Adam Smith, in place of these failed ethical frameworks, proposes something more sub-
tle: a theory grounded

in the human capacity for sympathy and the natural human desire to garner respect
and be genuinely worthy of it.

There is both a hint of selflessness and a bit of self-interest here: this mix is perhaps more
realistic about human nature.

Morality is neither selfless nor what we would call selfish, but it is self-regarding. Men,
as Smith understands them, are not isolated operators who calculate their interests.
They make their way within civil society, and they are embedded in a social nexus in
which they find that they have obligations.

Smith rejected naive utopianism, and instead looked for practical ways in which we could make
the world, not perfect, but good enough to maintain a just society.

4.10.4 The Inner World and the Outer World (2010-11-16 11:12)

The human experience of seeking peace and meaning in life has two sides: to have inner
peace is a very different thing than to have out peace. To be sure, both are good. The logic
of observing the external world of appearances, whether appreciating the beauty of nature or
measuring chemicals in a laboratory or analyzing the trends of world history, is different than
the logic of internal reflection and meditation.

Augustine found that answers to the world were not just found outwardly in nature, but
inward, in the self. “The foregoing analysis of St. Augustine’s life and philosophy has shown
that the chief influence of religion was to turn his attention to the inward of subjective aspects
of reality. This led him to discover and emphasize philosophical principles drawn, not from the
realm of nature, but from the self,” wrote W. Wylie Spencer. This attitude really appealed to
philosophers, especially Platonists. In order for Augustine to appeal theologically to people,
he first had to produce a clear philosophy. And he did. He wrote a lot about many different
topics. He was clear and succinct in his beliefs and arguments. His philosophy was unique
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and genuine. Spencer continues: “To this it may be added that the account given by St.
Augustine of his search for truth and understanding confirms the judgment that original
work was done in the construction of his final philosophy, but, after all, the content of his
philosophical system is the surest test of originality.” Augustine’s philosophy and theology
have an interesting relationship, but ultimately they supported each other. By creating this
original inward-focusing philosophy, the theological system that followed was much more
appealing to the intellectuals.

4.10.5 Byron: from Scoundrel to Hero (2010-11-16 11:28)

The British poet Byron squandered his extreme popularity in a series of scandals and flamboy-
ant displays of pure egotism. Once beloved by the reading public, his reputation was so bad
that he eventually had to leave England and roamed through Italy, Switzerland, and other parts
of Europe. David Pryce-Jones, a scholar at Eton and Oxford, recounts the story from that point:

Back in London, the Greek Committee was established to fight for Greece’s indepen-
dence from the Ottomans. Here was a more rewarding cause than anything in Italy
or South America, where Byron also thought of venturing. Several of his friends were
members of this committee, and they arranged for him to be their official agent in
Greece, well aware of the publicity he was bound to attract. He spent a fortune on
specially designed helmets and uniforms, and on the costs of the voyage. Eventu-
ally he established himself on the Greek mainland at Missolonghi, more a mud-patch
than a proper town.

Byron needed a cause: his life, full of potential at the beginning, had proven empty in the
pursuit of mere pleasure and in the attempt to glorify his ego. He now wanted something
outside himself: something bigger than himself. He was finally ready to be in the service
of something other than himself. Old habits die hard, however, and there was still plenty of
swagger in his altruism.

The cause needed Byron: Greece had been attacked, invaded, and occupied by the Is-
lamic army. The resistance was no match for the Muslim military. A famous Englishman like
Byron would bring resources to their struggle for freedom.

There he subsidized Greeks and wild Albanians, irregulars who valued his money far
more than freedom. He imagined himself at the head of Byron’s Brigade, leading
a charge and driving the Turks out. Reality overtook fantasy when he caught some
sort of fever and suffered mysterious and fatal convulsions. A lonely and untimely
death followed; he was only 36.

An instance of Luther’s dictum that each man is simultaneously saint and sinner: Byron’s
effort to help the Greeks was riddled with his own flawed nature, which overflowed into the
mercenaries he hired. A moral paradox: he was indeed engaged in a noble task, to help the
oppressed victims; but Byron, like all humans, carried his own ethical failings with him even
as he did something clearly good.
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The Greek Committee and his friends were quick to build the legend that Byron had
sacrificed himself in the cause of Greek independence, a hero and martyr for the
sacred ideal of freedom.

And indeed, Byron was a martyr who sacrificed himself - not as he might have hoped, gallantly
on a battlefield - but rather in diseased mud. Yet his efforts did indeed help the effort to relieve
the Greeks from the tyranny of the Islamic military. His life, and death, helped his fellow human
beings - both because of his efforts, and despite his person.

4.10.6 Ensuring Peace Inside the Institution (2010-11-30 18:47)

Augustine is not only known as the thinker who presented Christianity to the pagan Roman
society in a manner which made it intelligible, respectable, and appealing to many in that
culture, but he also worked to preserve the harmony inside the infant church as it faced some
of its first major debates.

Augustine was also responsible for creating some unity within the church, as rival fac-
tions and critics, threatened to splinter the church apart. Two main rivals to Augustinian
Catholic Christianity were the Donatists and the Pelagians. The Pelagians were group that
followed the teachings of Pelagius, a British ascetic, who believed that salvation was given
through human will and effort. Pelagius believed that Adam’s ‘Original Sin’ did not taint all
of mankind. He believed that humans had a good deal of freedom and autonomy. Augustine
had a different belief. Augustine believed in Paul’s ideas regarding Original Sin and salvation.
He believed that everyone is born with Adam’s sin, and thus deserve eternal damnation. But
God, being forgiving, allows people to be saved. He believes that salvation is a gift from
God. Thus, mankind has no role in determining his eternal fate. This idea became known as
‘predestination’. Augustine was firm in his beliefs. He believed that humans have free will,
but it had no impact on whether they are saved. Ultimately, the teachings of Pelagius were re-
jected by the Council of Carthage in 418 A.D. Interestingly, the Catholic Church never adopted
Augustine’s interpretation on salvation, and believed instead that salvation was a combination
of faith and good works. The debate continued. However, later Protestants, like John Calvin,
revived Augustine’s concept of predestination. The fact that Augustine silenced a rival and in-
fluenced Protestantism showed his great impact. No doubt, the Romans of his time took notice.

The Donatists were another group that threatened to splinter Christianity into separate
sects. The Donatists, named after a Christian man named Donatus, argued that a member of
the clergy that had either renounced their faith in a time of persecution, or had sinned in other
ways, could not be a member of the church. Thus, they could not give out the sacraments,
like the eucharist. They were worried that Christians taking part in this religious rite were not
getting the benefits of it, as it was done in an improper manner. So, in essence, the question
was, can a clergyman who has fallen from the church in some manner, give the sacraments?
Augustine argued they still could. In fact, the debates between the Donatists and Augustine
were legendary. Augustine did not relent on any of the issues. He argued persuasively and
with reason. His debate with the Donatists forever changed the identity and government of
the Church. The fact that he debated publicly the merits of Christianity could not help but be
influential to the scholars of Rome.

Augustine’s contributions to these discussions worked to sharpen the concept of "grace"
- the notion that God’s love for human beings is unearned, unmerited, and undeserved. God
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gives good things to people, not because they deserve it, but because He is generous.

The concept of "predestination" is both complex and misleading. No man can earn or
choose salvation from God: man is passive in this process, and God is actively giving the
salvation. But once God has given the salvation, man can become active, and choose to reject
the free gift. Involved here is a fine distinction between those instances in which the human
will is free, and those in which is determined. The discussions continue to this day about the
exact meaning of the word "predestination."

4.10.7 How Glorious Was It? (2010-11-30 18:57)

The political events which ended the reign of James II of England - he was overthrown in part
because he was Roman Catholic, and in part because he policy toward France was seen as
weakening England’s global power - laid the foundation for the American Revolution a century
later, and

was traditionally believed to derive much of its gloriousness from its absence of sig-
nificant bloodshed, except in Ireland (which, revealingly, was not thought to count),
a blessing usually put down to the fact that its central drama - the overthrow of James
II, England’s last Roman Catholic king - was essentially a conservative affair. Accord-
ing to this version of events, the replacement of James with the dual monarchy of
the Dutch prince William and his wife (and James’s daughter) Mary was an easy sell,
a restoration as much as a revolution, intended by a good number of its supporters
to return hallowed (if sometimes fictional) English liberties to their central place in a
constitution threatened by the newfangled ways of a monarch in thrall to a foreign
religion and, no less sinisterly, to the absolutist ideology of

France’s Louis XIV. Those who wanted to get rid of James II were revolutionaries, not in the
sense that they wanted to create a new form of government, but rather in the sense that they
wanted to return to an older form of government, which gave them all the rights and freedoms
in the Magna Carta. James II represented an absolute monarchy instead of the constitutional
monarchy which had given English citizens freedom for several centuries. The "Glorious
Revolution" - as it has been known ever since - did indeed overthrow the government,

but so far as possible (even during the tricky 1688–89 hiatus) it did so in a way that
was in accord with existing law — and who could object to that?

As Oxford’s Andrew Stuttaford rhetorically asks. Despite the relatively low body count, the
Glorious Revolution was indeed historically significant as the American Revolution which took
the same intellectual path, or the French Revolution which took the opposite ideology.

4.10.8 Augustine in a Nutshell (2010-11-30 19:14)

Augustine was an extremely influential thinker, writer, philosopher and theologian. He was
the man that synthesized many different elements of later Roman society, like classicism,
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stoicism, rationalism and Christianity. He sometimes called himself a Christian classicist,
and saw no problem with combining these terms. And by doing this, he appealed to a wider
group of Romans, especially the intellectuals, who finally found Christianity a rational belief
that was in concert with their own interests and ideas. Augustine was passionate about
God and Christianity, and expressed it with completely new methods. And yet, he went
back to the past to find elements that could tie in to Christianity. By doing that, he was
able to make Christianity a better fit and more comfortable for the Roman scholars. He was
able to remove their objections to Christian theology. The historian Albert Outler stated,
“Augustine has played a major role in every intellectual renaissance in the West since the
time of Charlemagne. There are Augustinian accents in modern philosophy, and, in a sense,
Augustine in the most influential contemporary theologian.”

It is no coincidence that Gregor Mendel (the geneticist) was an Augustinian scholar, as
was Thomas Bradwardine the physicist. The Augustinian notion that human reason is
powerful, yet susceptible to making mistakes, led to the modern concept of observational
science: first, the need to independently confirm observations and replicate them; second,
the identification of specific sources of experimental or observational error.

4.11 December

4.11.1 James Madison and Public Reason - The Basis for the U.S. Constitu-
tion (2010-12-01 10:41)

Just as Thomas Jefferson was the primary author of the Declaration of Independence, so James
Madison has often been called "the Father of the Constitution" - both men were implementing
a set of ideas into political realities.

To begin with, they wanted to dispel rumors about what the American Independence
movement was really about. A series of misunderstanding clouded then, and in some history
classrooms still clouds, the goals of the new nation.

One is that the Founders and the Constitution they created had a peculiarly mod-
ern and atomistic view of society. According to this myth, the Founders concerned
themselves not with the formation of citizens engaged in a common enterprise, but
with institutions that played individuals and interest groups off against one another
in order to prevent the dominance of one or another faction.

Such an understanding may well be part of twenty-first century politics, but it was not part of
Jefferson’s view, when he wrote: "Religion, morality, and knowledge, being necessary to good
government and the happiness of mankind, schools and the means of education shall forever
be encouraged." The understanding of democracy demanded that citizens be educated, not
only in the narrow sense of learning texts and facts, but also in the broad sense of developing
a moral and practical philosophy. If citizens are to vote, they need a set of intellectual skills
which will allow them to analyze complex debates about public virtue, and they need to have
developed an ethic and the self-discipline to follow that ethic. Such are the prerequisites for
a viable democracy. This also belies another misunderstanding of our constitutional system,
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which

suggests that the Founders (and Madison in particular) were guilty of anti-democratic
elitism,

as Bradley Watson of Claremont Graduate University explains. Although widespread, this
notion is undermined by the consistent expansion of suffrage and citizen participation in
government, an expansion which began immediately after the ratification of the Constitution
and continued steadily. One of the first steps of this expansion of broad-based was the Bill
of Rights itself: the ink on the Constitution was barely dry, and already the rights of powers
of the citizens over against the government were being expanded. A variation of this slander
against Madison

relies on the more positive but still distorting label of aristocracy.

On the contrary, James Madison, was

aman deeply concerned with the ideas of civic virtue, citizen character, and common
purpose, albeit in the service of the truly republican principles of the Declaration of
Independence,

and

was well aware that event he cleverest institutional mechanisms are not substitute
for the primary check on government: respectable public opinion. The spirit of a
regime - that which gives force and direction to its fixed constitutional principle -
is manifested and communicated in such opinion. The distinction between sound
and unsound opinion runs throughout the founding debates and is evidenced in the
structure of the Constitution itself.

At the core of American Independence movement

was the authority of the people and the sovereignty of informed public opinion. And
so in Madison we see clearly the extent to which America is based on far more than
the pursuit of self- or class-interest.

The "authority of the people" manifests an non-elitist and non-aristocratic outlook; the
"informed public opinion" shows how education and ethical reflection forms citizens and is
necessary for a sustainable democracy.
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The importance of maintaining the cool and deliberate sense of the community as a
governing force unites Madison’s thoughts and actions into a coherent whole.

In order to carry out the debates and discussions which power a democracy, one needs a sense
of community which is strong enough to patriotically bind together citizens who disagree. As
citizens are formed, they engage in these debates at a more civilized level. Perfection would
not achieved:

Madison rejected the idea of human perfectibility and the inevitability of progress
in human knowledge. And yet he was not pessimistic about man’s capacity for self-
government: If respectable collective opinion were allowed to operate, a free people
would be able to control their government and themselves.

The supreme focus of government is not its institutions and procedures, but a community of
virtuous citizens.

Madison never doubted the fundamental natural truth revealed to the modern mind
- that all men are created equal, and that consent to government is therefore q re-
quirement of justice.

An infrastructure which allows communication is necessary, but only as effective as the level
of ethical reflection in its supervisors. The participation of citizens is necessary, but only as
salutary as power of the character formation.

4.11.2 What Did Adam Smith Believe? (2010-12-01 11:53)

The personal religious beliefs - which are to be distinguished from the private religious beliefs,
if any - of Adam Smith are interesting for at least two reasons: first, because they shed some
light on his influential economic writings, and second, because Smith, aside from economics,
is worth studying, given his multi-disciplinary intellect and his engagement in cultural society
of some of the most brilliant minds of history. Kevin Williamson writes:

The exact range and character of Smith’s religious beliefs is the subject of some con-
troversy, and the path he took in negotiating what seems to have been the poles in
his religious universe - the radical skepticism of his friend David Hume and the Chris-
tian Stoicism of his mentor, Francis Hutcheson - is unknown to us. It is presumptuous,
and perhaps a little dangerous, to lean too heavily upon Smith’s religious beliefs to
draw conclusions about his economic analysis.

In any event, Smith seems to have been amember of the Presbyterian Church, gave generously
during his life, and left large sums of money to charity upon his death.
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4.11.3 Napoleon’s Big Mistake (2010-12-02 09:10)

The crushing defeat which Napoleon’s French army experienced in Russia is legendary: Tolstoy
wrote a novel about it; films have been made of it. But exactly how did this loss come about?
How did an allegedly "great" military leader like Napoleon end up so badly?

To begin, we need to examine two assumptions, as phrased by Joseph C. Goulden (from
the University of Texas):

that he was a consistently brilliant military general who ranks as one of the foremost
battlefield commanders in history, and that his most calamitous defeat, in his 1812
campaign in Russia, was chiefly a result of "General Winter," the fierce cold and snow
that caught his Grande Armee deep inside Russia, hundreds of miles from home.

Perhaps Napoleon wasn’t such an excellent commander, strategist, and tactician; and perhaps
the Russian victory wasn’t merely due to the weather, but rather to the skills of the Russian
military.

Napoleon made basic military blunders in the campaign, chiefly by overextending
his lines of supply and not providing the logistics necessary to support his army.

In a fight against lesser opponents, those blunders might not be fatal.

But the Russian high command contained intellectual generals who studied military
history and knew how to apply the lessons learned to the battlefield. The comman-
der in chief, Mikhail Kutnzov, shrewdly chose to avoid a set battle with Napoleon’s
superior force. Instead, he relied upon a tactic perfected centuries earlier by the Ro-
man general Quintus Fabius Maximus, who used small unit harassing actions to wear
down a larger enemy through attrition. The "Fabian strategy" worked to perfection
(and the concept survives today as part of special operations doctrine).

In addition to an intelligent and skillful leadership, the Russian military had another advantage:
horses. Dominic Lieven (from the London School of Economics) writes that:

immense herds dwelt on the steppe lands of southern Russia and Siberia,

and

In many years, the greatest hero of the Russian war effort in 1812-1814 was the
horse [which] fulfilled the present day functions of the tank, the lorry, the aeroplane
and motorized infantry.
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Goulden concludes that

Napoleon could not replace the thousands of horses he lost during the campaign;
hence Russian light cavalry relentlessly harassed his retreating columns.

A final Russian advantage was in the field of military intelligence:

Another area in which the Russians enjoyed an overwhelming advantage was espi-
onage. Czarist agents in Paris and elsewhere elicited intelligence from many levels
of Napoleon’s government.

As the tide turned, and Napoleon’s advance became a retreat, the war became one of attrition:

Once Napoleon was put on the run, he desperately fought major rear-guard battles
that further depleted his ranks. The Russians, meanwhile, put together a massive
logistics operation - 850 carts daily for food and forage, stretching back hundreds of
miles. Czar Nicholas and his advisers made an astute political decision: They were
not fighting "France" but Napoleon and his insatiable ambitions. His officers strictly
enforced an edict to troops to "preserve the strictest discipline and treat the civilian
population well." (One cannot resist comparing this conduct with the Red Army’s
brutality in the waning days of World War II.)

The Russian army of 1812/1814 understood what the Soviet-Russian army of 1945 did not: rap-
ing, torturing, and killing the civilian population, along with stealing their goods, burning their
houses, and creating famines by annihilating their farms and food supplies are non-productive
ways for occupying soldiers to behave. Even as the Russian army of 1814 crushed Napoleon’s
ego, it won the respect of the lands through which it fought. By contrast, the Soviet army of
1945 earned the contempt of the world by sadistically mistreating civilians.

The legendary proportions of Napoleon’s humiliation could, and have, filled books; but

one statistic suffices:Napoleon’s Grande Armee numbered 450,000 soldiers when the
campaign began. Only 6,000 returned home.

4.11.4 It’s Off to Work We Go! (2010-12-17 09:35)

The tension between the way elitists view work and a more moderate view of work runs
through history. The nobles of Athens viewed themselves as superior in all ways to their
slaves, and saw this superiority confirmed in the fact that the slaves had to work. Work was
one of the worst things that could happen to a person in the minds of the Greek aristocracy of
the classical era, and it was a badge of shame.
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By contrast, the emerging Judeo-Christian tradition saw something respectable in work.
The dignity of every human life lent itself to labor, and human effort dignified the task. Yale’s
Kenneth Latourette describes the attitude toward work among the monks of the early middle
ages:

The Benedictine rule and the many derived from it probably helped to give dignity
to labour, including manual labour in the fields. This was in striking contrast with the
aristocratic conviction of the servile status of manual work which prevailed in much
of ancient society and which was also the attitude of the warriors and non‑monastic
ecclesiastics who constituted the upper middle classes of the Middle Ages ... To the
monasteries ... was obviously due much clearing of land and improvement in meth-
ods of agriculture. In the midst of barbarism, the monasteries were centres of orderly
and settled life and examples of the skillful management of the soil. Under the Car-
olingians monks were assigned the duty of road‑building and road repair. Until the
rise of the towns in the eleventh century, they were pioneers in industry and com-
merce. The shops of the monasteries preserved the industries of Roman times ...
The earliest use of marl in improving the soil is attributed to them. The great French
monastic orders led in the agricultural colonization of Western Europe. Especially did
the Cistercians make their houses centres of agriculture and contribute to improve-
ments in that occupation. With their lay brothers and their hired labourers, they
became great landed proprietors. In Hungary and on the German frontier the Cister-
cians were particularly important in reducing the soil to cultivation and in furthering
colonization. In Poland, too, the German monasteries set advanced standards in
agriculture and introduced artisans and craftsmen.

In addition to being centers of learning, preserving the intellectual treasures of Greek and Ro-
man civilization, the monasteries were also centers of work, and of giving a value and meaning
to work. Here we see the emergence of notions which speak indirectly to human equality and
human dignity. This might perhaps explain why Europe didn’t embrace institutionalized slav-
ery to the extent that other continents did: European culture, and western civilization, could
not bring itself to believe that one man was inferior to others merely because he found himself
in the role of a manual laborer.
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5.1 January

5.1.1 Teddy Roosevelt and the Coin Controversy (2011-01-11 09:16)

The United States Congress has legislated that the phrase "In God we trust" is the official
motto of nation. After voting this into law, it has been re-approved every year, by both
Democrats and Republicans. It has appeared on coins and paper money for over a century.

From time to time, various political groups - communists, libertarians, left-wingers, and
atheists - have challenged the propriety of the motto, either in the press, or in court. Notice
that atheists are here categorized as a political group: in such a circumstance, it is not
philosophy which motivates, but public affairs.

Jews, Muslims, Christians, and others have been content with the motto because it is
sufficiently generic.

Perhaps a more interesting challenge to the motto came, not from an atheist, but rather
from religious Christian who happened also to be the President of the United States. Theodore
Roosevelt had long felt that placing God’s name on a coin was actually disrespectful to Him,
and for two reasons: first, because a coin is the object of greed and materialism; second,
because it had led to a number of jokes about politics, money, and banks.

Roosevelt, who had given several speeches urging the American public to read the Bible
regularly, saw his opportunity in 1907, when a new coin was being designed. He directed
the mint’s artist to omit the motto, which had been on coins for over fifty years by that time.
Public sentiment, the Congress, and eventually the Supreme Court would uphold the motto,
which remains the official expression of the government to this day.

5.1.2 Parallel Cases of Unintended Consequences (2011-01-12 09:48)

Sometimes unanticipated consequences are beneficial, as in the case of the medieval policy
of setting up large hunting reserves for the nobility, preserving green space, often as parks,
throughout England and other places in Europe. Sometimes unforeseen consequences are
harmful, such as the Islamic policy of exiling numerous philosophers, writers, and thinkers
during the Middle Ages, which led to a decline in scientific and technological advancement in
the Middle East regions. A third class of unexpected consequences create the very opposite
of the hoped-for effect: policies of the Czarist government of Russia in the late 1800’s were
designed to prevent any type of rebellion or revolution against the Tsar, but the harshness of
these policies in fact fueled the desire for such an uprising.

History is full of unintended consequences; two parallel cases involve efforts to reform
an organization which led to the unintended founding of new and different organizations.
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In 1517, Martin Luther did not intend to create a new church; rather, his intent was to
reform the existing church - to correct some of its errors and problems. The resistance of the
existing church led to the formation of what would become the Lutheran church.

Likewise, in 1775, the Founding Fathers of the United States did not begin with the in-
tent to form a new nation; rather, they (George Washington, Ben Franklin, Samuel Adams,
etc.) intended merely to procure their legal rights as Englishmen, and obtain their lawful
representatives in Parliament and the rights granted to them by the Magna Carta. It was the
resistance of the English government which ultimately caused the Americans to for a separate
nation.

The events for which Martin Luther and George Washington became famous were, there-
fore, unintended consequences!

5.1.3 Badly-Written History (2011-01-13 09:20)

Sadly, lots of good history is ruined by bad history books. The more interesting the historical
topic, the greater the chances that someone has written something rather ill-advised about it.
A recent mathematics textbook offered the following sidebar:

Most people have heard of Galileo, a colorful Professor of Mathematics at the Univer-
sity of Pisa. The final part of his career centred on an epic battle with the Spanish
Inquisition on the validity of the Copernican view of the solar system.

Read carefully, this paragraph offers a stunning paradox: Galileo, who lived in Italy and never
set foot in Spain, could not have had any meaningful interaction with the Spanish Inquisition!
The author clearly had some vague notion of a disagreement between Galileo and a religious
institution, but failed to check for any real facts.

It is true that Galileo, despite his sincere belief in the Roman Catholic faith, did attack,
not the faith, but rather the institution of the church. Despite his attacks on the church,
however, Galileo was never jailed, never tortured, never executed. He never received any
meaningful consequences for his actions.

The author of the math textbook ruined what could have been an interesting historical
sidebar, and instead offers us a comedy of errors.

5.2 March

5.2.1 American Religion? (2011-03-28 07:17)

Historians have spent thousands of hours, and gallons of ink, analyzing the religious beliefs of
the men who founded the United States of America: from Thomas Jefferson’s youthful embrace,
and later rejection of, deism to Washington’s spiritually-motivated decision to free his slaves;
from the traditional Christianity of beer-brewer Samuel Adams to the nontraditional theism of
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Thomas Paine; from Ben Franklin’s abandoning deism to author his own prayer book to the
religion of John Adams which sometimes placed more emphasis on the moral than the spiritual.

Although the Founding Fathers disagreed with each other, and historians disagree about
what the Founding Fathers meant and believed, one thing is clear: spirituality was central to
them as individuals, and to their process as a group in forming the nation via the texts of the
last few decades of the 1700’s. As Wayne Baker writes:

The one belief that unites our founders is the conviction that religion was the moral
backbone of the new republic. Only religion - whatever that religion might be - could
get people to rise above their self-interest and become citizens who cared about
others.

One the one hand, we might be tempted to express disappointment that the Founding Fathers
were often inclined to reduce spirituality to morality: to see religion merely as the path to civil
justice. On the other hand, we can be thankful that they saw this clearly - and created the
possibility for both liberty and honor.

5.3 April

5.3.1 Disproportionate Response? (2011-04-11 08:40)

Recent event surrounding the alleged burning of a Qur’an (Koran) by an American political
activist in Florida illustrate the dynamics of response to various cultural stimuli.

Terry Jones burned a copy of the Islamic text as a political statement. Debate continues
about whether his action was good or evil. In either case, however, his deed falls into a
context of public burning: in Islamic countries, flags and Bibles are often publicly burned as
an expression of intense hatred toward other cultures. America and Europe have long chosen
the tactic of not reacting, or under-reacting, to this hatred. We do see or hear protest or
outcry every time an American flag is burned in a Muslim nation, or when a Bible is defaced,
desecrated, or otherwise dishonored. The non-Islamic world sees such actions as expression
of thought, which - however distasteful - our notion of freedom allows.

By contrast, one single instance of a burning Qur’an is met with an amazing level of re-
sponse in the Islamic nations. Dozens of people were killed in rioting, and Hamid Karzai
demanded that the U.S. government punish Terry Jones for exercising his symbolic freedom of
speech. Indeed, Karzai went to great efforts to ensure that his Afghani subjects were informed,
in detail, about both the burning and Karai’s response to it. (Whether Karzai acted out of
Islamic piety or personal political calculation remains an open question.)

As the Special Assistant to the President and White House Communications Director noted,
many Muslims
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believe beheading or stoning is the right response to an insult to Islam. And not only
that.

Residents of Islamic nations who embrace Christianity face

the death penalty for apostasy and was forced to flee his own country. In some
Muslim countries, death is the prescribed punishment for Muslims who convert, for
Christians who seek converts and for any who insult Islam.

Remember that "insult" here includes political cartoons in newspapers, or making of documen-
tary films about Islamic culture’s treatment of women. Specifically, the former refers to Danish
sketches made in 2005 (an order was given for the artist to be executed by assassins); the
latter refers to the murder of artist and filmmaker Theo van Gogh in 2004. In these cases, the
principle is that Islamic culture sees killing as an appropriate response to words or symbolic
actions, while non-Islamic cultures respond to words and symbolic actions with opposing
words and symbolic actions. The one response is disproportionate, the other proportionate
and in kind.

Stoning is also seen as proper punishment for women who commit adultery. In Pak-
istan recently, the governor of Punjab and the Cabinet minister for religious minori-
ties, both Catholics, were assassinated. Why? Both had opposed a law under which a
Christian woman had been sentenced to death after some farmhands accused her of
blasphemy. The governor was murdered by his own bodyguard, who was then hailed
by 500 religious scholars who urged all Muslims to boycott the governor’s funeral cer-
emony, as he had gotten what he deserved. In the last two years, Christians have
been burned alive by Muslims in Pakistan, and by Hindu extremists in India. Christian
churches have been torched and scores of the faithful massacred on holy days in Iraq
and Egypt. Few of these atrocities have received

significant media attention. A second principle comes into play: words and symbolic actions
in non-Islamic cultures are scrutinized in the public media, while no questions are raised
about the propriety of words or actions in Muslim nations. An American who burns a Qur’an is
subject, at the least, to intense analysis and public rebuke, while deaths and death-threats in
Islamic nations pass with little notice.

Which brings us to a re-examination of the idea that America can help bring democracy
to the Middle East. First, we might ask if this is possible. Second, if it is possible, would these
nations use democracy to elect governments which restrict freedom rather than expand it?

5.3.2 Why the Hate? (2011-04-21 10:08)

The twentieth century was by far the bloodiest century in the history of the human race. (Let’s
hope that the twenty-first century is better!) What motivated the bloodshed of World War
One, World War Two, the Korean War, the Vietnam War, not to mention the Spanish Civil War,
and dozens of other armed conflicts? Historians identify a number of causes: nationalism,
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socialism, communism, and industrialism. (My hypothesis is that all wars are fought over three
things: land, money, and power.) Whichever cause you choose from this list, they all have a
common thread: they are all ideologies or motives which ignore one or more essential parts
of human nature, and which deny or ignore higher sources of meaning. Despite sometimes
high-sounding rhetoric or propaganda, these ideologies all flirt with nihilism. Dinesh D’Souza
writes

in the past hundred years or so, themost powerful atheist regimes— Communist Rus-
sia, Communist China, and Nazi Germany — have wiped out people in astronomical
numbers. Stalin was responsible for around twenty million deaths, produced through
mass slayings, forced labor camps, show trials followed by firing squads, population
relocation and starvation, and so on. Jung Chang and Jon Halli day’s authoritative re-
cent study Mao: The Unknown Story attributes to Mao Zedong’s regime a staggering
seventy million deaths. Some China scholars think Chang and Halli day’s numbers
are a bit high, but the authors present convincing evidence that Mao’s atheist regime
was the most murderous in world history. Stalin’s and Mao’s killings — unlike those
of, say, the Crusades or the Thirty Years’ War — were done in peacetime and were
performed on their fellow countrymen. Hitler comes in a distant third with around
ten million murders, six million of them Jews.

D’Souza does well to remind us that Naziism systematically removed all traces of religion
from German cultural life: buildings that had been churches were used as propaganda centers
for the Party; it was forbidden to read from the New Testament aloud in public; and symbols
such as crosses were removed and replaced with swastikas. Hitler could not tolerate the idea
that a Jewish Rabbi would provide benefits to all mankind by embracing the pacifism and
non-violence which Hitler hated. The Nazis worked to remove every trace of Christianity from
German life: they knew that Christians would not fit well into their plans to dominate the
world and carry out genocides. The few remaining Christians were forced into hiding, where
they organized underground resistance movements which would eventually save the lives
of thousands of Jews by smuggling them out of Germany to safety and freedom. They also
organized assassination attempts on Hitler.

So far, I haven’t even counted the assassinations and slayings ordered by other So-
viet dictators like Lenin, Khrushchev, Breszhnev, and so on. Nor have I included a
host of "lesser" atheist tyrants: Pol Pot, Enver Hoxha, Nicolae Ceaucescu, Fidel Cas-
tro, Kim Jong-il. Even these "minor league" despots killed a lot of people. Consider
Pol Pot, who was the leader of the Khmer Rouge, the Communist Party faction that
rule Cambodia from 1975 to 1979. Within this four-year period Pol Pot and his rev-
olutionary ideologues engaged in the systematic mass relocations and killings that
eliminated approximately one-fifth of the Cambodian population, an estimated 1.5
to 2 million people. In fact, Pol Pot killed a larger percentage of his countrymen
than Stalin and Mao killed of theirs. Even so, focusing only on the big three - Stalin,
Hitler, and Mao - we have to recognize that atheist regimes have in a single century
murdered more than one hundred million people.

The millions of deaths in the twentieth century - mankind’s bloodiest century - were fueled
by various ideologies which demanded that humans pay ultimate allegiance to political
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formulations and leaders. Such belief systems leave no room for devotion to any type of God.
Nationalism demands loyalty to the state; communism and socialism demand loyalty to the
collective plan; industrialism demand loyalty to financial profit. Anyone who would give loyalty
to God - and to His ideals of peace and non-violence - would run afoul of the ideologies which
created the most lethal wars in the history of the world.

Religion-inspired killing simply cannot compete with the murders perpetrated by
atheist regimes. I recognize that population levels were much lower in the past,
and that it’s much easier to kill people today with sophisticated weapons than it was
in previous centuries to kill with swords and arrows. Even taking higher populations
into account, atheist violence surpasses religious violence by staggering proportions.
Here is a rough calculation. The world’s population rose from around 500 million in
1450 A.D. to 2.5 billion in 1950, a fivefold increase. Taken together, the Crusades, the
Inquisition, and the witch burnings killed approximately 200,000 people. Adjusting
for the increase in population, that’s the equivalent of one million deaths today. Even
so, these deaths caused by Christian rulers over a five-hundred-year period amount
to only 1 percent of the deaths caused by Stalin, Hitler, and Mao in the space of a
few decades.

Communism, whether the Leninist-Stalinist version found in the old Soviet Union, or Mao’s
version in China, or Castro’s version in Cuba, or Pol Pot’s version in Cambodia, is explicitly and
essentially opposed to the freedom of religion. And in each case, mass killing was the result
of this attempt to exterminate man’s natural desire to think about the concept of God.

Can anyone seriously deny that Communism was an atheist ideology? Communism
calls for the elimination of the exploiting class, it extols violence as a way to social
progress, and it calls for using any means necessary to achieve the atheist utopia.
Not only was Marx an atheist, but atheism was also a central part of the Marxist
doctrine. Atheism became a central component of the Soviet Union’s official ideology,
it is still the official doctrine of China, and Stalin and Mao enforced atheist policies
by systematically closing churches and murdering priests and religious believers. All
Communist regimes have been strongly anti-religious, suggesting that their atheism
is intrinsic rather than incidental to their ideology.

Although the Nazis fought against the Soviet Union, and directed their propaganda against
various forms of Communism, they shared the Communist hatred of religion.

Nazism was a secular, anti-religious philosophy that, strangely enough, had a lot
in common with Communism. While the Communists wanted to empower the pro-
letariat, the Nazis wanted to empower a master race. For the Communists the en-
emy was the capitalist class; for the Nazis the enemy was the Jews and other races
deemed inferior. The Communists and the Nazis treated the Christian churches as
obstacles and enemies. Both groups proclaimed that they were engaging in revolu-
tionary action in order to create a new type of human being and a new social order
freed from the shackles of traditional religion and traditional morality.
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During the nineteenth century, the concept of "social Darwinism" led to the ruthlessness
that would characterize some elements of the next century. In order to regard humans as
expendable at the whim of circumstances beyond their control, it was necessary for social
Darwinists like Hitler to reject any notion of a Higher Power, e.g. God, who would endow
humans with any innate dignity or value.

If Nazism represented the culmination of anything, it was that of the nineteenth-
century and early twentieth- century ideology of social Darwinism. As historian
Richard Weikart documents, both Hitler and Himmler were admirers of Darwin and of-
ten spoke of their role as enacting a "law of nature" that guaranteed the "elimination
of the unfit." Weikart argues that Hitler himself "drew upon a bountiful fund of social
Darwinist thought to construct his own racist philosophy" and concludes that while
Darwinism is not a "sufficient" intellectual explanation for Nazism, it is a "necessary"
one. Without Darwinism, there might not have been Nazism.

What lesson can the twenty-first century learn, in order to avoid mass murder and genocide?

Whatever the cause for why atheist regimes do what they do, the indisputable fact
is that all the religions of the world put together have in three thousand years not
managed to kill anywhere near the number of people killed in the name of atheism
in the past few decades. It’s time to abandon the mindlessly repeated mantra that
religious belief has been the main source of human conflict and violence. Atheism,
not religion, is responsible for the worst mass murders of history.

5.4 October

5.4.1 Bush on Islam (2011-10-11 20:02)

In the days following the attacks of September 11, 2001, President George W. Bush gave
a number of important speeches. His words would set the tone for America’s response to
terrorists. In particular, he gave focus to a view of Islam as a world religion:

The face of terror is not the true faith of Islam. That’s not what Islam is all about.
Islam is peace. These terrorists don’t represent peace. They represent evil and war.
When we think of Islam, we think of a faith that brings comfort to a billion people
around the world. Billions of people find comfort and solace and peace.

President Bush’s words shocked many. Not only Americans, but all around the world, people
had associated Islam with violence and terror. Bush was challenging people to acknowledge
the peaceful face of Islam, and to acknowledge the existence of peaceful and moderate
Muslims.
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America counts millions of Muslims amongst our citizens, and Muslims make an in-
credibly valuable contribution to our country. Muslims are doctors, lawyers, law pro-
fessors, members of the military, entrepreneurs, shopkeepers, moms and dads. And
they need to be treated with respect.

In the weeks after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center, Bush went on to say that

the terrorists are traitors to their own faith, trying, in effect, to hijack Islam itself.

These statements by the President constitute an analysis of a religious faith, and, like any
analysis, must ultimately be subject to an objective judgment which will show it to be true or
false. Is President Bush correct in saying that Islam

teaches the value and the importance of charity, mercy, and peace.

or when he says that

All Americans must recognize that the face of terror is not the true face of Islam.
Islam is a faith that brings comfort to a billion people around the world. It’s a faith
that has made brothers and sisters of every race. It’s faith based upon love, not
hate.

and continuing to generalize that Islam is a religion of peace?

If President Bush is correct, then it would mean that not only are there moderate and
peaceful Muslims in the United States, which we already know, but that there might be
moderate and peaceful Muslims in other nations - and there are. But are there enough of them
to make a significant political difference? Are there enough of them to throw off the harsh
dictatorships which have oppressed nations in the Middle East for the last one thousand years?
This question takes the form, in the year 2011, of the so-called ’Arab Spring’ - the hint that
individual freedom might overthrow the orthodox Islam of the region: that personal liberty
might undermine the rigid control imposed by those Muslims who adhere to the teachings of
the Qur’an.

Could it be that nominal Muslims will generate a new wave of freedom and liberty in
the Middle East? We must watch and wait to learn the answer.

5.5 December

5.5.1 A Better Way (2011-12-14 09:47)

Although old textbooks still sometimes view feudalism in bad light, current scholars have
come to see how it provided a better societal structure than either the Roman Empire
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which preceded it, or the Renaissance absolutism which followed it. Feudal structures were
decentralized and therefore more flexible and responsive to local conditions; they involved
mutual obligation rather than autocratic authority, allowed for negotiated outcomes rather
than arbitrary decrees. Historian Irma Simonton Black writes that

In the High Middle Ages, the feudal systemworked like this. A great and powerful lord
loaned to one of his noble followers a tract of land to plant and to use. The follower,
or vassal, had to pay for the use of the land by furnishing fighting men when his lord
needed them. He promised loyalty by kneeling and placing his hands between those
of the lord. The vassal’s chief service was to fight for his lord, but in peacetime he
owed other services. Usually he attended his lord’s court for a certain time each year.
And he had to make a gift of money on special occasions such as the marriage of the
lord’s oldest daughter, or the coming of age of the lord’s oldest son.

Almost every lord was a vassal, and almost every vassal was a lord. There was only one
person in the entire nation who was not under a lord: the king or queen. But even the king or
queen did not have absolute authority; rather, he or she had to negotiate with lords, or barons,
of the nation. This prevented the despotic imperialism of Roman Empire from returning, and
prevented the absolutism of later ages from starting. Most vassals were also lords: as they
had pledged to help their lord, so their vassals had pledged to help them. Only the serfs had
no vassals below them:

Even the greatest lords were vassals of the king, who was in theory the owner of
all the land in the kingdom. The whole system was supposed to be an elaborate
network leading to the king. But in practice, the king was very often at the mercy of
his powerful vassals, who had their own armies an courts to compete with his.

To maximize freedom, it was necessary that the king or queen not be high above everyone
else in the society; otherwise, the royal ruler would be tempted into autocracy. The existence
of powerful nobles provided a sort of check and balance, or a division of powers.

A vassal inherited his his right to use land from his father, and in turn he passed it
on to his oldest son. In time, noble families forgot that their land had originally been
loaned to them by their lord. They held control over their enormous holdings and
administered them as their own.

Naturally, most of the economy revolved around agriculture. Although there were trades,
like working with wood and metal, and even banking systems, most people were involved in
farming. Most of the farming was done by serfs:

The main duty of a serf was to help his fellows take care of the noble’s broad fields.
In addition, nobles allowed their serfs little strips of land to plant for themselves. On
this they raised food for themselves and their families, and perhaps a little extra to
sell.
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Although serfs were economically dependent upon, and bound to, their lords, the ability to
raise extra crops to sell provided a measure of autonomy; the ability to raise crops to feed
their families provided a measure of motivation. This prevented Medieval Europe from facing
some of the agricultural problems which had faced the Roman Empire.

5.5.2 Socrates Exits (2011-12-20 09:52)

Among the earliest dialogues written by Plato are four which report the arrest, trial, and
execution of Socrates. Although they are more historical than some of Plato’s later dialogues,
and give up a relatively life-like impression of Socrates, we are hesitant to rely on their
details for factual history. And although they give us good examples of characteristically
Socratic argumentation, their philosophical valued is often sadly overshadowed by the drama
surrounding the death of Socrates.

The dialogue called ’Euthyphro’ recounts a discussion about the exact definition of ’piety’ -
placing the matter of precise definitions in the spotlight, typical for Socratic thought, and a
great contribution to the history of philosophy. Piety is central to the narrative across the four
dialogues, because one of the charges brought against Socrates, at least in Plato’s version of
the trial, is impiety.

Second in the series is the ’Apology’ - a defense speech made by Socrates at his trial.
Here the dramatic nearly drowns the philosophical. Important issues are raised, but the
dialogue is written in such a way that one wonders if Plato’s main purpose was to create
sympathy for Socrates, rather than ponder abstractions. The defense is not much of a defense;
Socrates continues his habit of critiquing or even insulting certain prominent Athenians, even
some who are part of his jury. One may speculate that Socrates wanted to be convicted. There
are good examples of ironic ’Socratic ignorance’ - a sort of epistemological humility - and he
accuses Athenians of loving money more than justice. He denies the charge of impiety, points
to the lack of any monetary gain from his activities, claims that he’s being accused because he
exposes the ignorance of others, shows that he lacks any motive for the additional charge of
corrupting his fellow citizens, and - intriguingly - speculates that the charges brought against
him may be a cover-up. Indirectly and implicitly, questions are raised about the democratic
government of Athens: can democracy be so good, if it yields the manipulated verdict for
Socrates? What might be covered up? This dialogue has been fuel for the view a Socrates as
a martyr for the cause of free speech, and for comparison with the trial of Jesus.

After his trial, Socrates awaits his execution in jail, which provides the setting for the di-
alogue called ’Crito’ - friends offer Socrates a chance to escape from prison and live elsewhere,
but he declines, not wanting to live the rest of his life as a fugitive. The dialogue wrestles
with the tension between deontological and teleological ethics, with definition of justice, and
with the search for a rationalist foundation for ethics. Several propositions contain embryonic
forms of a social contract theory. Socrates also advances a paternalistic view of government.
By declining the offer of escape, Socrates effectively chooses death a second time - the first
time having been his calculated behavior at his trial - and again invites comparison with Jesus.
The dialogues is structured nicely, inasmuch as one can list precisely the arguments given for
and against the notion that Socrates should escape.

Finally, the dialogue entitled ’Phaedo’ gives us a discussion of the immortality of the
soul, as Socrates faces his death. Here again the argumentation is definable, with four
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separate arguments for immortality.

These dialogues, taken as a group, do indeed offer some insight into the specific nature
of Socratic philosophizing, and raise powerful questions; the delivery is marred, however, by
Plato’s tendency toward drama. Later Platonic dialogues tend to be more sober, less popular,
and deliver a keener, more intelligent, philosophy.
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6.1 January

6.1.1 University Life in the Good Old Days! (2012-01-06 08:12)

What was it like to be at a university, when universities were still a new idea? The world’s first
university was up and running by 1088 A.D. in Bologna, Italy. How was it organized?

The early universities were very loose in structure, compared with the institutions of
later eras. The professors who taught there were very much "freelance" businessmen. If you
wanted to teach, you simply posted a notice about when and where you would be lecturing,
and what the topic of your lecture was. Students didn’t pay the university, but rather they
paid each professor individually. A professor could get a higher price for his lectures if he had
the reputation of being a good teacher. What helped him build that reputation? If his students
could pass the comprehensive examinations given by the university. In such as a system,
there was a great deal of freedom for both professors and students.

Eventually, both groups realized that they had something to gain by uniting. The profes-
sors formed a guild, much as other Medieval tradesmen (bakers and cobblers, for example)
did. Students formed unions. The guild for professors was called a collegium - the origin of
our words ’college’ and ’colleague’. The guild helped to stabilize prices and set standards for
what students could expect.

The student unions found that they could bargain lecture prices downwards when they
bargained as a group: a negotiating tactic which has many parallels. The students would also
boycott a certain professor’s lectures if his teaching was found to be defective. The student
body was self-governing: they wrote and enforced their own rules upon their fellow students.

The first generation of universities were independent of both ecclesiastical authority and
the power of nobles. They were organized and operated by laymen - by ordinary Christians,
not employees of the church. This led to a certain amount of speculative freedom in theology:
professors taught students from the text of Scripture - Hebrew and Greek - instead of from the
church’s interpretation of Scripture. In areas of politics, too, there was a chance to discuss
divergent views.

Eventually, however, the nature of the universities would change. Their success led to
growing numbers of students, and more universities, and the demand for more facilities. To
fund the infrastructure - libraries, dormitories, lecture halls, cafeterias - required more funding
than the freelance structure could provide, and so the universities looked for sponsors with
deep pockets. Most universities would end up being funded either by local nobility, or by the
church. If funded by regional aristocrats, the political teachings of the university might be
somewhat self-conscious in light of the view of the local duke, earl, or baron. If funded by the
church, the theology department might keep its speculations a bit more tame.

The university movement started in Bologna, and spread throughout Europe in a couple
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of centuries. A notable exception was Spain - of which Portugal was still a part - which lagged
behind the rest of the continent in terms of cultural development. It was still recovering from
the damage of several centuries of occupation by Islamic armies.

The university of Paris is often considered the high point of Medieval academic life. Founded
by William of Champeaux and Abelard of Brittany around 1170 A.D., it is an example of
the more developed stage of the university. Although William and Abelard are listed as the
’founders’ of the university, this is not entirely clear; like Bologna, the university in Paris
was formed in part by merging several older schools. In any case, it soon developed the
more formalized structure typical of the university after its founding phase. The teaching
faculty - the term magister was retained - was no longer purely freelance, but rather had
to be licensed to teach by the university. One the one hand, this helped to ensure quality;
on the other hand, it could generate a limiting force on academic freedom. The university
in Paris was organized around four faculties: theology, cannon law, medicine, and the arts.
’Cannon law’ is the body of regulations applying to those who work for the church. ’The arts’ -
or ’the liberal arts’ as we now call them - includes disciplines such as mathematics and physics.

The teaching methods of the university at this stage consisted of two main practices.
The first was dictation and lecture. The printing press, and the revolutionary changes it would
bring into intellectual life, had not yet been invented. (Gutenberg would do that in the 1400’s.)
Student brought large quantities of blank paper with them to lectures, sometime bound into a
book form, other times as loose sheets. The professor would read very slowly a text - perhaps
a couple paragraphs of Aristotle or Cicero - and the students would copy exactly what he said
(this was the ’dictation’). After the students had captured the text, the professor would then
go on to deliver what we would consider a normal university lecture about those texts, taking
questions at the end. Over the course of several years at the university, a student would
create for himself several books this way: the collected dictations and lecture notes. Since
it was impossible to buy textbooks (no printing press!), students literally had to make their own.

The second teaching method which dominated at the universities was debate. This was
crucial, not only to learning the subject matter at hand, but also to forming the creative
intellects which would make the major scientific discoveries of the Middle Ages. A debate
would begin with a question posed. Often it was in the form of a statement, and the implied
question following it was "is this true or not?" Students were assigned to prepare evidence for
the debate, and the professors acted as umpires or referees. A student, or team of students,
on one side of the question would offer data to support the statement - quotes drawn from
pagan philosophers, from Holy Scripture, and from the church fathers; evidence could also be
based on original reasoning from the students. On the other side of the question, the same
procedure was followed: students presented data to attempt to prove the statement false.
The professors judged the work according to the quality of the argumentation. After such a
debate, students then changed sides, and were required to argue in favor of the other view -
thus students became thoroughly familiar with both sides of the argument. This method was
used in teaching all subjects.

It can be seen how this type of instruction - requiring students to become familiar with
both sides of a dispute, encouraging them to develop sophisticated logic to out-maneuver
the students on the other side of the debate, and allowing them to use their own original
reasoning in addition to the data found in texts - created several generations of shrewd
and clever mathematicians, astronomers, philosophers, physicists, and theologians. The
large amount of intellectual creativity generated during the Middle Ages was responsible for
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advances and progress in various academic disciplines. The relative lack of progress made
in subsequent times (during the Renaissance) was hidden by the fact that the Renaissance
would claim as its own many of the intellectual creations properly belonging to the Middle
Ages.

6.2 February

6.2.1 How Long Do We Live? (2012-02-20 16:56)

Common wisdom tells us that in our era, people tend to live longer lives; a century or two ago,
life spans were shorter, and during the Middle Ages, they were very short. Right? Maybe not.
Our lives may not actually be that much longer than those of our ancestors.

How did the general impression arise that we now have much longer life spans? One of
the chief culprits is ignoring the difference between ’average life span’ and ’life expectancy’.
These two phrases sound similar enough that we care inclined to think that, because the
average life span in the Middle Ages was shorter than current life expectancy, we are living
much longer nowadays. A Washington Post article tells us that:

To hear that the average U.S. life expectancy was 47 years in 1900 and 78 years as
of 2007, you might conclude that there weren’t a lot of old people in the old days —
and that modern medicine invented old age. But average life expectancy is heavily
skewed by childhood deaths, and infant mortality rates were high back then. In
1900, the U.S. infant mortality rate was approximately 100 infant deaths per 1,000
live births. In 2000, the rate was 6.89 infant deaths per 1,000 live births.

To be sure, we are living longer. But the difference may not be as much as we think, given
the nature of the statistics. ’Average life span’ is what it seems to be: on average, how long
a person lives. But the phrase ’life expectancy’ is used to factor out infant mortality, and
unusual statistical hiccups reflecting large numbers of unexpected deaths: ’life expectancy’ is
how long a person will probably live, if she or he has made it through childhood, and if nothing
drastically unexpected happens (a war, a famine, a plague, or a hurricane); it’s an attempt to
capture a person’s natural life span. Declines in infant mortality have boosted average life
spans, but don’t really change life expectancies:

The bulk of that decline came in the first half of the century, from simple public health
measures such as improved sanitation and nutrition, not open heart surgery, MRIs or
sophisticated medicines. Similarly, better obstetrical education and safer deliveries
in that same period also led to steep declines in maternal mortality, so that by 1950,
average life expectancy had catapulted to 68 years.

Imagine the statistical skewing which would result from factoring out death deaths caused by
WWI and WWII. Those would be huge numbers. So average life spans in the Middle Ages might
seem short because they include the millions of deaths resulting from the Thirty Years’ War
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and the Black Death plague, but the life expectancy of twentieth-century populations factors
out the war casualties.

Statistics about life in the Middle Ages are to some extent guesswork; we can make
much more precise comparisons about recent decades. Were lives really that much shorter a
hundred years ago? Maybe not:

For all its technological sophistication and hefty price tag, modern medicine may be
doing more to complicate the end of life than to prolong or improve it. If a person
living in 1900managed to survive childhood and childbearing, she had a good chance
of growing old. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, a person
who made it to 65 in 1900 could expect to live an average of 12 more years; if she
made it to 85, she could expect to go another four years. In 2007, a 65-year-old
American could expect to live, on average, another 19 years; if he made it to 85, he
could expect to go another six years.

The lesson? Life in our era is, in some ways, very different than life in previous eras; but in
other ways, our existence isn’t that different. The task is to determine what the similarities
are, and what the differences. One of the similarities is life span: despite our mental images
of the previous eras, lives weren’t that much shorter in the past.

6.3 March

6.3.1 Cultural Success, Political Failure (2012-03-21 12:26)

When Karl the Great - often known as ’Charlemagne’ - united most of Europe into his empire,
and fueled a burst of education, art, and science which illuminated the intellectual climate
to the extent that some historians call it ’Carolingian Renaissance’, it would have surprised
most of his contemporaries to learn that within a few generations, his empire would crumble.
Although his academic impact would propel human learning for many centuries, his political
structure left something to be desired. Frederick Copleston writes:

The empire of Charlemagne turned out to be a political failure. After the emperor’s
death his dominions were divided. Further, a wave of invasions occurred. The year
845 witnessed the burning of Hamburg and the sack of Paris by the Northmen or
Vikings, while in 847 Bordeaux suffered a like fate. The Frankish empire was ulti-
mately split into five kingdoms, frequently engaged in war with one another. Mean-
while the Saracens were invading Italy and nearly captured Rome.

We see two forces arrayed against the Carolingian Dynasty: one internal, the failure to plan an
orderly succession which would keep the empire unified; one external, the Muslim Saracens
whose Islamic armies would attack Italy, Sicily, and along the Mediterranean coastline from
Spain to Greece.
A third force destabilized society: the corruption and destabilization of the Church. Long a
center of learning - the monasteries of the early Middle Ages housed the sum of Greco-Roman
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classical wisdom and literature - and a center of social support - food, clothing, vocational
training, and employment were offered freely to those in need - the Church was infiltrated by
those who were interested neither in rational reflection nor in social welfare. Pretending to
embrace the Christian faith, these spies insinuated themselves into the Church’s structure and
spread their unchristian activities from within:

The Church fell victim to exploitation by the new feudal nobility. Abbacies and bish-
oprics were sued as rewards for laymen or unworthy prelates; and in the tenth cen-
tury the papacy itself was under the control of local nobles and factions. In such
circumstances the educational movement inaugurated by Charlemagne could not
be expected to bear much fruit.

It would be decades before the intellectual engine of Europe would reach peak operating power
again: but when it did, the Scholastic philosophers of the High Middle Ages would lay the
groundwork for modern chemistry and physics as they turned human reason’s attention both
to nature and to the mind’s own processes.

6.4 April

6.4.1 Metternich, Kissinger, and Hitler (2012-04-17 06:51)

Why would a modern diplomat, the Secretary of State, at the end of the twentieth century,
bother investigating what an eighteenth century diplomat’s actions in the early nineteenth
century? In other words, why would Henry Kissinger, who was Secretary of State from 1973 to
1977, study the diplomacy of Metternich’s Congress of Vienna in 1814 and 1815?

Because the principles of international relations do not change, even if the settings do.
Writing about Kissinger, Robert D. Kaplan noted that

if the technology of war had changed, Kissinger implied, the task of statesmen re-
mained the same: to construct a balance of fear among great powers as part of the
maintenance of an orderly international system - a system that, while not necessar-
ily just or fair, was accepted by the principal players as legitimate. As long as the
system was maintained, no one would challenge it through revolution - the way Hitler
in the 1930’s.

Metternich is worthy of study: if peace is the goal of a diplomat, Metternich excelled. The
Congress of Vienna created a stable system that ensured peace for a century.

With the British Foreign Secretary, Viscount Robert Stewart Castlereagh, Metternich
built an order so ingenious that from 1815, the year of Napoleon’s defeat at Waterloo,
to the outbreak of the First World War, a hundred years later, Europe knew no major
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conflicts, with the exception of the ten-month-long Franco-Prussian War, in 1870-
1871. Thanks in significant measure to Metternich, who did everything in his power
to forestall the advent of democracy and freedom in the Hapsburg and Ottoman
Empires, Europe in 1914 saw peace and steady economic growth as natural and
permanent conditions. Europe had thus lost that vital, tragic sensibility without which
disaster is hard to avoid, and troops rushed onto the battlefields of Flanders in a fit
of romanticism.

In addition to the Franco-Prussian War, there was also the Crimean War, and a few other
conflicts - all of which, added together, were laughably small, compared two the horrors which
flank the century of peace: the 25 years of French Revolution and Napoleonic Wars at the
beginning, and World War One at the end.

Although Kissinger’s study of Metternich, published as a book with the title A World Re-
stored, is in no way about Hitler, the generalizations which he makes seem to implicitly reflect
Kissinger’s experience of Germany in the 1930’s:

Kissinger’s response to Munich and Nazism in A World Restored is pellucid. The key
word is "revolution," something that Kissinger’s experience as a youth, augmented
by scholarship, taught him to fear. Rapid social and political transformation leads to
violence, whether throughout the Europe of the early 1800’s, owing to Napoleon’s
aggression – itself a direct result of the French Revolution - or in the Germany of the
1930’s. Although the word "revolution" is applied to the America of the 1770’s ...
the cultural and philosophical awakenings among English settlers in America ... took
place over decades and were, in truth, evolutions. Iran did experience a revolution
in the late 1970s, as did Cambodia in 1975, China in the late 1940’s, and Russia in
1917.

Kissinger saw, as did Edmund Burke and others, that the American Revolution and the French
Revolution were fundamentally and essentially different - and latter marked out a path to later
be taken by Hitler, Stalin, Mao, and Pol Pot.

6.5 May

6.5.1 Utopia, Dystopia, and Irony (2012-05-26 13:30)

Great works have been written over the centuries, presenting themselves as blueprints for an
ideal society. The most obvious of these is Sir Thomas More’s Utopia, written in 1516. He
coined the word ’utopia’ - the literal meaning is ’nowhere’ - and used the book as a vehicle for
social criticism. He was preceded by Plato, whose Republic has, in its closing chapters, a plan
for the perfect society.
By contrast, 1984 and Brave New World are books in the category of dystopia: a world gone
wrong. Like utopian literature, dystopian literature can, and often does, serve as a vehicle for
social critique: these two titles are find fault with Soviet totalitarianism and with spiritually void
materialist consumerism respectively.
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While the message in dystopian prose is relatively clear, utopian works are more likely to be
misunderstood: otherwise sophisticated scholars have taken both Plato and Thomas More to
be serious social engineers, instead of seeing the irony with which both proposed their recipes
for ideal societies. Utopia and the Republic were not meant to be taken literally: as Aristo-
tle’s analysis quickly revealed, Plato’s proposed ideal society would be utterly impractical if
one attempted to implement it on a word-for-word basis; beyond being impractical, it would
be universally undesired (which parent would happily turn his child over to the state at birth?).
More’s Utopia was likewise not intended as a strict blueprint, but merely a hypothetical con-
struct designed to highlight certain flaws found in the society of More’s time.
By contrast, other utopian works are almost certainly intended as literal instructions. Both
Marx and Rousseau seriously considered themselves as giving a set of instructions for social
engineering. Both, when readers took them as seriously they hoped, led to disaster.
The common thread is a type of intellectual naivety: a literal reading of More and Plato naively
assumes that they saw themselves giving literal instructions, which Marx and Rousseau naively
thought that it was possible to give instructions which would successfully yield a utopia.
The opposite of such naivety is a sober realization that a perfect society is not possible in this
world, given that human nature is what it is: humans being flawed, any society composed of
humans will be flawed. To strive for the perfect society inevitably leads to a crash. It is more
practical, and more humane, to attempt to formulate a society which is good but not perfect,
i.e., to account for humans flaws rather to the try to eradicate them.

6.6 June

6.6.1 How and Why We Do History (2012-06-28 18:55)

A history book, properly constructed, consists largely of narratives. To be sure, it will contain
other things as well - raw data, maps, etc., and importantly, competing interpretations - but nar-
rative remains the centerpiece of history, despite the claims by some scholars that historians
should not present narratives.
When we do history, we are doing narratives. This is not the end of an explanation, but rather
the beginning of one. Wemust examine how and why we do history - how and why we construct
narratives. The methods and motives for telling about people, places, and events will shape
the competing accounts we place side by side.
The biographer Einhard, writing sometime after the year 814 A.D. about Karl the Great, is self-
consious about his process as he writes. Among the motives for his textual creation, he notes
that

it is also not completely certain that anyone else will yet report about these things.
And so I consider it better that these events be delivered to posterity in varying, if
also similar, portrayals, instead of allowing that the glorious life and the incomparable
and currently unrepeatable deeds of this most respected king of his time disappear
in the darkness of the past.

Among other possible motives, Einhard - also known as Eginhard - is concerned here to ensure
that data is not lost. Yet he also alerts us to ambiguity, before he even starts his actual narrative,
warning us that we will encounter "varying if also similar" accounts. He tells us that he has
more than one reason for constructing this biography:
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There are yet still further valid and, as I believe, sound reasons, and each of them
individually would have been sufficient to move me to the recording of this text:
there are above all the education, which King Karl gave to me during my childhood,
and also the lifelong friendship which bound me to him and to his children since my
arrival at court. Therefore I am rather obliged to him, and he has made me in life, as
in death, into his debtor. One could therefore properly call me unthankful if I silently
passed over this man’s great deeds, who rendered outstanding services to me, and
if I allowed that his life received no written appreciation or fitting recognition - as if
he never existed!

Einhard gives us an unusual explanation about the formation of his narrative. First, it is laced
with the technical vocabulary of mathematic logic - words like ’valid’ and ’sound’ and ’sufficient’
- which remind us that Einhard was a philosopher and theologian, and lead us to understand
that there is, at least in Einhard’s opinion, some deep internal logic informing his method and
motive. Second, Einhard does not shy away from forming a value judgment about Karl (also
known as ’Charlemagne’); an interesting tension exists between Einhard’s declaration that he
is willing to offer competing narratives, and his declaration that Karl/Charlemagne is a personal
friend and benefactor.
Perhaps Einhard is willing to risk presenting his reader with a somewhat unusual approach
because his logic demands that he consistently follow his premises through to their conclusions,
and that he clearly state both. In any case, he presents us with an unusually sophisticated
meta-level analysis of historiography.

6.7 July

6.7.1 Hobbes, Not Rights (2012-07-15 07:17)

Thomas Hobbes developed one of the sternest political philosophies on record. His major work,
The Leviathan, is careful to list the rights of the sovereign, i.e. the rights of the monarch over
his subjects, but lists no rights belonging to the ordinary citizens.
Why was Hobbes willing to sacrifice the rights of the subject - including himself, inasmuch as
he was not a member of the royal family? Hobbes had been witness in his lifetime to two major
bloody conflicts: the Thirty Years’ War (1618 - 1648) and the English Civil war. These conflicts
were perhaps a bit more cruel than the usual war, and left Hobbes haunted by the atrocities.
Historian Mark Levin writes:

Thomas Hobbes was a partisan of the English royalty who was appalled by the series
of civil wars between the English Royalists and Parliamentarians, religious turmoil,
and general anarchy that led to the execution of Charles I. He fled to France where,
in 1651, he wrote Leviathan, which was influenced by what he had observed and
experienced.

Hobbes generalized from his experiences and formed a hypothesis about human nature: he
thought that humans were by nature selfish and violent. He then reasoned that the only way
to ensure a peaceful and safe society would be to grant absolute, or nearly absolute, power to
the ruler, who would ensure that men behaved in a civilized fashion. Anticipating objections,
Hobbes believed that even a corrupt and evil ruler should retain absolute power, because to
overthrow him would be to risk something even worse - anarchy.
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Hobbes argued that as men live in a constant state of fear, anxiety, and conflict,
they could not be trusted to govern themselves. As such, a "Sovereign" must be
given absolute power over men ("Subjects") to protect them against themselves and
outside invaders (a Sovereign can either be a single person such as a Monarch, or
an assembly of men). The Sovereign was an all-powerful Leviathan - a totalitarian
state with a vast bureaucracy controlling the lives of its Subjects.

Given the precarious nature of human life without a sovereign to provide security, Hobbes
conceptualized absolute monarchy as a voluntary agreement: men would be willing to place
themselves under a nearly limitless government in exchange for the law and order that would
be imposed on society.

Submission to the Leviathan (or Commonwealth) mean transferring one’s rights to
the Sovereign. That way, Hobbes believed men could live in peace, stability, and
contentment. The rights transferred included, among others, the control of the judi-
cial system (what is right or wrong), control of the Subjects’ free will (what Subjects
could or could not do), control of Subjects’ possessions, (what goods the Subject
could enjoy), distribution of materials such as land, and control over foreign trade.
Hobbes described this relationship as a social contract or compact.

Hobbes was not the first to frame this relationship in terms of a contract. Plato had described
a contractual relationship between the individual and the state in the Crito. Nor was Hobbes
the last: a century later Rousseau would write a book with the title The Social Contract.
With what are we left, if we accept Hobbes and his logic? Hobbes unfolds a system of govern-
ment from the starting point of his version of the social contract. He describes it in the pages
of his book.

From Leviathan springs not a virtuous government protective of the civil society but a
totalitarian regime. As in Plato’s Republic and More’s Utopia, in Leviathan Hobbes re-
jects self-government because, he believes, the individual and man generally cannot
be trusted to govern themselves. Hobbes designs another inhuman utopian struc-
ture that devours the individual.

We face a paradox: we see human nature as deeply flawed (wars allow us no other inference),
and yet we see that to preserve man from his own nature, we should construct an inhumane
government which violates man’s liberties (the scheme of Hobbes). We are left with either evil
run rampant, or evil enthroned: a poor menu indeed.
Hobbes, however, may have found a way out. After writing most of the Leviathan, he added
the seldom-read last chapters, in which he hints at solution: if the source of the problem is
human nature, perhaps we can patch that nature. If we can counteract or counterbalance the
evil found in men by nature, then the possibility of peaceful and secure self-government will
arise.
The solution, Hobbes intimates (he does not explicitly write this), lies in the realm of things spir-
itual. Meditation on sacred text and the activities of worship might cancel out or compensate
for the flaws in human nature. If a society grooms its spiritual side, men may become suitable
to engage in self-government. After having shown us why men’s imperfect nature precludes
self-government, Hobbes alludes to a course of action which might offset that corrupt nature
and open the pat to self-government.
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6.8 August

6.8.1 Women Affirmed (2012-08-31 13:43)

The early Roman Empire - the Pax Romana in which Rome’s internal competing political am-
bitions stopped boiling over into civil war, even if there was constant military skirmishing on
the borders of the empire - provided the stability needed for the foundation of a new faith:
Christianity.
Paradoxically, Rome’s steadiness was the incubator for this emerging worldview even as
Rome’s government sought to exterminate it: for the first three centuries of its existence,
Christianity was illegal in the empire, persecuted, and without political or economic clout. Tens
of thousands of Christians were beaten, tortured, jailed, and killed.
Yet this new belief grew, steadily and powerfully. There are many reasons why it expanded so
heartily. One of them is its affirmation of woman. In the pagan conception, native to Rome, it
was quite debatable whether women were human, and if they were, whether they were fully
so. By contrast, Jesus was content to conduct a spiritual dialogue with a woman, on the same
terms as he discussed with a man.
Women were not only admitted and tolerated within Christianity, but influential. The Roman
governor Pliny the Younger, whose job was to rule Bithynia on behalf of the emperor Trajan,
was confused to discover, upon investigating the local Christian group, that they were were
led by "two slaves who were said to be deaconesses." To Pliny’s Roman sensibility, it defied
reason that a free male citizen would voluntarily join an organization in which he would be
placed under the authority of a female.
Historian Helga Harriman, recounting how women took such leading positions in the church -
which met, in most places, in secret - notes that whatever types of leadership roles women
had in the early Church,

they were active participants in it. Jesus himself was surrounded by them. One of his
most faithful followers was Mary Magdalene, later revered as a repentant prostitute,
although the Bible does not specify details about her life. She was among the women
who discovered the empty tomb of Jesus and first witnessed his resurrection from the
dead. Paul also had contact with many women in his missionary work.

There are some gaps in our knowledge of the details about women’s leadership in the early
Church. In one of Paul’s letters, "he mentions over 30 persons who" administered "the Church
in Rome. About half of them are female."
Paul’s letters can be interpreted variously as liberating women from patriarchal society or as
repressing them under male authoritarianism. Mary Magdalene remains enigmatic, and the
most honest thing we can say about her alleged prostitution is that the evidence is weak to
non-existent, and we simply don’t know if she was or was not a prostitute. In any case, what
actually matters is that she has an important role in the canonical text of the four gospels.
Although speculations about Paul’s feminism or misogyny, or about Mary Magdalene’s pre-
conversion employment, are tantalizing, they are also beside the point. That women were
attracted to the new faith, that women had leadership roles inside the early church, and that
these two factors encouraged each other, is central to the narrative.
146 ©2021 humanities-notes.blogspot.com



6.9. SEPTEMBER BlogBook

Why would they have been attracted to this new and tiny cult? Of overriding impor-
tance was the fact that the Christian message was directed toward women as well as
men. The doctrine that immortality was within the reach of all who accepted Christ
Jesus had wide appeal for both sexes, but women in particular must have appreciated
the teaching that they were equal to men in spirit.

In practice, of course, the theoretical equality between men and women was sullied by the
pagan Roman culture which surrounded the early church. The church failed to give women
perfect equality. But they were treated better than any other institution had ever treated them
before, and they joined by the millions.

6.9 September

6.9.1 Finding Troy (2012-09-30 14:35)

Homer’s Odyssey and Iliad have long been popular books, but by the 1700’s, historians had
begun to look at them as purely fictional. Professors thought that there had never been a city
called Troy, or a war between it and Mycenaean Greece.
A scholar named Heinrich Schliemann startled the researchers of the world with proof that Troy
was, in fact, exactly what and where Homer wrote that it was. Schliemann was a traveller, a
brilliant linguist, and an archeologist. Having become wealthy in the business world, he was
able to finance his own expeditions. Given the views of universities of that time, none of them
would have financed an expedition to find Troy.
Between 1870 and 1890, he conducted a series of excavations at the site he considered to be
Troy. He arrived at that location by carefully analyzing Homer’s description of the landscape,
and his description of the sea voyages made across the Aegean by characters in the Odyssey
and Iliad.
Schliemann found Troy. Scholars now generally agree that his discoveries attest to narratives
of the Trojan War. The traditional account, as found in Homer and other ancient sources, is
largely accepted as historically accurate.
A corollary of Schliemann’s work now guides contemporary archeologists: ancient texts often
provide accurate guidance for finding and excavating historic sites, and such texts should not
be rejected as fictional unless the reader is forced beyond any reasonable doubt to do so.

6.10 November

6.10.1 Zeno of Citium (2012-11-29 16:22)

Zeno of Citium - not to be confused with Zeno of Elea! - had an impact on culture, religion, and
philosophy far beyond the time and space he occupied during his life. Born approximately 336
B.C. in Citium, a Phoenician city on the island of Cyprus, he would have been familiar with both
Greek and Phoenician cultures and languages, although to which extent we cannot say with
certainty. An experienced merchant, he was shipwrecked on the Greek coastline near Piraeus,
and ended up in Athens around 312 or 314 B.C. (he was apparently on a mission to transport
purple dye from Phoenicia). His family of origin seems to have been populated with merchants.
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There is some ambiguity about the details of his life. The exact dates of his birth and of his
arrival in Athens are not precise. Some scholars suspect that he may have traveled to Athens
voluntarily, instead of being shipwrecked. There are accounts that he may have been sold
into slavery for a brief time, and his freedom regained when a friend purchased it for him. For
philosophical purposes, however, we do not need such biographical particulars. What interests
us most about Zeno of Citium is his ideas.
In any case, he was in Athens around the age of 22, penniless. Several vignettes describe
his entry into philosophy: in one of them, Zeno frequents a bookstore, and is drawn to the
works of Socrates - by which we must understand the works of Plato. When Zeno expressed
an interest in meeting thinkers like Socrates, the shopkeeper directed him to Crates the Cynic.
Zeno got his start in philosophy with Crates, and there are certain clear similarities between
Zeno’s Stoicism and Cynicism. It was probably while working with Crates that Zeno wrote his
Republic, not to be confused with Plato’s book of the same title.
Eventually Zeno’s school of philosophy became distinct from Cynicism. Perhaps originally cited
as ’Zenonians’ by contemporaries, Zeno’s students soon became known as ’stoics’ because
Zeno lectured from the Stoa Poikile or ’painted porch’ in the agora or marketplace in Athens.
This distinction seems to have been in place starting around 300 B.C.
Given the fragmentary nature of the direct textual evidence about Zeno, early Stoicism appears
as a hodgepodge of concepts. In part, Zeno’s Stoicism - which must be clearly distinguished
from later Stoicisms - can be negatively defined, inasmuch as he consciously contrasted himself
to other philosophies.
While Epicurus, who’d gained attention around 306 B.C., built his Lebensphilosophie around
the concepts of randomness and pleasure, Zeno organized his philosophy of life around an
orderly universe governed by the laws of nature and around individual goodness attained by
practicing virtue. The concept of Natural Law will be central to Zeno’s Stoicism.
In a deliberate contrast to Plato’s Republic, Zeno’s book seems anarchistic or libertarian: he
envisions a society with no currency or money; his understanding of God excluded the need
for temples; he posits that a truly rational society, composed of rational individuals, will also
not need a legal system or courts of law. Like Plato’s book, Zeno’s text raises the question
of whether the author envisioned these as concrete suggestions for practical concrete imple-
mentation, or whether he considered his ideal to be unreachable perfection, presented as an
abstract example of his values, but not as a blueprint for social engineering.
Many accounts describe Zeno as ugly and ascribe eccentric behaviors to him; one account
implies that Zeno was overly conscious of social propriety, a quality of which Crates tried to
cure him by publicly causing him to be doused with lentil soup. Such apocryphal narratives
are entertaining, but their accuracy may be in doubt; some contradict each other: one reports
that Zeno associated mainly with the undesirable residents of Athens, while another relates
that he was highly honored by the city. Again, while enjoyable, such details are philosophically
uninteresting.
Much of what we know about Zeno’s doctrines comes from later Stoics and some historians;
the imprint of Crates and the Cynics is clear in Zeno’s thinking. Zeno presents us with an early
version of Natural Law theory: it is in the structure of the universe itself that good and evil,
right and wrong, are to be understood. To be good or right is to be in harmony with the nature
of the universe. Later Stoics will sharpen the idea that the universe may be an organism, a
living thing, a mind.
A few astronomical breakthroughs are ascribed to Zeno, along with that fatalism and accep-
tance which are characterized by the non-philosophical use of the word ’stoic’.
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Zeno died around 256 B.C., allegedly after interpreting a minor accident as a sign from the
universe that it was time for him to die.

6.11 December

6.11.1 The Crusades Begin (2012-12-07 09:54)

Most historians cite the year 1095 A.D. as the start of the Crusades. This is generally accurate,
but several qualifications must be added. First, the concept of a military counterattack into
Islamic lands was indeed first proposed in 1095, but no concrete action was taken until 1096.
Second, although the term ’Crusades’ is usually used in the plural - historians identify variously
six or nine or some other number of allegedly distinct Crusades - the counterattack begun in
1096 was arguably one long action. As scholar Harold Lamb writes,

historians have picked out six of the crises of this conflict and have named them the
six crusades. In reality it was all just an ebb and flow of the conflict begun by

Islamic attacks against Europe as early as 711 A.D., when Muslims invaded Spain, almost four
hundred years prior to the so-called Crusades. After decades of coastal raiding, Islamic armies
invaded Italy in 841, and occupied portions of the Italian peninsula for several decades. Mas-
sive Muslim armies attempted to invade France in 732, but were repelled by the soldiers under
the command of Charles "the Hammer" Martel. Repeat attempts to invade France over the
following two centuries alternated with decades in which the Muslims were content to loot and
pillage French coastal cities, but not permanently occupy them.

Third, an emphasis upon the concept of counterattack, i.e., a largely defensive maneuver,
must be understood as central to the Crusades. Although the Islamic occupational armies
were pushed out of Italy by 884, as historian Will Durant notes,

their raids continued, and central Italy lived through a generation of daily fear. In
876 they pillaged the Campagna; Rome was so endangered that the pope paid the
Saracens a year bribe of 25,000mancusi (c. $25,000) to keep the peace. In 884 they
burned the great monastery of Monte Cassino to the ground; in sporadic attacks they
ravaged the valley of the Anio; finally the combined forces of the pope, the Greek
and German emperors, and the cities of southern and central Italy defeated them on
the Garigliano (916), and a tragic century of invasion came to an end. Italy, perhaps
Christianity, had had a narrow escape; had Rome fallen, the Saracens would have
advanced upon Venice; and Venice taken, Constantinople would have been wedged
in between two concentrations of Moslem power. On such chances of battle hung
the theology of billions of men.

In 1095, Islamic armies still occupied Spain; Muslim raiders were still sacking coastal cities and
island around the Mediterranean; Islamic pirates were still marauding among cargo ships in the
Adriatic and Aegean. By 1095, Europe had endured almost 400 years of continuous attacks.
The time to do something about it had arrived.
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6.11.2 An Odd Type of Democracy (2012-12-21 09:30)

Pure democracy is very rare, and usually unsuccessful; for this reason, history admits more
often of republics. But the democratic principle takes many forms. One of the strangest is when
a nation votes to give its monarch the right to veto its vote. This is a political paradox: voting
to ensure that the voting does not ensure anything. The English newspaper The Independent
reports:

Citizens of the Alpine tax haven Liechtenstein gave their reigning prince a resounding
vote of confidence yesterday in a referendum which flatly rejected attempts to curb
royal power in one of Europe’s most undemocratic countries.

Although The Independent editorializes that the Liechtenstein is "undemocratic," it seems that
it was a thoroughly democratic process by which the citizens of that nation chose to give their
monarch near-absolute powers.

Proposals to strip Liechtenstein’s Prince Hans-Adam II, 67, of his power of parlia-
mentary veto were opposed by 65 per cent of the country’s 36,000 subjects in a
referendum organised by pro-democracy campaigners.

The results of this election appear unambiguous. Onemight well wonder why the citizens would
vote to render their votes powerless. Perhaps, while each voter trusts his own judgment, most
of the voters do not trust the judgment of most of the other voters.

Only 15 per cent voted in favour of the proposal. Sigvard Wohlwend, one of the or-
ganisers of the referendum, said he was disappointed by the outcome. He described
the prince and his son, Crown Prince Alois, 43, who has been acting in his father’s
stead since 2004, as "the most powerful monarchs in Europe."

Although living under nearly unrestrained royal power, the citizens of Liechtenstein enjoy a
great degree of freedom - understood as the usual mix of civil rights and human rights: free-
dom of speech, freedom of the market, freedom of religion, freedom of press, freedom to
assemble, property rights, and low taxes. Many countries with elected governments have, at
least according to international "watchdog" organizations, less freedom.
Again quoting Mr. Wohlwend, The Independent continues:

He said the prince of Liechtenstein held the absolute right to veto any decision taken
by the parliament and people. "No judges can be appointed without the approval of
the prince," he added.

If, with John Locke, we say that a government derives its legitimacy from the consent of the
governed, then the monarch of Liechtenstein is legitimate in his claim to be able to veto the
results of a popular vote by his subjects, or able to veto a decision made by their elected
representatives.
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7.1 February

7.1.1 Voltaire contra Atheism (2013-02-28 14:36)

Like many thinkers during the Enlightenment era, Voltaire held beliefs which were nuanced and
complex. Such beliefs are commensurate with his powerful intellect, but have the disadvantage
of being easily misunderstood, and sometimes deliberately misunderstood.
Voltaire was a constant and sharp critic of the Roman Catholic church, and of organized religion
in general. He ridiculed some religious leaders as hypocrites, and others as simply stupid. He
believed that the Bible - the Old and New Testaments - was a flawed book.
Consistent in his critique of all forms of organized religion, Voltaire’s play Mahomet is his ren-
dering of an episode in the life of Muhammad. He shows him to be "the founder of a false and
barbarous sect," and the plot reveals "the cruelty and errors of a false prophet." The play is
primarily an evaluation of Islam, but secondarily an estimation of all institutional religion.
But Voltaire was no atheist. Many readers have mistakenly assumed that his antipathy toward
spiritual traditions implied atheism, and many scholars have fostered that misunderstanding
by suppressing portions of Voltaire’s own writings. British philosopher Alfred Jules Ayer notes:

Voltaire was not himself an atheist but a deist. He thought that he had rational
grounds for the belief that there is a necessary eternal supreme intelligent being, by
whom the universe is governed. He did not consider it demonstrable that there is
such a being, but he thought it vastly more probable than the alternative hypothesis
that the order which is discernible in the world and the intelligence and sensitivity
which are exhibited not only by human beings but also by many species of animals,
are the product of an ultimately fortuitous collection of material atoms. In short, he
accepted what is most commonly known as the argument from design.

Voltaire saw belief in God, not as a result of tradition, nor as the result of a divine revelation,
but rather as the reasonable conclusion. He found that it was logical to believe in God, just as
he found it logical not to accept churches or organized religions. In response to Blaise Pascal,
Voltaire wrote:

Simple reasoning will afford us proofs of the truth of the creation; for when we per-
ceive that matter cannot exist, move, etc. of itself, we readily come to know that
it must have been assisted; but we can never discover by the bare help of reason,
how a body which we see continually subject to change, is to be restored again to
the same state as it was in at the time it put on that change: neither will reasoning
satisfy us how a man could be produced without the seed peculiar to his species.
Hence it follows, that the creation is an object of reason.

Voltaire, however, did more than simultaneously criticize religion and assert the existence of
God. He also was actively critical of atheism.
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It is at this point that the career of Voltaire and the career of the German poet Johann Wolfgang
von Goethe are tangential to each other. Voltaire, who was born in 1694 and who died in 1778,
was older than Goethe, who was born in 1749. When Goethe was a university student, he
was an admirer of Voltaire’s work. Goethe studied at Leipzig from 1765 to 1768, when he was
between 16 and 19 years old; Voltaire would have been between 71 and 74 years old during
that time. Additionally, Goethe studied at Strasbourg from 1770 to 1771; he was between 21
and 22 years old then, and Voltaire was between 76 and 77 years old. The young Goethe saw
the aging Voltaire as an example of intellectual courage. Goethe relates how Voltaire did not
surrender to the increasingly vicious attacks of the atheists:

Those principles, for which he had stood all his life, and to the spread of which he
had devoted his days, were no longer held in honour or esteem: nay, that very
Deity he acknowledged, and so continued to declare himself free from atheism, was
discredited.

Even as Goethe praised the courage with which Voltaire resisted the efforts of those who would
"discredit" the concept of God, he also was disappointed in Voltaire’s continued attacks on
religion.

Voltaire’s factious dishonesty and his constant perversion of noble subjects became
more and more distasteful to us, and our aversion to him grew daily. He seemed
never to have done with degrading religion and the Holy Scriptures on which it rests,
for the sake of injuring priestcraft, as they called it, and had thereby awakened in
me feelings of irritation.

In a bizarre turn of events, Voltaire’s devotion to God and hatred of the church led him to
comment on fossils. Because the fossil record suggests that there was a major flood which
covered most of the earth’s surface at one time, Voltaire rejected the veracity of the fossil
record. Voltaire wanted to demonstrate that there had been no flood, because he wanted
to undermine the authority of the Old Testament. To deny the evidence presented by fossils,
however, took arcane reasoning. Goethe recounts:

when I now learned that, to weaken the tradition of a deluge, he had denied the
existence of all fossilized shells, and admitted them only as lusus naturae, he entirely
lost my confidence; for my own eyes had shown me on the Bastberg, plainly enough,
that I stood on what had been the floor of an ancient sea, among the exuviae of its
original inhabitants. These mountains had certainly been once covered with waves,
whether before or during the deluge did not concern me; it was enough that the
valley of the Rhine had been one vast lake, a bay extending further than eye could
see; no amount of talk could shake me in this conviction. I hoped, rather, to extend
my knowledge of lands and mountains, let the result be what it would.

Voltaire created enemies on both sides: atheists attacked him relentlessly, because he firmly
believed in the existence of a creating and logical God; Christians were disappointed in the
extremism of his attacks on anything connected with traditional religion.
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7.2 April

7.2.1 The Origins of the Modern German Nation-State (2013-04-21 19:17)

As a territorial nation-state, Germany is one of the youngest countries in Europe. Germanic
culture and language go back thousands of years in history, but it was only in 1871 that the
independent kingdoms and city-states were formally joined together in a political process. Ger-
man unification had been discussed since the time of Napoleon - and even earlier - but a num-
ber of obstacles prevented it from happening. One question was about whether there would
be a Großdeutch or a Kleindeutsch unification - a ’Greater Germany’ including Austria, or a
’Little-German’ Empire without it.
The earliest hopes for German unification came from the political left, but it would finally be
accomplished by the political right. Historian Herbert Schnädelbach writes:

The subsequent foundation, by Bismarck in 1871 and under Prussian leadership, of
a ’Little-German’ Empire (that is, one which excluded the Germans of Austria) was
preceded by a long period of reaction to 1848, marked by the imposed constitution
of 1850 in Prussia and neo-absolutism in Austria, and by the period of what Prussian
official history described as ’wars of unification’ - the conflicts with Denmark (1864),
with Austria and its allied South German states (1866) and with France (1870-1). As
a result, Bismarck was able to have the Prussian King proclaimed as German Em-
peror in Versailles and without participation by the bourgeoisie. German unity was
not established in the sense of the political demands of the years before 1848. The
German national state was a result of a policy imposed from above, a policy, in Bis-
marck’s words, of ’blood and iron’, and this was also one reason for the rejection by
many intellectuals of this solution of the national question. For the most part, the
bourgeoisie made its peace with this ’Little-German’ or Prussian Empire, which rep-
resented, constitutionally speaking, a compromise between absolute monarchy and
the principle of popular sovereignty: the Imperial constitution was more democratic
in several respects than the constitutions of the German Confederation, for instance
in regard to universal suffrage.

The uneasy cooperation from the political left ended with World War One, and the Prussian
monarchy was no longer in charge of the Empire, which then became a republic. As the left tol-
erated the Empire until 1918, the right tolerated the Weimar Republic until 1933. This internal
tension was exploited by Hitler and the Nazis, who were neither traditional imperial conserva-
tives nor Weimar-style leftists. Detested by both the right and the left, Hitler promised enough
to both sides: "German nationalism" to the right, "Worker Socialism" to the left. The official
name of the party reveals this insincere and internally contradictory set of parallel promises:
"the National Socialist German Workers Party" - notice how ’national’ and ’German’ alternate
with ’socialist’ and ’worker’ - a stew of rightist and leftist vocabulary. Both sides thought that
perhaps uneasy cooperation would again be the best path. Both sides came quickly to under-
stand that they had been duped - but too late.
Hitler’s government ruthlessly stamped out any sense of a private sphere. In any meaningful
sense, there were, after 1933, no private schools or private medical practices. The government
either owned or extensively regulated industrial and banking enterprises. The freedoms which
had been preserved under uncomfortable compromises - the imperial era and the Weimar era
- were gone.
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7.3 May

7.3.1 Cyrus: Building an Empire (2013-05-26 09:09)

During the time of Cyrus, Persia went from being a regional national kingdom to being an
international empire. Cyrus was not the first king of Persia, and he was not even the first
Persian king with that name: although often cited as simply ’Cyrus,’ he was more accurately
Cyrus II. He was named after his grandfather, Cyrus I. The generation between Cyrus I and
Cyrus II was Cambyses: Cambyses was the son of Cyrus I and the father of Cyrus II. Historian
John Lee writes that Cyrus accomplished much in

a brief but crucial era of four decades, from 560 to 522 B.C., during which time the
Persian kings Cyrus and Cambyses assembled a world-spanning empire. Scholars
and others often ask what causes historical change: Do great men and women shape
history, or are deeper societal processes and currents responsible, including the lives
of those who may have shaped history but are not recorded by it? The likely answer
is that we need to combine these perspectives to gain a true understanding of the
past.

Cyrus came from Anshan, a city, or city-state, in southwestern Persia, on the coast of the
Persian Gulf. Anshan was part of a larger region, Elam, which extended along the Persian Gulf
from Anshan to Susa.

The founder of the Persian Empire was Cyrus of Anshan, who came to the throne in
559 B.C. Anshan was a kingdom of Elamite origin that lay in the modern province of
Fars in southern Iran.

Many accounts refer to Cyrus’s empire as the "Empire of the Persians and the Medes." To which
extent was this was a willing merger of equals? Or did the Persians dominate the Medes?
Culturally and linguistically, the Medes and the Persians, while distinct, were also similar, and
for many historical purposes, we can tolerate conflation and continue to use the concept of
"Medes and Persians" without precisely untangling them. In some segments of time, the two
groups were largely geographically coextensive. The Zagros Mountains run parallel to the
coastline of the Persian Gulf, a few miles inland.

The first stages of Cyrus’s reign are difficult to recover. Possibly his first move was
to reconquer the old Elamite city of Susa. That victory may brought him into conflict
with the Medes in the central Zagros. Babylonian chronicles record wars between
the Medes and Anshan in the later 550s.

Cyrus was a political genius, inasmuch as he knew how to accumulate the cooperation and
even loyalty of those whom he had conquered. Ecbatana lies northwest of Susa; by making
Ecbatana one of Persia’s capitals, Cyrus gave the Medes a sense of ownership in the larger
empire.

Cyrus ultimately conquered the Medes but then made sure to present himself as a
legitimate Median king. He honored the former Median king, Astyages, and perhaps
married one of his daughters. Ecbatana, along with Susa, became an important
Persian administrative center.
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The western extreme of Cyrus’s empire was Turkey, also known as Anatolia or Asia Minor. By
advancing westward across the Halys River, also known as the Kızılırmak River, Cyrus planted
Persian outposts in Ionia, which is the western coast of Turkey. The Halys is roughly in the
middle of Anatolia. Here the Persians encountered both Greeks, who’d formed colony cities in
Ionia, and Lydians. Lydia was a region just to the east of Ionia, and it was ruled by King Croesus
from his city of Sardis.

In 546 B.C., Croesus sent his powerful army eastward across the Halys River, where
the Lydians ran into Cyrus. The initial fight was a draw, and because winter was
approaching, Croesus withdrew to Sardis, likely planning to return in the spring.

The Persian army was known for its many successes and few failures during Cyrus’s reign; its
experience in Asia Minor would be no exception.

Instead of hunkering down for the winter, the Persians marched on Sardis. Croesus
led his troops out to meet Cyrus, but according to Herodotus, the scent and appear-
ance of Persian camels arrayed on the front line spooked the Lydian horses. After a
hard fight, the Persians trapped the Lydians in Sardis.

The fall of Sardis was recorded by Herodotus, who is the source for many details about Cyrus
and his empire. Professor John Lee continues:

The walled city of Sardis was formidable, but Cyrus announced that the first man to
scale the wall would be rewarded. A Persian named Hyroeades led an assault party
up a path he had observed being used by a Lydian; the city fell and Croesus was
taken alive.

The expansion to the west would be a source of revenue for the Persians. Both cash and
produce could be expected from Anatolian colonies.

Cyrus was generous with Croesus, retaining him in the royal entourage. The Persian
king put a garrison in Sardis and sent Lydian gold east to fill his own coffers.

An early revolt foreshadowed more significant challenges which the Persians would face in
Turkey. Cyrus managed to maintain his control there; his successors - Darius and Xerxes -
would face similar challenges.

Cyrus then hurried back east, but the Lydian governor he left behind almost immedi-
ately rebelled, with the help of some Ionian Greek cities. Cyrus sent troops back to
Lydia and Ionia. The Persians managed to quell the revolt, but the conquest of Ionia
wasn’t yet complete.

After expanding westward into Asia Minor, Cyrus turned his attention to other possible acquisi-
tions. After exploring opportunities to the north and east, he looked to Mesopotamia:

Cyrus spent much of the rest of the 540s expanding his empire in central Asia, but
the real prize lay in the Tigris and Euphrates valley: the ancient city of Babylon.
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By the time Cyrus moved on Babylon, that city was past its prime: the glories of Nebuchad-
nezzar were merely a memory. Babylon’s king, Nabonidus was not particularly popular among
his people (he restricted religious freedom among them by discouraging the worship of the
Babylonian god Marduk), or among the Jews then held captive in the city. It was easy for Cyrus
to win the people’s favor by restoring the Marduk religion and by freeing the Jews.

At the time, King Nabonidus ruled Babylon, but some of his subjects allied with Cyrus,
including the governor Gobryas. Nabonidus had a strong army and held out against
Cyrus for several years. At last, on October 12, 539 B.C., a Persian army under
Gobryas entered Babylon; Cyrus himself arrived soon after, and Nabonidus was taken
alive.

Cyrus, who was no gentle soul, goes down in history finally as a liberator. Although perhaps
unearned, this reputation was cemented by his liberating the Hebrews to return to their home-
land, resume their worship, and build a temple. In many ways, Cyrus was an oppressor, an
aggressive empire builder, who did not shy away from unprovoked attacks or frommassive loss
of human life. His personal morality would have been equally dubious - he had concubines in
addition to multiple wives, and lived only a generation or two removed from his ancestral prac-
tice of human sacrifice. Yet his clear mark in history is as an emancipator:

Cyrus allowed the people of Israel and others who’d been deported to Babylon to
return home. To the Hebrew people, he allowed the right of rebuilding the Temple in
Jerusalem.

Cyrus took Persia from one kingdom amongmany andmade it the dominate empire in the world
during his time. It would remain in that status under his successors for several generations.

7.4 June

7.4.1 The Battle of Lepanto (2013-06-10 13:33)

The Battle of Lepanto in 1571, like the Battle of Tours and Poitiers in 732 A.D., and like the
defenses of Vienna in 1529 and in 1683, was an example of Europe successfully deflecting
an Islamic invasion. Lepanto, unlike the other examples, was a navy battle. Muslims were
expanding from Turkey, marauding along the Mediterranean coastlines. Malta and Sicily were
in play, and Greece was the target at the moment.
Philip II of Spain had developed a powerful navy, which was charged with protecting the cargo
vessels running import and export between Spain and the Americas. This navy would join
others at Lepanto. All the nations with Mediterranean coastlines were exposed to the dangers
of raids or invasions: Spain, France, and Italy.
Greece had long been a target for Islamic armies. It represented a strategic position in terms
of Mediterranean sea routes, and would be a foothold in Europe. Historian Dorothy Mills writes:

All through the sixteenth century the Turks had been gradually increasing their power
in the Mediterranean. In 1571, in response to an appeal made the preceding year
by the Pope, Pius V, Philip joined the Papacy and Venice in an alliance against Turkey.
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The result was the battle of Lepanto. The Spanish and Venetian fleets were under the
command of Don John of Austria, the half-brother of Philip. The Turkish fleet, never
yet defeated and larger than that commanded by Don John, was beaten with heavy
losses and the Italian shores of the Mediterranean were saved from further Turkish
attacks.

The Spanish navy’s heroic defense of Europe against the attacking Islamic fleet brought glory.
That glory would fade in 1588, when the Spain and England squandered the security which the
Battle of Lepanto bought for them.

7.5 July

7.5.1 Hittite and the Development of Alphabetic Writing (2013-07-29 10:46)

The beginning of writing and written records is the beginning of history. At various points
in time, cultures and civilizations undertook a conscious redesign of writing systems. The
earliest writing systems were ideographic and pictographic. People eventually modified such
logographic elements into alphabetic elements, such as Egyptian hieroglyphs and Germanic
runes. In this trend belong also various types of cuneiform writing.

Probably around 3300 B.C., in Ancient Near East, primarily in Mesopotamia and the Fertile
Crescent, cuneiform writing systems emerged. Historians Warren Held, William Schmalstieg,
and Janet Gertz note that

The Hittite cuneiform writing is derived from the Babylonian-Assyrian or Akkadian
cuneiform. The cuneiform sings consist of wedge-shaped impressions made on a
clay tablet with a stick (cf. Latin cuneus ’wedge’). This stick, a rectangular solid form
four to six inches long, measured about 1/4 inches on each side to that each end, of
course, had a square shape. It resembled somewhat a foreshortened chopstick. The
scribe held the clay tablet in his left hand and in his right hand he held the writing
stick with which he made the characters in the wet clay.

Many, even the vast majority, of early writing systems, and cuneiform writing systems in partic-
ular, were developed for Semitic languages: Egyptian, Babylonian, Akkadian, Ugaritic, Eblaite,
Assyrian, and others. Hittite is an exception to this generalization, one of the few, or perhaps
the only, Indo-European language to be recorded in cuneiform writing.

Given the predominance of Semitic languages among cuneiform texts, it may well be that
a significant percentage of the scribes held the clay tablet in their rights hands. Cuneiform
texts needed only for short periods of time, and not for permanent records, may have been
inscribed on wax, or wax-coated, tablets; these, of course, are lost to history. On rare occasions,
cuneiform characters were chiseled or carved into stone.

Since the writing stick was held at an angle in the right hand the horizontal and
oblique wedge-shaped grooves are always deeper and wider at the left and the ver-
tical wedge-shaped grooves are always deeper and wider at the top.
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There are five main types of wedge created this way: four narrow wedges and one wide. The
four narrow wedges distinguish themselves from each other by orientation on the tablet: a
horizontal, a vertical, one with the wide end at the upper left leading to a point in the lower right,
and one with the wide end at the lower left leading to a point in the upper right. Theoretically,
it would be possible to have had two other such narrow wedges, with the wide ends in the
upper right and lower right, but the wrist motion needed to make such wedges would have
been very awkward, probably accounting for their absence. The one wide wedge seems to
have always the same orientation on the tablet; it is given the technical name Winkelhaken
among linguists.

The Winkelhaken was produced by impressing the end of the stick in the clay at a
slight angle from the upright position, thereby producing a near triangle, the deep-
est part of which is the angle at the left. The five types of wedge are combined in
various numbers to form a single cuneiform character. These individual wedges are
combined in various ways to produce the various cuneiform symbols.

Cuneiform texts present significant interpretive challenges to the modern reader. One such
challenge is the frequent use of loan words. Hittite tablets often include, in addition to Hit-
tite words, words from Sumerian, Akkadian, Luwian, Proto-Hittite (known as ’Hattian’), Palaic,
Hurrian, and Mitanni (an Indo-Iranian language). Another challenge is that a single cuneiform
symbol may have both an alphabetic value, representing a phoneme, and a pictographic value,
representing amorpheme - the readermust determine which value is meant in each occurrence
of the symbol. Likewise, each symbol can have multiple values, one for each of the languages
listed above.

The direction of writing is from left to right and typically the clay tablets have two
columns, rarely three. The first column is on the left hand side and the columns
follow from left to right. After completing the right-most column the scribe turned
the tablet over and continued the right-most column on the opposite side, writing
also on the bottom edge of the tablet. The columns on the reverse side follow then
in a right to left direction, so that the final column is on the opposite side of the initial
column. When finished, the tablet was baked in an oven to harden the clay.

As societies and civilizations undertook to redesign their writing systems from time to time, the
net result was to create systems which were quicker and easier to learn. It took less time to
learn to read, it took less time to learn to write. As a result, literacy rates increased. Likewise,
the actual tasks of reading and writing, as opposed to the learning of them, also took less time.
Therefore more was written and more was read.

The abandonment of early pictographic and ideographic systems for cuneiform, and the aban-
donment of cuneiform for later purely alphabetic systems illustrates this. Consider that in the
modern world, the majority of any population can be relatively proficient in reading and writing
by the age of five or ten years old. Rates like that were not possible with cuneiform. Thus the
invention of the 22-letter consonantal alphabet by the Phoenicians and Hebrews represented
significant progress and led to the final abandonment of cuneiform.
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7.6 August

7.6.1 Ayn Rand’s Mistake (2013-08-04 21:24)

Ayn Rand remains, nearly a century after her first publications, a controversial author, attract-
ing fiercely devoted followers and equally passionate detractors. Her clear, uncompromising,
and in some cases extreme, views guarantee heated discussion.
The word ’objectivism’ is used to describe her worldview, but such a description helps only if
that word is clearly defined. Stephen Hicks writes:

Objectivism is rational self-interest and self-responsibility – the idea that no person is
any other person’s slave. The virtues of her philosophy are principled policies based
on rational assessment: rationality, productiveness, honesty (in order to rationally
make the best decisions we must be privy to the facts), integrity, independence,
justice, and pride.

She takes the concept of self-interest to its conclusion: self-interest is, for her, not merely per-
missible, but virtuous. She sees selflessness as a vice. In these views, Rand managed to cross
both the Judeo-Christian tradition which formed Western Civilization, and the atheistic statist
communism which dominated the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe during Rand’s lifetime.
While her ethic of self-interest managed to alienate many American and European readers,
those same readers were attracted to her passionate devotion to liberty. Rand saw self-interest
and liberty as necessary companions to each other. Hicks continues:

Rand’s ethic of self interest is integral to her advocacy of classical liberalism. Classi-
cal liberalism, more often called “libertarianism” in the 20th century, is the view that
individuals should be free to pursue their own interests. This implies, politically, that
governments should be limited to protecting each individual’s freedom to do so. In
other words, the moral legitimacy of self interest implies that individuals have rights
to their lives, their liberties, their property, and the pursuit of their own happiness,
and that the purpose of government is to protect those rights. Economically, leaving
individuals free to pursue their own interests implies in turn that only a capitalist or
free market economic system is moral: free individuals will use their time, money,
and other property as they see fit, and will interact and trade voluntarily with others
to mutual advantage.

While readers in the traditions of Western Civilization and European culture find it easy to agree
with Rand’s classical liberalism, or libertarianism, those same readers are alienated by Rand’s
essential rejection of altruism. Instead of seeing political liberty and economic freedom as
allowing individuals to freely choose to help others, Rand abandons an ethic of altruism. There
are two reasons for her repudiation of altruism, although she may perhaps be aware of only one
of them. First, she finds altruism and Kantian ethics to lack a fully rational decision procedure;
she claims that the altruist receives no unambiguous guidance from his altruism in practical
concrete situations - given multiple possible actions in a single situation, which of them does
altruism advise? Second, Rand’s rejection of altruism is an emotionally-fueled overreaction
to the faults Soviet communism, which had imposed collectivism under the guise of altruism;
while understandably eager to reveal Leninism’s ideological underpinnings as fallacious, Rand
mistakenly rejected the altruism which Leninism never embraced but which Leninism used as
a excuse to impose totalitarianism. Neera Badhwar writes:
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Rand regards goodwill towards others, or a generalized benevolence, as an offshoot
of proper self-love, with no independent source in human nature. There is only one
alternative to being rationally self-interested: sacrificing one’s proper interests, ei-
ther for the sake of other people (which she equates with altruism) or for the sake of
the supernatural (which she calls mysticism).

Rand seems reluctant to accept the notion that one might freely choose altruism - i.e., that
altruism could be an authentic expression of the individual. Rather, she sees altruism as capit-
ulation: either capitulation to an external physical power, as in Soviet Leninism, or ideological
capitulation to psycho-political forces such as leftist political views. In her reckoning of freedom,
she does not see a freedom in which the individual makes an un-coerced choice to sacrifice for
the sake of another. Neera Badhwar continues:

Kant’s ethics is a secularized mysticism insofar as it rests on categorical commands
and duty for duty’s sake, which is to say: regardless of any earthly desire or interest.

Similar to the difficulties which the utilitarian encounters in the attempt to calculate net happi-
ness, Rand argues that Kant will encounter ambiguities which prevent his concept of duty from
yielding a concrete decision in a specific situation. As Badhwar writes,

The altruistic ethics equates right action with self-sacrifice for the sake of others’
good and immorality with “selfishness,” while saying nothing about the standard of
the good.

Rand argues that the ambiguity in Kant’s ethical system not only leaves us in ambiguity when
we attempt to apply it in a concrete situation, but its ambiguity also leaves it vulnerable to
being exploited as a cover for insincere and cynical ideologies who will use it as an excuse to
lead people into servitude. Badhwar writes:

As a moral code, altruism is impractical, because its requirements are contrary to the
requirements of life and happiness, both the agent’s and other people’s. As such, it
is also profoundly immoral. Like Kant’s deontology, altruism leaves us without any
moral guidance in our everyday lives and gives morality a bad name.

Thus, while Rand’s libertarian and "classical liberal" impulses should place her comfortably
in the mainstream of Western Civilization, her rejection of altruism alienates her from the
Judeo-Christian tradition and the powerful force of private-sector charity which that tradition
unleashes. Having rejected Soviet Leninism and the statist socialism found in western democ-
racies, she also closes the door on private-sector charity which is the only effective help for
social classes vulnerable to exploitation, but which is dependent upon the concept of altruism
which she rejects. In 1946, in the wake of World War II and the Holocaust, she wrote:

The greatest guilt today is that of people who accept collectivism by moral default;
the people who seek protection from the necessity of taking a stand, by refusing to
admit to themselves the nature of that which they are accepting; the people who
support plans specifically designed to achieve serfdom, but hide behind the empty
assertion that they are lovers of freedom, with no concrete meaning attached to the
word; the people who believe that the content of ideas need not be examined, that
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principles need not be defined, and that facts can be eliminated by keeping one’s
eyes shut. They expect, when they find themselves in a world of bloody ruins and
concentration camps, to escape moral responsibility by wailing: "But I didn’t mean
this!"

In some passages, Rand seems vaguely aware that her lack of enthusiasm for altruism makes
her writing seem heartless and soulless. It almost - but not quite - seems as if she’s wrestling
with, agonizing over, or attempting to make up for, that deficit. In other passages, however,
she fiercely defends her views. Mining isolated quotes from her texts - cherry picking isolated
sentences - can produced evidence to support divergent interpretations of Rand. But more
sustained close reading of longer passages reduces these divergences. See, for example, the
eleventh chapter of her novel Anthem.
Ayn Rand made, by means of her accurate critique of collectivism, a major contribution to the
cause of freedom. But her failure to embrace the altruistic power of private-sector charity, and
to see it both as the product of liberty and as the only source of constructive help for society’s
vulnerable classes, prevented her thought from receiving an unproblematic reception inside
Western Civilization.

7.7 October

7.7.1 And the Whole Earth Was of One Language, and of One Speech
(2013-10-10 14:26)

The study of text ultimately includes the study of language, which in turn will include the study
of language’s history: how did human language come to be? Reading a text, whether in its
original language or in translation, will inevitably engage us in the history of language if we read
carefully enough. Even something as familiar as "Fourscore and seven years ago" incites us to
consider how numbers are relayed through language, and the history and variety of patterns
which languages use to transmit numbers.
Linguists generally agree that all human languages are related, descending from one common
ancestor. About the universal family tree of all languages, however, further agreement eludes
us. There is little consensus, for example, about where or when that one primordial language
was spoken, or about its vocabulary or grammatical features. Most controversially, one group
of linguists term that primeval language ’Nostratic’ and attempt to trace all, or at least most,
known languages back to a proto-Nostratic source.
Even among Nostratic theorists, there is not complete consensus; they are far from monolithic
in their understanding of language development, and the more cautious among them restrain
their claims.
Far less controversial, and in fact uncontested, are the understanding of the sub-families which
claim to be parents, not of all or most human languages, but of defined subgroups. The history
of Semitic languages, for example, is accepted among academics and tells us that Arabic,
Hebrew, Ethiopic Ge’ez, Babylonian, Assyrian, and other languages of the Ancient Near East
arose from a common root.
Also widely recognized is the understanding of a group of languages known as Indo-European.
Scientists have shown that languages from Sanskrit to English, from Russian to Persian, and
from Latin to Greek, are all related in a family which includes German, Swedish, Norwegian,
Icelandic, Dutch, Flemish, and others. Linguist William Bennett writes:
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Indo-European, the common ancestor of most European and some Asiatic languages,
has left no written records, nor have its first descendants. At an early period, probably
before 2500 B.C., the speech of the Indo-European tribal communities had already
become divergent, subsequently developing into parent forms of Indo-Iranian, Greek,
Italic, Celtic, Germanic, Baltic, Slavic, Albanian, Armenian, etc.; these in turn were
to break up in preliterate times, leaving groups and subgroups of descendant Indo-
European languages.

Of special interest to speakers of English is the Germanic group, from which English de-
scended. Both the grammar and the vocabulary of English are largely Germanic, as
can be seen by a list of common German/English pairs: Apfel/Apple, Bäckerei/Bakery,
Trink/Drink, Tür/Door, Kuh/Cow, Kalb/Calf, Bulle/Bull, Bring/Bring, Brust/Breast, Brot/Bread,
Buch/Book, Blau/Blue, Blut/Blood, Band/Band, Ellbogen/Elbow, Finger/Finger, Feuer/Fire,
Fisch/Fish, Faust/Fist, Flasche/Flask, Flotte/Fleet, Fleisch/Flesh, and Flur/Floor. Hundreds of
other examples can be listed.

Proto-Germanic, the common parent of the Germanic group, had broken up into sev-
eral dialects before the beginning of our era. Among these was Pre-Gothic, the im-
mediate ancestor of the Gothic language. The essential features of Pre-Gothic, like
those of Proto-Germanic and Indo-European, can be determined only through recon-
struction.

With painstaking linguistic research, scientists can reconstruct those languages of which we
have no written evidence. Knowing, for example, that Danish, Icelandic, Swedish, and Nor-
wegian have a common ancestor, the common features of those languages guide linguists as
they work backward to the unattested source language.
As mentioned, while Indo-European linguistic history is relatively undisputed, Nostratic theory
is quite contested. According to Robert Wright,

A basic tenet of Nostratics is that Western comparative linguists, in classifying the
world’s languages and thus tracing their historical lineage, have been too timid. West-
ern linguists, by virtual consensus, consider the largest language family in Eurasia to
be Indo-European, which encompasses the languages native to most of Europe and
to a stretch of land extending southeast through Iran and India. What this means in
historical terms is that all these languages, from English to Bengali, are descended
from a single language, "proto-Indo-European," thought to have been spoken at least
5,000 years ago. So far so good, the Nostraticists say. But they then go further
and ask the next logical questions: From what language did proto-Indo-European de-
scend, and what other modern language families, if any, are also descended from
the proto-proto-language? Most Indo-Europeanists shy away from these questions,
citing a lack of evidence.

Just as Indo-European gave birth to several daughter groups - Germanic, Slavic, etc. - so Nos-
tratic had several daughter groups, of which Indo-European is one. The other linguistic children,
according to Nostratic theory, were an Afro-Asiatic group which included Semitic, Berber, and
Cush; a Kartvelian group which includes Georgian; a Dravidian group which includes Tamil; a
Uralic group including Finnish and Hungarian; and an Altaic group including Turkish. In some
versions of the hypothesis, the Altaic group includes Japanese or Korean.
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Nostraticists are not known for shying away from questions. According to classic
Nostratic doctrine, the Indo-European language family is only one of six branches
of a much larger family. This "superfamily" - the Nostratic family - extends to the
south, covering languages of northern Africa and the Middle East (and languages
of India unaccounted for by Indo-European), and well to the north and east, cover-
ing scores of languages from Finland through Siberia all the way to Korea and Japan.
The idea is that all these languages are offshoots of the proto-Nostratic tongue, spo-
ken by a people who lived more than 10,000 years ago. Nostraticists, through the
arcane detective work that is a primary pastime of comparative linguists, have re-
constructed this language. They have compiled a dictionary containing hundreds of
proto-Nostratic words, modeled after the proto-Indo-European dictionaries that have
long been accepted in the West as standard reference works.

In addition to being controversial, some aspects of the Nostratic hypothesis are still undergo-
ing refinement in light of ongoing research. Bringing all known human languages, including
those of the Native Americans and Australian Aborigines, into a single family tree of linguistic
development is a daunting task. Persuading skeptical colleagues about the accuracy of such
reconstructions is even more difficult. The debate, in any case, rages and will continue for
decades.

7.7.2 A Composer Retains His Composure (2013-10-24 14:44)

The Thirty Year’ War was, and remains, one of the worst conflicts in human history. The fight-
ing was savage; soldiers killed not only other soldiers, but innocent civilian bystanders as
well. Mercenaries switched sides readily, lacking any loyalty to nations or causes, and some-
times amused themselves by torturing harmless noncombatants. In the wake of the bloodshed,
famine and disease swept through the area. Entire towns disappeared - the population killed
by fighting or disease, valuable and food plundered by soldiers, and buildings and fields burned.
The total population in central Europe was reduced by 25 % to 40 %, and individual kingdoms
and regions sometimes lost over two-thirds of their population.
The horror was compounded by hypocrisy - both sides were motivated primarily by greed, yet
put forth propaganda which claimed that they were fighting for religious motives. Their rhetoric
fooled few: it was clear that the real goals were land, money, and power. It would be those
with truly spiritual motives - a collection of Lutherans and Roman Catholics - who would create
peace in 1648, negotiating a settlement between worldly monarchs. It was a religious war in
name only; those with no spiritual interests starting and fueled the conflict. The truly religious
leaders were those who brokered the peace.
In the midst of this horror, amazingly, a series of brilliant thinkers kept the arts alive. During
the harshest of times during these three decades, from 1618 to 1648, composers like Michael
Praetorius, Melchior Franck, and Michael Altenburg kept the musical and spiritual life of Europe
alive. Perhaps the most significant and influential composer of the era was Heinrich Schütz.
Heinrich Scheidemann laid important musical foundations for the work of Dieterich Buxtehude.
Buxtehude, who would be only eleven years old at the war’s end, was able to achieve his stellar
successes because men like Scheidemann had kept the arts alive during the war (Buxtehude’s
first name is variously spelled ’Dietrich’ and ’Diderich’).
Another creative thinker who endured the suffering of this era was Paul Gerhardt. Professor
Uwe Siemon-Netto writes:
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For most of his childhood, youth, and maturity, Paul Gerhardt, who was born on
March 12, 1607, in Gräfenhainichen, Germany, near Wittenberg, lived through one
of the worst calamities of Central Europe - the Thirty Years’ War (1618-48). Yet "the
religious song of Germany found its purest and sweetest expression" in his hymns,
wrote Catherine Winkworth (1837-1878), whose English translations of Gerhardt’s
verses reflect their purity of thought, beauty, and elegant iambic meter.

While Winkworth’s nineteenth century translations now suffer from archaisms, paradoxically,
Gerhardt’s texts and melodies, two centuries older, strike the eye and ear as fresh. Gerhardt,
born in 1607, lived through all thirty years of the war’s horrors. While his music reflects the
suffering of those years, it also contains a hope which looks beyond them.

A remarkable mix of Trost und Trotz (consolation and defiance) lends Gerhardt’s
hymns their unique allure, according to Heidelberg theologian Christian Möller. This
defiance is directed against pain, while consolation comes from his trust in God’s
governance and goodness and the knowledge that all torment will pass. Gerhardt’s
genius lies in his insight that one would not work without the other.

This same thought lies in the works of the other composers who lived through, and composed
during, the war. This notion applies also to the decade or two after the end of The Thirty Years’
War - the destruction was so great that the region did not recover quickly.

Paul Gerhardt ranks the second-most important crafter of hymns in German Protes-
tantism, after Martin Luther, but he had worthy contemporaries. As the Swedes laid
siege to the town of Eilenburg, fellow Saxon pastor Martin Rinckart wrote, "Now thank
we all our God with hearts and hands and voices" - and this while burying an average
of 50 plague victims every day!

Four hundred years later, works like Rinackart’s Nun Danket Alle Gott, Mit Herzen, Mund, und
Händen and Gerhardt’s Befiehl du deine Wege and Nun ruhen alle Wälder remain frequently
performed. The suffering during this era did not end with the peace treaty of 1648. Because
the secular aims of the leaders who started the war had been hidden behind empty religious
rhetoric, the postwar milieu was bitter. While the real Christians, both Lutheran and Roman
Catholic, had worked to end the war and bring peace, the non-Christian leaders who proclaimed
themselves to be Christians caused anger and resentment among the public. It was difficult to
distinguish between the true peace-seeking Christians and the warmongers who called them-
selves Christians but were not. Thus the war’s misery was followed by a bitter and resentful
peacetime. Gerhardt’s beautiful music grew out of all this misery and suffering.

There was the Thirty Years’ War when Gerhardt lost his parental home. There was
the loss of his wife and four of his five children to disease. There was his personal
illness. There was the loss of his powerful pulpit at St. Nicholas Church in Berlin
due to the political war between Lutherans and Calvinists. Ministers of both attacked
each other ferociously in their sermons. In 1665, the Elector Frederick tried to put a
stop to that, insisting that Lutheran pastors sign a document pledging not to criticize

the Calvinists, also called the "Reformed" theologians, in contrast to the Lutherans who were
"Reformation" theologians. Because both groups were Christian, they shared quite a few com-
mon beliefs. But tensions between the two were accented by worldly leaders who saw religion
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in terms of political influence. Thus an allegedly ’religious’ debate was actually amplified by
non-religious political leaders, who nudged it from friendly disagreement into societal conflict.
Likewise, the well-intentioned but heavy-handed attempt by the Elector Frederick to resolve
the tension resulted merely in a loss of the freedom of religious expression. Preachers were
figuratively muzzled. The Elector, so-called because he had a role in selecting the Holy Roman
Emperor, lacked both the instinct for religious liberty and the nuanced approach required to
deal with sophisticated theological distinctions.

Until that point, Gerhardt had been restrained in his public disapproval of Calvinism.
But after the elector’s edict, Gerhardt became very outspoken. Though ill, he assem-
bled Berlin’s Lutheran pastors at his sickbed, imploring them to remain steadfast in
asserting their right to free speech.

Gerhardt was ultimately transferred out of Berlin to work at a church in Lübben, a few miles
outside of Berlin.

He later called the loss of his influential position "a small sort of Berlin martyrdom,"
which was all the more egregious as he was separated from his organist, Johann
Crüger, who had put many of Gerhardt’s poems to music.

Crüger and Gerhardt collaborated on numerous compositions. Their joint efforts are regarded
as some of Gerhardt’s best work. An ironic twist revealed to the world the truth about the
allegedly religious tensions of the era - that they were not at all rooted in religious, but in
worldly power politics - when the value of Gerhardt’s hymns was recognized by the Roman
Catholic church:

There was also a fascinating ecumenical side to Gerhardt’s work. Only 30 years
after his death in 1676 in Lübben, then Saxony, Gerhard became perhaps the first
Lutheran poet to have a song published in a Roman Catholic hymnal: "O Sacred Head
Now Wounded"

was included, a song still considered today to be "perhaps one of Gerhardt’s most haunting
verses." The inclusion of Gerhardt’s work in Roman Catholic hymnal manifested clearly the
underlying commonalities between Lutherans and Roman Catholics, and exposed as a fiction
the claim that religious differences had led to the war. The misery during the war’s thirty years,
and the misery in the decade or two afterward, although caused by worldly greed, although
falsely labeled a religious war by those who needed an excuse for the conflict, nonetheless
served as a spiritual incubator in which enduring works of music were composed.

7.8 November

7.8.1 Languages: It’s a Family Thing (2013-11-26 16:31)

The science of historical linguistics is both fascinating and inexact. The notion of uncovering,
branch by branch, a family tree of the world’s languages, showing how each is related to
every other, and how they all emerged from one common ancestral language, is fascinating.
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Given the lack of precise evidence - much of this familial development occurred either in an
era without writing, or in an era whose writings did not survive for archeologists to find - it is
inexact. Linguists work hard to retain the status of a science; some less than rigorous linguists
have given ammunition to those who would question whether or not linguistics is truly to be
counted among the sciences.

Robert Wright details the methods of linguists as they analyze the systematic changes made
as sounds shift within languages to yield new languages, or at least to yield new versions of
old languages:

Resurrecting dead and unfossilized languages would be easier if the laws of phonetic
change were simple and universal - if, for example, p’s always turned into f’s, given a
millennium or two, and f’s were always the residue of former p’s. It doesn’t work that
way. Still, there are vaguer things that can be said about phonetic drift generally. For
example, p’s often turn into f’s - and, moreover, f’s almost never become p’s. (Try
uttering pf, then try fp. Doesn’t the second effort feel more like a struggle against
biomechanical forces?)

For example, the linguist Jacob Grimm articulated a pattern, noted by earlier linguists, called
Grimm’s Law or die Erste Lautverschiebung. In this pattern, p’s do indeed turn into f’s, and
the word for foot, which in the most primitive languages begins with a p as in the case of the
Sanskrit word for foot, begins with an f in developed languages. Likewise the word for fish.
Grimm’s Law also reveals patterns in which b’s turn into p’s, d’s turn into t’s, and g’s turn
into k’s. Many of these changes can be documented, because they are recorded in some of
the earliest samples of writing to survive. But such shifts do not apply with the consistency of
algebraic properties. The shifts may occur at different times for different regions or for different
sets of vocabulary; there are exceptions of various types.

This complex algebra of sounds gives rise to an intricate science. It is sounds which primarily
interest the historical linguist; the written symbolsmust be understood asmerely the conveyors
of sound. Writing can be misleading in this regard, for the same th that represents the sounds
in thick and thistle also represents the different sounds in lithe and tithe. And, of course, the
different letter of the Greek and Cyrillic and Runic alphabets can present the same sounds.

While not strictly universal, shifts such as those described in Grimm’s Law provide clues to
linguists, because they are directional. In large numbers, p’s turn into f’s, but not the other
way around.

An example of how this directionality comes in handy is the reconstruction of of the
proto-Indo-European word for "birch." Here is the word in four Indo-European lan-
guages, each drawn from a different main stock: German (Germanic) birke, Lithua-
nian (Baltic) berzas, Ossetian (Iranian) barz, and Sanskrit (Indic) bhurja. To judge
sheerly by numbers, you might guess that the third consonant in the proto-Indo-
European word was a relatively soft sound - like the z in berzas or the j in bhurja -
and that through a freak mutation it got hardened in the German birke. But it turns
out that such a mutation would be freakish indeed. It is common for a "velors" (k
or a hard g) to shift into "affricates" (ch or j, respectively), and even to slip further,
winding up as "fricatives" (s or z), but the reverse is almost unheard of. So it looks as
if the third consonant in the proto-Indo-European "birch" was a hard sound, a velor.
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The exact reconstruction is one part of historical linguistics; that reconstruction yields clues,
and deciphering the historical meanings of those clues is another part. We can learn about con-
ditions and societies which left no written record, because when we reconstruct their languages,
we find that their vocabularies reveal their lifestyles. Societies which lived in the desert or in
tropical regions have no word for "ice" or "snow," and civilizations located far from coastlines
have no word for "whale" or "jellyfish." William Bennet writes:

Common Indo-European words indicating seasons, flora, and fauna, together with
ethnic and geographic data, suggest that the home of the Indo-Europeans was a
district connecting southeastern Europe with Asia, probably southern Russia. As the
tribes expanded over an increasingly wider area, they became separated into nu-
merous smaller groups, which absorbed varying proportions of other populations.
Whether the Indo-Europeans were already of mixed origin is a matter for conjecture:
their possession of a common language indicates only that they had been affiliated
by social and cultural ties. In the course of the expansion and ethnic mixture, extend-
ing over many centuries, the speech of the separate Indo-European groups became
progressively divergent, though within each community some degree of linguistic
reintegration must have taken place as certain dialects became predominant and
others became extinct.

It is a commonplace that the landscape of Russia contains more birch forests than, say, the
landscape of North America. And so the fact that the original Indo-Europeans had a word for
"birch" is historically significant, even if our reconstruction of their word is only approximate.
As Robert Wright notes,

At any rate, the letter-for-letter accuracy of each reconstructed word is in some ways
moot. For historians and archaeologists, how the Indo-Europeans pronounced the
word for "birch" is less important than that they did pronounce it: apparently they
lived somewhere in the vicinity of birch trees. And "birch" is just the tip of the iceberg.
There is a whole book called Proto-Indo-European Trees, and countless hours have
been spent trying to infer the Indo-Europeans’ homeland from their flora and fauna.
Maps of Europe and southwestern Asia have been drawn with birch zones, beech
zones, beaver zones, and so forth, in hopes of finding a region common to all. It
hasn’t worked. Argument about the proto-Indo-European homeland persists.

From that homeland, wherever it was, a few groups emerged, wandering hundreds and then
thousands of miles in various directions. Those few groups - Germanic, Slavic, Baltic, Indo-
Iranian, Romance, Greek, etc. - multiplied as each of them subdivided: the Germanic group
yielded Dutch, Swedish, Flemish, Norwegian, Danish, Icelandic, Gothic, German, etc., while the
Slavic group yielded Polish, Russian, Czech, Slovakian, Ukrainian, Serbian, Bulgarian, etc.
Historical linguists, in effect, are researching the family tree of civilization and culture.

7.9 December

7.9.1 The West’s Good, the West’s Evil (2013-12-18 11:41)

Common sense tells us that no civilization is perfect, that no society will be perfect, and that
no culture can be perfect. Humans, and the world in which we live, are flawed.
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By the same token, every human tradition contains something good, and every nation contains
something praiseworthy. So wemay issue no blanket condemnations, nor may we offer general
approval. People and their institutions remain a mix of good and evil.
Sadly, however, as the old proverb tells us, common sense is not common. People still make
the error of idealizing one culture and demonizing another. Starting in the second half of the
twentieth century, the general trend of thought in many schools, colleges, and universities has
been to dismiss that conglomerate known as Western Civilization. Students have been directed
away writers, thinkers, and artists who have been part of that cultural tradition.
At the mildest, people like Shakespeare, Chaucer, Bach, Brahms, Leibniz, Descartes, Dürer,
and Michelangelo have been classified as tired, stale, and irrelevant. At the worst, they’ve
been tagged as hypocritical, oppressive, and chauvinistic.
The tendency to demonize one culture seems often to coincide with the tendency to idealize
another culture: a drive to establish a clear and distinct dualism. Thus those who dismiss
Western Civilization seem to praise blindly some other society. The blindness in their praise is
the product of ignorance. Anti-western academics praise them merely because they are not
western.
Non-western cultures have praiseworthy aspects, and have created artifacts and texts worth
studying. But those who proudly proclaim, under the banner of multiculturalism, their affection
for these other civilizations generally have little or no knowledge of them. A class titled "Non-
Western Civ" usually teaches little about non-western civilizations, but rather ismerely a vehicle
for a critique of, or even a verbal assault on, the West.
Scholars who seriously study Sanskrit literature or Confucianism, who study the grammar of
Nubian or Ge’ez, have both a knowledge of and an affection for these non-western cultures,
but do not do so merely as a way to insult the West.
Those who know little about any culture, and loudly proclaim their multiculturalism, are in fact
anti-cultural, desiring to instruct their students only in how to disparage the West, and not to
be conversant with the treasures of any culture, East, West, or other.
Into this fray steps French scholar Jacques Ellul, who argues for an even-handed treatment. The
West has done both good and evil; other cultures have done both good and evil. The standard
practice of contemporary academics of painting the West as bad and the non-West as good is
simple-minded and intellectually lazy. To assume the opposite view would be equally wrong:
we cannot portray the West as good and other cultures as backward. Ellul writes:

I shall not wax lyrical about the greatness and benefactions of the West. Above all, I
shall not offer a defense of the material goods Europe brought to the colonies. We’ve
heard that kind of defense too often: "We built roads, hospitals, schools, and dams;
we dug the oil wells . . . ." And the reason I shall say nothing of this invasion by
the technological society is that I think it to be the West’s greatest crime, as I have
said at length elsewhere. The worst thing of all is that we exported our rationalist
approach to things, our "science," our conception of the state, our bureaucracy, our
nationalist ideology. It is this, far more surely than anything else, that has destroyed
the other cultures of the world and shunted the history of the entire world onto a
single track.

Ellul argues for a different approach. Since we know that no culture is ideally virtuous, and
no cultural damnably evil, let us analyze each civilization to identify both its strengths and its
weaknesses - both its crimes and its nobility. Any culture will have plenty of both.
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But is that all we can say of the West? No, the essential, central, undeniable fact is
that the West was the first civilization in history to focus attention on the individual
and on freedom. Nothing can rob us of the praise due us for that. We have been
guilty of denials and betrayals (of these we shall be saying something more), we
have committed crimes, but we have also caused the whole of mankind to take a
gigantic step forward and to leave its childhood behind.

And so we have the West’s sins and the West’s blessings. Perhaps the greatest sin of the West
is the promulgation of the technological society - by which Ellul indicates something more than
merely the existence of machines and electronic devices. The least significant aspect of the
technological society is the existence of transistors and microchips, of airplanes and radios.
The more powerful, and arguably more harmful, aspect of the technological society lies in the
psychology of technique - the technological man subordinates all areas of life to the concept
of technique. This devitalizes and alienates humans.
Another sin of the West is the great leveling, by which the world becomes more homogenous.
Everywhere one now finds blue jeans, Coca-Cola, Elvis Presley, and McDonald’s. In this homog-
enizing, we have lost cultural treasures.
But if the West is guilty of these sins, it has also bestowed certain benefits on mankind. The
fair-minded scholar will admit this, and many contemporary academics will not.
Ellul notes two main achievements of the West: the concept of the individual and the concept
of freedom. Each of these requires volumes of unpacking.
If we examine societies prior to the rise of Western Civilization, or those which existed simulta-
neously but without significant contact withWestern Civilization, the emphasis on the corporate
at the expense of the individual is clear. Whether in ancient Mesopotamia, or in later centuries
in China and India, the significance of the individual was minimal. This is manifested in the lack
of record-keeping. Names of ordinary people - their births, marriages, and deaths - were not
seen as data worth preserving. The anonymous grave and the scattered ashes left no trace.
In the West, the individual’s name was a matter of public record, and preserving it was a
communal duty. The individual human being was more than merely a cell in a corporate whole.
The West’s other main contribution, freedom, was assigned to the individual. Certainly, the
West did not embody perfect political liberty; it sinned greatly against that concept. But it
also exclusively produced that concept. The West crystalized and expressed the concept of
freedom so well that it has been embraced by other cultures.
The West failed to purely instantiate personal freedom - in fact, the West committed a wide
variety of crimes against freedom. But it was also in the West that such things were identified
as crimes. Only the West saw slavery as wrong, even as it committed slavery. Only the West
saw torture as inhumane, even as it committed torture. These insights are the West’s gift to
the rest of the world.
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8.1 January

8.1.1 The Direction in which History Flows (2014-01-22 08:33)

As generation after generation of students move through the familiar Western Civilization cur-
riculum, they encounter both the micro and the macro: both the details of individual persons
and events, but also the broad sweep of history over millennia. The specific data about the
people and places fuels the big picture, while the big picture gives a context and a direction -
a teleology - to those concrete individuals.
Although many in contemporary academia now dismiss Western Civilization, or even condemn
it, a larger historical understanding informs an appreciation of the West. That which we call
Western Civilization is the emergence and clarification in history of two concepts: liberty and
the individual. Scholar Jacques Ellul writes:

Here is where the contribution of the West comes in. As I have indicated, in this
slow, subconscious, spontaneous historical process no one has ever set the goal in
advance, no one has said what he was seeking, or even expressed what he was about.
But it was precisely the meaning of the whole process that the West discovered (not
through sociological research, but in the form of a proclamation); the West gave
expression to what man — every man — was seeking. The West turned the whole
human project into a conscious, deliberate business. It set the goal and called it
freedom, or, at a later date, individual freedom. It gave direction to all the forces
that were working in obscure ways, and brought to light the value that gave history
its meaning. Thereby, man became man.

The West made explicit freedom as a goal and as a value. The Hebrew mega-text provides us
not only with the Exodus from slavery in Egypt, but another from captivity in Babylon. Through-
out the Pentateuch, Moses chips away at the institution of slavery - ascribing rights to slaves,
and finally limiting a person’s time as a slave to a finite number of years. Slavery is being
diminished, liberty expanded, and the process set into motion will inevitably yield the abolition
of slavery.
To understand the westernness of this step, consider how odd it would have seemed to a
Babylonian or an Egyptian to say that a slave had any form of "rights" - yet Moses does precisely
this, and in so doing, delivers a blow which places a fatal crack into the foundation of slavery.

The West attempted to apply in a conscious, methodical way the implications of
freedom. The Jews were the first to make freedom the key to history and to the
whole created order. From the very beginning their God was the God who liberates;
his great deeds flowed from a will to give freedom to his people and thereby to
all mankind. This God himself, moreover, was understood to be sovereignly free
(freedom here was often confused with arbitrariness or with omnipotence). This was
something radically new, a discovery with explosive possibilities. The God who was
utterly free had nothing in common with the gods of eastern and western religions;
he was different precisely because of his autonomy.
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Independence is one aspect of individualism and freedom; the Greeks understood this, and
their failure to unite the cities of Greece into a nation-state or empire was actually their victory
in the name of independence. Although certainly imperfectly conducted - Greek government
in Athens during the sixth, fifth, and fourth centuries B.C. was nothing like modern Western
republics with their freely elected representatives and universal suffrage - the Greeks nonethe-
less articulated a new concept of citizenship in which the citizen was more than the property
of the monarch. Even if the Greeks limited citizenship to small segment of the city’s resi-
dents, they still structured the cooperation of the citizens in such a way as to ensure the city’s
sovereignty over itself, and the citizen’s sovereignty over himself.
It is in this understanding that the steps taken by Cleisthenes, Solon, and Draco emerge not
as random bits of progress, but as the systematic unfolding of a larger concept - the direction
history took. Even Pericles with his insincere propaganda, and Thucydides who sees realistically
through Athenian hypocrisy, existed, and could have existed only, in this larger cultural current.

The next step in the same movement saw the Greeks affirming both intellectual and
political liberty. They consciously formulated the rules for a genuinely free kind of
thinking, the conditions for human freedom, and the forms a free society could take.
Other peoples were already living in cities, but none of them had fought so zealously
for the freedom of the city in relation to other cities, and for the freedom of the citizen
within the city.

Ellul goes on to make the claim that even the Roman wars of conquest were expressions of
liberty. Although we are tempted to think that he must be mistaken, if we entertain his hypoth-
esis, we note that Julius Caesar did begin the practice, followed later by some of the emperors,
of granting full legal status to many in the newly-acquired provinces. True, this had, at least in
part, a self-serving motive: they were less likely to rebel and more likely to cooperate, having
been made complete Roman citizens. But it is also true that these new citizens were made
heirs to the traditions of the Roman Republic, and the notions of senatorial representation and
due process were thus spread into distant parts of the globe. As a result of Rome, people in
remote places learned to demand fair treatment through the normal judicial system, especially
as a citizen’s entitlement.

The Romans took the third step by inventing civil and institutional liberty and making
political freedom the key to their entire politics. Even the conquests of the Romans
were truly an unhypocritical expression of their intention of freeing peoples who were
subject to dictatorships and tyrannies the Romans judged degrading. It is in the light
of that basic thrust that we must continue to read Roman history. Economic motives
undoubtedly also played a role, but a secondary one; to make economic causes the
sole norm for interpreting history is in the proper sense superficial and inadequate.
You can not write history on the basis of your suspicions! If you do, you only project
your own fantasies.

That these grand ideals were imperfectly implemented does not compromise their value, and
does not eliminate the West’s significance. Nobody will argue that Western Civilization is per-
fect. But against those who claim that it is worthless, who claim that it is a source only of
oppression and violence, and who claim that it must not be taught but only despised in our
schools and universities, we must argue that the West contributed its peculiar values to the
world. The West has been guilty of slavery, as has the rest of the world; but only the West
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exercised a self-critique, condemned itself for such slavery, and sought to abolish slavery. Gov-
ernments in the West have, at times, been guilty of torture, as have governments in the rest
of the world; but only in the West did the idea occur that torture was wrong or immoral - and
only in the West could that idea occur, because it was an extension of the idea of the individ-
ual. Torture is a violation of the individual - in other societies, the individual was regarded as
merely an atom, like every other atom, in the structure of society; the individual was merely
a segment in the undifferentiated mass of humanity. In those societies, it would not occur to
anyone that torture was wrong, and in fact, such societies conducted their torture in public as
an acknowledged part of their legal systems. Only in the West was torture forced into hiding.
Only in the West is there massive public outrage when torture is discovered in its hiding places.

I am well aware, of course, that in each concrete case there was darkness as well as
light, that liberty led to wars and conquests, that it rested on a base of slavery. I am
not concerned here, however, with the excellence or defects of the concrete forms
freedom took; I am simply trying to say (as others have before me) that at the be-
ginning of western history we find the awareness, the explanation, the proclamation
of freedom as the meaning and goal of history.

In the grand sweep of history, then, we can see in the narrative of Abraham and Isaac, in
the narrative in which for the first time, an individual decides not to commit human sacrifice
- we see in chrysalis form the notion that each human life has some dignity, dignity which
demands respect. In the Mesopotamian societies of the Ancient Near East, human sacrifice
was ubiquitous and unquestioned; as part of fertility religions, it was understood as being done
for the common good. How odd, how antisocial, Abraham’s rejection of human sacrifice must
have seemed to his neighbors. But it is the font from which flow all our modern notions of
human rights and the distinctively Western notion that each human life is valuable.
In this meta-historical narrative, almost Hegelian in scope, we see in Moses, in embryonic form,
the struggle for freedom as slaves leave Egypt, and the effort to construct a just society as the
laws given at Sinai hint at a society in which men and women are moving toward legal equality,
hint at the final complete abolition of slavery, and do more than hint at the establishment of
a legal due process. While Hammurabi legislated consequences for an unfaithful wife, Moses
prohibited infidelity by either spouse equally. While Hammurabi saw a slave as the owner’s
property and gave the owner complete power over the slave, Moses prohibited the slaveowner
from either beating or killing the slave - and Moses imposed a deadline by which slavery must
end. While Hammurabi was content to issue a sentence based on nothing more than a bald
accusation, Moses required two or more witnesses. While Hammurabi relied on trial by ordeal,
Moses described the particulars of impartiality in judicial proceedings.
Between Moses and Abraham, then, a seed was planted in the soil of history. The germination
and growth of that seed is the story of Western Civilization.

No one has ever set his sights as intensely on freedom as did the Jews and Greeks and
Romans, the peoples who represented the entire West and furthered its progress. In
so doing, they gave expression to what the whole of mankind was confusedly seeking.
In the process we can see a progressive approach to the ever more concrete: from
the Jews to the Greeks, and from the Greeks to the Romans there is no growth in
consciousness, but there is the ongoing search for more concrete answers to the
question of how freedom can be brought from the realm of ideas and incarnated in
institutions, behavior, thinking, and so on.
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The desire for liberty is to some extent innate in all people, but in the West, that desire became
conscious, that desire became concrete, and that desire became precisely articulated. The
desire to be recognized as an individual is to some extent inborn in all humans, but in the West,
recognition of the individual became a stated goal, became a communal value, and became
part of the cultural identity of the West. These are the peculiar characteristics of Western
Civilization.

Today the whole world has become the heir of the West, and we Westerners now
have a twofold heritage: we are heirs to the evil the West has done to the rest of the
world, but at the same time we are heirs to our forefathers’ consciousness of freedom
and to the goals of freedom they set for themselves. Others peoples, too, are heirs
to the evil that has been inflicted on them, but now they have also inherited the
consciousness of and desire for freedom. Everything they do today and everything
they seek is an expression of what the western world has taught them.

As the rest of the world accuses the West, it makes accusations which are based on ideas which
came exclusively from the West. If the West is called to account for the brutality of Europe’s
eighteenth- and nineteenth-century colonization efforts, from whom did the plaintiffs learn that
brutality is wrong? The West. If those colonization efforts are indicted as having violated the
human rights or civil rights of the natives, from whom did learn about such rights? The West.
It is no random coincidence that Gandhi’s education, the education which enabled him to lead
a stellar anti-colonial movement, was an education centered on documents like the Magna
Carta, and centered on texts like John Locke’s.
Yet Western Civilization is dismissed, not only by the non-Western cultures from other parts of
the world, but by many scholars who engage in a bizarre form of cultural self-hatred. Why the
demand that students not learn about Shakespeare and Mozart, about Aquinas and Michelan-
gelo? Why the demand that Western Civilization be presented as only oppressive and violent?
Why the demand that, instead of learning about non-Western cultures, students are taught
merely to praise them?
As to the motives of such academics and their anti-Western demands, we can only speculate.
Perhaps some Oedipal complex writ large; perhaps out of ignorance.
Whatever the causes behind such antipathy to the West, reason finds arguments to justify such
hatred of the West neither persuasive nor plausible. Reason finds the West, like the East, far
from perfect. But reason also finds the West to be the sole source of concepts which have
worked to pull humanity away from that which is degrading, and toward that which dignifies
human life, that which honors human life, and that which respects human life.

8.2 March

8.2.1 Give Civilization a Chance! (2014-03-26 11:00)

Among the various trends found in academia is worldview, held by enough scholars to be
influential, thatWestern Civilization is overvalued and overemphasized, and the students would
be best served by deemphasizing the West. In concrete terms, this manifests itself in demands
that English departments at universities stop offering courses in Shakespeare, Chaucer, and
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Dickens; that art departments stop teaching Lucas Cranach and Albrecht Dürer; that music
departments stop teaching Mozart and Bach.
Given that this trend is found almost exclusively in universities in Europe and North America,
this worldview amounts to a form of collective self-hatred. Generalizing, this view claims that
West’s effect on the world is primarily oppressive, and the best we can do is to minimize the
West to allow the rest of the world its freedom. It is taken as axiomatic by these scholars that
anything which is not the product of Western Civilization is a priori superior to anything which
is produced by Western Civilization.
To notion that the writings of John Locke and Edmund Burke should be ignored, to the notion
that the ideas of Kant and Leibniz do not merit attention, to the notion that George Washington
and Samuel Adams unleashed oppression instead of liberty - to these notions, French scholar
Jacques Ellul responds:

Enough of that sort of thing! I wish only to remind the reader that the West has given
the world a certain number of values, movements, and orientations that no one else
has provided. No one else has done quite what the West has done. I wish also to
remind the reader that the whole world is living, and living almost exclusively, by
these values, ideas, and stimuli. There is nothing original about the "new" thing that
is coming into existence in China or Latin America or Africa: it is all the fruit and
direct consequence of what the West has given the world.

All civilizations - both Western and Eastern - make contributions which merit study. It is, how-
ever, duplicitous to use the word ’multicultural’ as it is used in many schools and colleges.
Those who most loudly proclaim their affection for things "multicultural" have in fact no inter-
est in any culture: while despising and ignoring the West, they in fact have no desire for serious
study of other cultures. This is demonstrated by their willingness to lump together under the
heading "non-Western" all the civilizations for which they allegedly hold such great affection.
It is, in fact, among the champions of Western Civilization that one finds those most willing to
study and appreciate other civilizations. It was in the German universities of the nineteenth
century that the most energetic and numerous investigations were made into topics such as
Sanskrit philology and Tibetan literature. In American universities of the twentieth century,
study of the Ethiopian language Ge’ez declined precisely in proportion to the rise of this so-
called multiculturalism.
The value of other civilizations is not lessened in saying that the West has formulated a world-
view which other civilizations now use both to shape their own self-concepts and to criticize
the West. Ellul continues:

In the fifties it was fashionable to say that "the third world is now entering upon the
stage of history." The point was not, of course, to deny that Africa or Japan had a
history. What the cliche was saying, and rightly saying, was that these peoples were
now participating in the creative freedom of history and the dialectic of the historical
process. Another way of putting it is that the West had now set the whole world in mo-
tion. It had released a tidal wave that would perhaps eventually drown it. There had
been great changes in the past and vast migrations of peoples; there had been plan-
less quests for power and the building of gigantic empires that collapsed overnight.
The West represented something entirely new because it set the world in movement
in every area and at every level; it represented, that is, a coherent approach to real-
ity. Everything — ideas, armies, the state, philosophy, rational methods, and social
organization — conspired in the global change the West had initiated.
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In East Asia, encounters with theWest have been the turning points in the development of those
civilizations. China and Japan will never again return to a mindset in which no alternative to
imperial rule is even conceivable.

It is not for me to judge whether all this was a good thing or bad. I simply observe
that the entire initiative came from the West, that everything began there. I simply
observe that the peoples of the world had abided in relative ignorance and a hieratic
repose until the encounter with the West set them on their journey.

Prior to encounters with the West, not only the rulers, but also the Chinese and Japanese soci-
eties themselves viewed the common population as an undifferentiated mass. Thousands and
millions of peasants were conceptualized as identical and interchangeable, not only for all prac-
tical purposes, but also philosophically as well. The peculiarly Western idea of the individual
changed the working dynamics of these societies. Before the encounters with the West, narra-
tives, both factual and fictional, were content to speak of "a peasant" with no further descriptor;
the West will replace this generic character with the concrete and unique individual.

Please, then, don’t deafen us with talk about the greatness of Chinese or Japanese
civilization. These civilizations existed indeed, but in a larval or embryonic state;
they were approximations, essays. They always related to only one sector of the
human or social totality and tended to be static and immobile. Because the West
was motivated by the ideal of freedom and had discovered the individual, it alone
launched society in its entirety on its present course.

We can honestly give the West its due credit for its peculiar discoveries and values - the dignity
of the individual, the quest for liberty, the equal value of each human life - without disparaging
other civilizations. We can freely acknowledge Confucius as a rival of, and in some cases the
superior of, Aristotle. Not only was he temporally prior to Aristotle; he made some of the same
analyses about the fundamental relationships out of which larger and more complex societies
are constructed, and in some cases, he made them more accurately.
When we consider the ubiquitous praise for Gandhi, it must be remembered that he began his
career as a supporter of the caste system in India, and resented the British for not maintaining
the strict separation of the castes. Studying in England from 1888 to 1891, Gandhi was not
comfortable in British society and did not particularly enjoy it, but he was excited by the ideas
of John Locke and Edmund Burke, by the Magna Carta, and by the English Bill of Rights of 1689.
It was in England that Gandhi was introduced, not only to the study of the New Testament, but
to the study of the Hindu Bhagavadgita. It was among the English that Gandhi developed a
taste for Hinduism.
In South Africa, Gandhi made his mark as a civil rights leader by applying those British icons
to the concrete situations in which he found himself. Gandhi became Gandhi by working out
the implications of John Locke and Edmund Burke and the Magna Carta. Ellul writes:

Again, don’t misunderstand me. I am not saying that European science was superior
to Chinese science, nor European armies to Japanese armies; I am not saying that
the Christian religion was superior to Buddhism or Confucianism; I am not saying
that the French or English political system was superior to that of the Han dynasty. I
am saying only that the West discovered what no one else had discovered; freedom
and the individual, and that this discovery later set everything else in motion. Even
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the most solidly established religions could not help changing under the influence.
We must remember that the Hinduism which drew such an enthusiastic response
from English spinsters in 1930 and is today inspiring the young with revolutionary
fervor, represents a modernization of the Hindu tradition through contact with the
West. What an incredible experience the world has undergone due to the West!

Although the West has maintained itself as a leader in economics, in the natural sciences, and
in technology, these are mere byproducts to those core values which make the West uniquely
what it is. To codify freedom or liberty as a value is a specifically Western habit. In ancient
Mesopotamia, generations of peasants were born, worked, and died without leaving a trace.
In the early Middle Ages, in Europe, the practice began of recording names and dates, births
and baptisms, weddings and funerals. Each individual was given the dignity of having a name
recorded in the community’s books. This is the distinctively Western practice of respecting the
individual, or, as Ellul phrases it,

It was not economic power or sudden technological advances that made the West
what it is. These played a role, no doubt, but a negligible one in comparison with the
great change the discovery of freedom and the individual — that represents the goal
and desire implicit in the history of all civilizations. That is why, in speaking of the
West, I unhesitatingly single out freedom from the whole range of values. After all,
we find justice, equality, and peace everywhere. Every civilization that has attained
a certain level has claimed to be a civilization of justice or peace. But which of them
has ever spoken of the individual? Which of them has been reflectively conscious of
freedom as a value?

In a complex and schizophrenic dialectic, the West’s products are working against each other:
for, at the same time, it was both advancing the ideas of liberty and individualism, and yet
occasionally engaging in the very opposites: enslavement and mass socialization. The civiliza-
tion which taught the rest of the world to seek and value freedom was caught violating that
freedom; the civilization that taught about the dignity of the individual was treating individuals
as interchangeable machine parts. The West’s own words have come back to haunt the West.
Only a critique formulated by the West’s own values could be so devastating to the West.

The decisive role of the West’s discovery of freedom and the individual is beyond
question, but the discovery has brought with it two tragic consequences. First, the
very works of the West now pass judgment on it. For, having proclaimed freedom
and the individual, the West played false in dealing with other peoples. It subjected,
conquered, and exploited them, even while it went on talking about freedom. It made
the other peoples conscious of their enslavement by intensifying that enslavement
and calling it freedom. It destroyed the social structures of tribes and clans, turned
men into isolated atoms, and shaped them into a worldwide proletariat, and all the
time kept on talking of the great dignity of the individual: his autonomy, his power
to decide for himself, his capacity for choice, his complex and many-sided reality.

In refining such a critique of the West, the rest of the world is becoming ever more like the
West. The day may yet come when the East is more Western than the West.
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8.3 April

8.3.1 What Does It Take To Be Free? (2014-04-14 07:19)

The proverb "freedom isn’t free" has probably been uttered many times - so that, like the
boy who cried "wolf!" too often, it isn’t heard as an opportunity to reflect on a deeper truth.
Usually, the saying is taken in the context of necessary military readiness. But there are other
dimensions. Freedom’s price, beyond having the will to defend it, includes the will to take risks,
and the will to self-discipline.
Being free necessarily entails risk. History places various societies, and the individuals within
them, on a continuum between security and liberty. Those who opt for much liberty pay the
price of reduced security; those who want more security will pay for it by giving up some of their
freedom. Security here can be understood in terms of economics or in terms of a predictable
social structure. Freedom here includes economic freedom, as well as the freedoms of speech,
press, religion, and political discourse.
Freedom also demands a price in terms of self-discipline: if free men fail to behave themselves
properly, a certain level of ensuing chaos will cause society at large to demand authorities to
enforce some type of order, even if those authorities limit liberty in the process.
Famously, freedom requires defense. A free society will be such only as long as it is willing
and able to defend itself. This does not necessarily mean war; deterrence suffices, and offers
the added bonus of less bloodshed. If a free society fails to project an image of strength, if it
fails to project the image that it is willing to defend both itself and its liberty, then it will, of
necessity, eventually be attacked.
These three prices which one pays for liberty are expressed in a very different way by French
scholar Jacques Ellul. He bundles these three costs together under the rubric of reason:

If the individual rejects every external restraint imposed by society, then he must be
capable of restraining himself; in other words, he must possess tools that will enable
him to make "good use" of his freedom or will prevent freedom from degenerating
into the inconsistent behavior of the savage. Reason makes it possible for the indi-
vidual to master impulse, to choose the ways in which he will exercise his freedom,
to calculate the chances for success and the manner in which a particular action
will impinge upon the group, to understand human relations, and to communicate.
Communication is the highest expression of freedom, but it has little meaning unless
there is a content which, in the last analysis, is supplied by reason.

Reason requires citizens to act with at least amodicum of altruism; reason requires that they act
with self-restraint; reason requires that take some risks; reasons requires that they be prepared
to defend their freedom. One peculiar feature of humanity - a feature which distinguishes
humans from beasts and which demonstrates their rationality - is the ability to say ’no’ to
one’s self: the ability to identify a drive, an impulse, or a desire, and deny it.

Reason is thus a structure deliberately built to balance the possibilities inherent in
the freedom that has been won. Reason does not represent a "trick" but is really
the result of an effort to find something that is neither an external constraint nor
interiorized social imperatives and that will allow a man to be free and yet at the
same time choose a behavior and express opinions which are communicable and
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can be recognized as acceptable and shared by the other members of the tribe. Here
precisely we have the magnificent discovery made by the West: that the individual’s
whole life can be, and even is, the subtle, infinitely delicate interplay of reason and
freedom.

This understanding of reason and freedom leads to the maxim, issued two thousand years ago,
that one should examine one’s self: introspection and reflection in the form of a rational self-
critique. One should conduct a moral inventory of one’s self: this imperative is a foundation of
Western Civilization, or of European culture, or however else one might choose to label it. Ellul
continues:

This interplay achieved its highest form in both the Renaissance and classical litera-
ture since the Enlightenment. No other culture made this discovery. We of the West
have the most rounded and self-conscious type of man. For, the development of
reason necessarily implied reason’s critique of its own being and action as well as
a critique of both liberty and reason, through a return of reason upon itself and a
continuous reflection which gave rise to new possibilities for the use of freedom as
controlled by new developments of reason.

On both an individual and a corporate level, the habit of morally evaluating one’s self is nec-
essary to maintain freedom. This self-evaluation takes many forms and spreads into many
areas of life. It is no coincidence that Immanuel Kant’s great book is titled The Critique of Pure
Reason.

8.4 May

8.4.1 Freedom and Hayek (2014-05-05 09:42)

If a farmer owns some land, should he not have the right to decide whether he plants wheat or
corn on it? If a butcher sells meat, should he not have the right to compete with other butchers
by setting his prices as he sees fit?
In these material and mundane questions lies the core of the debate about freedom. Grand
words about liberty are good and necessary, but history consists of concrete and specific ac-
tions.
Either one answers such questions in a manner which unambiguously affirms freedom, or one
chooses to dismiss the very idea of freedom altogether. Do children have a lawful right to
inherit the legal property of their parents?
To make a principled attack on the notion of rights, which is almost the same as attacking the
notion of freedom, is indeed possible from certain moral and theological perspectives. But even
from this perspective, which would deny that rights exist absolutely in themoral ontology of the
universe, will allow that political rights, conceived as constructs, will be a necessary foundation
to any political system which will correspond to our intuitive notion of justice.
Whether rights are understood as metaphysically real or as political constructs, the violation
of, and disregard for, them is a defining feature of tyranny: from George III of England to Stalin,
from Louis XIV to Mao, from Hitler to Pol Pot, from Robespierre to Castro.
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Yet the bureaucrat’s incremental disassembly of rights is no less dangerous than the tyrant’s
blatant breach of them. When Congress passes legislation micromanaging the farmer’s choice
of which crops to grow, when the IRS confiscates property which the children of a deceased
parent should inherit, or when both federal and state governments set not only maximum but
also minimum prices for retail products, personal freedom is being dismembered.
Phrases like the “public interest” or the “common good” are routinely produced as justifications
for infringement on the individual’s rights. It is true thatmany, if not all, common versions of the
social contract call for either voluntary restraint regarding, or legislated limitations on, personal
freedoms. It is also true that there is a natural, and evil, tendency inherent in government to
expand its control over the individual beyond that which the logic of the social contract views
as necessary.
It is ever inclination of government to govern more, and therefore too much. It is for this reason
that the tale of Cincinnatus is not only heroic, but also almost miraculous.
Those who, by means of regulation and taxation, reduce freedom and gradually take away
an individual’s rights, often do so while claiming to respect personal rights: these limitations
are sadly necessary, they assert, sometimes even necessary to preserve those rights not vio-
lated by regulation. Sometimes this is done with noble intentions, sometimes with a cynical
intent to grab power. Whether mouthed sincerely or insincerely, a stated belief in rights by
those who violate rights has within itself, at the very least, a certain tension, if not an outright
contradiction.
More coherent are those who simply deny the notion of personal rights. They argue that “rights”
are fictions, and have no place in social or political calculations. Economist Friedrich Hayek
writes:

In this respect much more consistency is shown by the more numerous reformers
who, ever since the beginning of the socialist movement, have attacked the "meta-
physical" idea of individual rights and insisted that in a rationally ordered world there
will be no individual rights but only individual duties. This, indeed, has become the
much more common attitude of our so-called progressives, and few things are more
certain to expose one to the reproach of being a reactionary than if one protests
against a measure on the grounds that it is a violation of the rights of the individual.
Even a liberal paper like the Economist was a few years ago holding up to us the
example of the French, of all people, who had learnt the lesson “that democratic gov-
ernment no less than dictatorship must always [sic] have plenary powers in posse,
without sacrificing their democratic and representative character. There is no re-
strictive penumbra of individual rights that can never be touched by government in
administrative matters whatever the circumstances. There is no limit to the power of
ruling which can and should be taken by a government freely chosen by the people
and can be fully and openly criticised by an opposition.

Note that Hayek describes the newspaper in question as “liberal” - reminding the reader of the
long and trouble history of that word, morphing from the “classical liberals” like John Locke to
the contemporary “liberals” who favor the statist program of taxation, regulation, and redistri-
bution.
The newspaper’s use of the adverb “always” is troubling not only to Hayek. The passage in
question is the newspaper’s argument for government power, which is necessarily opposed to
individual liberty. The newspaper asserts that individual rights can be violated by the govern-
ment at will, and there should be “no limit” to the government’s power.
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Whether wittingly or not, whether sincere or cynical, the Economist has made an argument for
totalitarianism. It is quite possible that the argument is both sincere and unwitting, because
well-intentioned thinkers might envision a good-natured government which uses its powers
only when absolutely necessary, uses them fairly and impartially, uses them in a way which
respects individual freedom, and after using them, lays them down again. But those hoping for
another Cincinnatus will be disappointed. It is not impossible that a Cincinnatus might appear
and serve so nobly, but one cannot rely on that appearance, and certainly cannot cause it to
happen.
One special case which presents the opportunity, or the temptation, for a government to make
a swift attack on personal rights is the case of war. In wartime, the citizens of a nation are likely
to offer less resistance to the violation of their rights, if this violation is presented as necessary
to the war effort. Historians will recall Woodrow Wilson’s egregious infringement upon the First
Amendment during WWI. It was clear that his restrictions on the freedom of speech were not,
in many cases, in the service of the war effort, although they were presented to the public as
such.
In addition to wars, governments can use any real or perceived danger as an excuse to breach
rights. Floods, electrical power outages, shortages of vital consumer goods, and other special
circumstances can be exploited by the government, as it tells the citizens that it must intervene
to stabilize or somehow make a situation safe. To this pattern belongs the series, presented in
rapid succession, of concerns about global warming, climatic instability, climate change, and
climate disruption; these terms are designed to produce fear, and the fear is produced in order
to persuade citizens to submit to governmental directives.
The government’s claim in this case is not entirely false. It is true that, on rare occasions,
governmental intervention can produce a modest increase in safety or stability. Yet we must
question the unspoken assumption that this increase is worth the cost.
Socialists governments, or other governments, can indeed increase security at the cost of
personal freedom. The amount or degree of such increase is usually quite small in comparison
to the amount or degree of liberty lost. A question of values arises: is the significant loss of
freedom worth the modest increase in security? Slogans like “live free or die” answer that
question.
Interventions labeled “necessary” during wartime will usually remain in effect during the sub-
sequent peace. Again, men like Cincinnatus are more rare than many suppose. Hayek writes:

This may be inevitable in wartime when, of course, even free and open criticism is
necessarily restricted. But the "always" in the statement quoted does not suggest
that the Economist regards it as a regrettable wartime necessity. Yet as a permanent
institution this view is certainly incompatible with the preservation of the Rule of Law,
and it leads straight to the totalitarian state. It is, however, the view which all those
who want the government to direct economic life must hold.

The best limitations on personal freedom are those imposed on an individual by himself. Max-
imizing political freedom does not imply maximizing moral freedom; on the contrary, moral
self-restraint is necessary for political liberty. The failure of many modern, and postmodern,
societies in Western Civilization is the failure that resulted from seeking political freedom with-
out a corresponding ethical structure to guide the individual.
Freedom, in sum, is the ultimate political goal, but should never be the ultimate personal goal.
In the context of a political structure, the individual’s freedom must be sought above all else.
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In the context of private life, self-discipline must be sought. We seek, struggle for, and fight for
our freedom from the government; but once obtained, we voluntarily surrender that freedom,
not to the government, but to ethical self-restraint. We struggle to gain rights, only in order to
give them away.
Consider the example of “freedom of speech.” This freedom must be obtained and jealously
guarded. But he who has freedom of speech is morally, not legally, obliged to refrain some
some types of speech. Ethical self-restraint will prevent him from using speech to harm his
neighbor.
One must not be naive to the point of assuming that this ethical self-restraint will be perfect.
There will be transgressions. But that is no reason for abandoning the program of freedom.
There is no perfect or perfectible society. An interventionist government will also have trans-
gressions, and more egregious ones. We may only choose the lesser evil.

8.5 June

8.5.1 When Did Romanticism Begin? (2014-06-28 17:36)

The perpetual disappointment of doing history by means of constructs is that, while they seem
to offer neat answers to big questions, they dissolve under close scrutiny.
It’s nice to divide Greek history into archaic, classical, and hellenistic periods. But if you ask
when, precisely, did the archaic age end and the golden classical age begin, you will not receive
a satisfying answer.
Likewise, the exact date on which the Middle Ages gave way to the Renaissance will never be
found, not because we can’t find it, but because it doesn’t exist.
You see, such constructs are convenient categorizations for History teachers and History stu-
dents, but they don’t exist in reality. They are retrojections imposed on the set of data points
which is the raw material of history.
In the same way, to ask about the starting point of Romanticism, that broad movement which
included not only poetry, painting, and music, but which also influenced the science of linguis-
tics, the teaching of history, and political revolutionary movements - to ask about the starting
point of Romanticism attracts merely a long series of unsatisfying answers.
Isaiah Berlin and Kenneth Clark, two of Oxford University’s top scholars, wrestled with the
question and never quite settled on an answer. Professor Allen Guelzo, of Gettysburg College,
writes:

Picking a starting point for Romanticism has long been a favorite parlor game: For
Berlin, it was Herder and Kant; for Clark, it was alternately the Lisbon earthquake,
the nightmare in 1764 that set Horace Walpole to writing The Castle of Otranto,
Burke’s Inquiry into the Origins of the Sublime (1757), and Piranesi’s Imaginary Pris-
ons (1749).

Guelzo also relates the best guess of Cambridge’s Timothy Blanning on this question:

It was the day in July 1749 that the eye of Jean-Jacques Rousseau was caught by
an advertisement for an essay contest on the question: “Has the progress of the
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sciences and arts done more to corrupt morals or improve them?” The promoters of
the contest were confidently expecting variations on improve; it suddenly swam into
Rousseau’s head that the real answer was corrupt, and from there flowed a lifelong
declaration of war against reason, calculation, balance, law, and orderliness, which
Rousseau believed had snatched away the “innocence” of humanity.

Of course, the question of itself is of very little importance. But it is an entry into the more
significant question of what Romanticism is, and what its impact on the world has been. When
Romanticism began isn’t that important; whether or not Rousseau is a paradigmatic figure
in Romanticism is significant because it will point to the essence and to the effects of that
movement.
If Rousseau is a central figure in Romanticism, and if Romanticism and Rousseau are the spir-
itual parents of the French Revolution, then Romanticism has much blood on its hands, as
thousands of innocent civilians went to their deaths, first butchered in the “Great Fear” and
then sent to the guillotine in the “Reign of Terror.” Guelzo writes:

Isaiah Berlin was deeply suspicious of fingering Rousseau as Romanticism’s progeni-
tor, and Rousseau merits only one passing reference in Clark’s The Romantic Rebel-
lion (1973).

Whenever Romanticism may have started, there is

a fairly extensive supporting cast for Romanticism’s debut, including Wordsworth
(on the sublime), Hamann (on passion), Johann Heinrich Merck (on the deadness of
reason), and Kant.

To which extent Rousseau was a founder of Romanticism, or whether he was an ancestor of
it, or whether he was falling into line with an already-established movement: in any case, the
notion that reason and orderliness were enemies of morality, the idea that balance and law
and art destroy the innocence of the human race, - such notions are iconoclastic at least.
When people are free to buy and sell at the prices they voluntarily negotiate with others,
economies generate continually increasing amounts of wealth. Yet Rousseau somehow saw
the marketplace as the creator of need and want, and its oppression as the true liberation of
mankind. Both counterintuitive and illogical, Rousseau’s ideas nonetheless held then, and hold
now, fascination for many.

Rousseau represented a repudiation of everything the Enlightenment held at its core.
Chief among those antagonisms was Rousseau’s (and Romanticism’s) hostility to
both democracy and commerce. In a world of natural plenty, Rousseau believed
commerce created artificial scarcity (Locke had believed the exact opposite — that
this was a world of scarcity that commerce and property turned into a cornucopia).
Those who led commercial lives did so under the most deadeningly and harshly ra-
tional rule of all, the bottom line, which reduced Nature to mere utility.

Famously, Rousseau felt that humans might not always know what’s best for them, and so his
idealized state would be justified in violating the individual’s will - hardly a new idea. But what
is new is that Rousseau claimed that in controlling the behavior of the individual, his envisioned
state would be “forcing” people “to be free,” an Orwellian oxymoron.
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Rousseau’s 1762 publication of The Social Contract revealed internal tensions, both inside
Rousseau and inside Romanticism: he argued that traditional forms of the church and of Chris-
tianity were not helpful to people, and according to him oppressed people. Instead, he pro-
posed a religion which he invented on his own, and promptly declared that anyone who failed
to profess it should suffer the death penalty.
Whether Rousseau is an ancestor of, the founder of, or a follower of Romanticism remains
an open question. In any case, he, and the paradoxes and contradictions inside his thought,
cannot be ignored when studying Romanticism.

8.6 July

8.6.1 Politicized Romanticism (2014-07-01 00:16)

During and after whichever era one might mark out as the Romanticist Era, Romanticism not
only left its fingerprints on that marked style of poetry, painting, and music which bear its
name, but it also influenced the way in which history is written and interpreted.
While students have long been taught the identifying markers of Romanticist poetry, Romanti-
cist painting, and Romanticist music, the hallmarks of Romanticist History are less well known.
One of the markers of Romanticist history is ‘hero worship,’ a phrase whose origins are unclear.
The Oxford English Dictionary records its first use in the sense of a noun as occurring in 1713,
and in the sense of a verb as occurring in 1857. The Merriam Webster dictionary, however,
lists the first noun usage as 1774, and the first verb usage as 1884.
In any case, the dates for the appearance of the phrase ‘hero worship’ neatly fit into most of
the common timelines given for Romanticism.
Whatever “hero worship”may be, it is a failure to think critically - the habit of lavishing uncritical
praise on a historical figure, and the willingness to shape narratives around the axiom that
some such individual must have been virtuous or noble or good. Napoleon is one example of
someone who received such treatment by those historians who wished to treat him as a heroic
figure.
What “hero worship” did to the individual, Romantic nationalism did for entire ethnic groups.
Historians wrote global histories from the perspective of one nation, and in the process, begin-
ning with the earliest documented traces of that nation, overemphasized and exaggerated the
nation’s continuity with those most ancient known sources. For many European nation-states,
this took the form of early medieval sources.
Paradoxically, Romanticist history can err by either being too general or by being too specific.
In the former case, for the sake of forming a grand narrative, some historians use very little
actual evidence - the names, dates, and places which are the data points of history. In the latter
case, some historians used quite specific and concrete data, but, e.g., limited it to data about
one individual (in the case of hero worship), about one nation (in the case of nationalism), or
about one event (if that event were chosen as pivotal in some narrative).
Romanticist historians, while valuing narrative, tend to value a specific narrative - the story
of one individual or of one nation - while avoiding a broader or global narrative. Because
Romanticism is subjectivism, it is not inclined to look at world history in such a way as to sift
through it to find those recurring patterns which give a clue as to what human nature - the
universal human constant - is.
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Although the Romanticist writing, or rewriting, of history made its noisy appearance in the late
1700s and early 1800s, its impact on historiography is still with us. Allen Guelzo notes that
what was perceived as the end of the Romanticist era may have only been its sublimation, but
not its death:

The Routledge Encyclopedia of the Romantic Era takes 1850 as a cutoff date for the
Romantic revolution, and there was at that time no shortage of voices that wept for
Romanticism’s demise at the hands of the triumphant bourgeoisie.

Indeed, many observers of postmodern culture see the lasting legacy of Romanticism in it. The
many ways in which late twentieth and early twenty-first century narrative rejects rationality
are the afterglow of the original Romanticism. Consider the imperative given in the Star Wars
movies: “Feel, don’t think.” Postmodern sentiments like “follow your heart” and “follow your
bliss” are so numerous that scholars have difficulty in discovering who wrote them first. Allen
Guelzo continues:

Rousseau’s curdled contempt for reason may have lost its initial momentum a cen-
tury after his epiphany on the road to Vincennes, but not its enduring attraction.

The Romanticist triumph of emotion over reason, of passion over logic, manifests itself in the
preference of hero-narrative or nation-narrative over a global grand narrative. Avoiding the
grand narrative allows the Romanticist to avoid a sense of teleology - a sense that history has
not only causes in the past which push it forward, but also a target in the future which pulls
it forward. Given that there will be some final state of things in this world, it is reasonable to
ask whether, if we were to know what that state will be, we might not be able to calculate how
the present state of affairs is slowly unfolding toward that future state. Historian Tim Blanning
writes:

There has also been a corresponding reaction to the culture of reason at a more
intellectual level in the shape of strands known collectively as “postmodernism.”
Thankfully, there is no space to investigate this richly various – and contradictory
– phenomenon. It must suffice to assert that all postmodernists have in common a
rejection of grand narrative, teleology, and rationalism. They squarely belong with
the culture of feeling, in a line that stretches back to fin de siècle and romanticism
(and indeed to the baroque). But, as before, this is not just another spin of the cy-
cle’s wheel, but a dialectical progression. Where it will take us next is anyone’s guess.
That the central axiom of romanticism – “absolute inwardness” – will have a role to
play is certain. The romantic revolution is not over yet.

To be sure, not all of Romanticism’s impacts were harmful. It created a burst of intellectual
energy around the scientific study of historical linguistics and philology. Beethoven’s music
and Caspar David Friedrich’s paintings mark objective points in art history, whether or not one
subjectively considers them to be good or bad. Lord Byron died in an effort preserve Greek
freedom in the face of Islamic tyranny.
But historians influenced by Romanticism tended to produce narratives in which ambiguous
individuals were recast as clear heroes or clear villains, and the power of the narrative was
regarded as more important than its attention to actual data points of recorded events. These
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narratives were constructed with no regard for the broader global grand narrative, and with no
consideration of a goal or teleology in the flow of history.
Romanticist history texts are often suspiciously devoid of specifics, or suspiciously loaded with
specific evidence about a skewed sample - one heroic individual, or one cherish national ethnic
group.

8.6.2 Humanities and Liberal Arts (2014-07-20 22:20)

At high schools, colleges, and universities, one hears the phrases “liberal arts” and “human-
ities.” These terms are, however, poorly understood, ambiguous, and subject to misunder-
standings.
The label ‘liberal arts’ emerged during the Middle Ages, when the world’s first universities were
being organized - the University of Bologna was started some time prior to 1088 A.D.
“Liberal” in ‘liberal arts’ is related to the notion of freedom, and arose even earlier, during
Roman times, because free men, as opposed to slaves, studied academic subjects. Of course,
generalizations like that are susceptible to exceptions: Epictetus was a slave and yet authored
philosophical essays.
In those medieval universities, the curriculum was structured around seven subjects: the lower
level was the ‘trivium’ and consisted of grammar, logic, and rhetoric; the upper level was the
‘quadrivium’ and included arithmetic, geometry, music, and astronomy.
From this original structure of the liberal arts we can already see the errors in the way some
people currently use the term ‘liberal arts.’ From the beginning, ‘liberal arts’ included both
mathematics and the observational or natural sciences.
Note also the medieval understanding of music: it is grouped among the mathematical dis-
ciplines. Some music historians use the word ‘objective’ to describe the music of the Middle
Ages, indicating the way in which medieval composers, performers and listeners perceived the
music: the intervals between notes, and the timing of the notes, was calculated according to
principles of composition.
At the present time, the phrase ‘liberal arts’ has been expanded beyond its original meaning to
include not only the observational and empirical sciences - chemistry, physics, biology, geology,
etc. - as well as the ‘social sciences’ or ‘soft sciences’ like history, psychology, linguistics,
literature, etc.
The contemporary understanding of ‘liberal arts’ does not include strictly professional pro-
grams like engineering, law, medicine, or business, as they are currently offered at American
colleges and universities.
The ‘humanities’ are a subset of the liberal arts. They include history and literature - and the
sub-disciplines of art history and music history. One dictionary defines ‘humanities’ as

learning or literature concerned with human culture, esp. literature, history, art,
music, and philosophy.

The defining characteristic of the liberal arts is that they are not applied or practical. Biology is
one of the liberal arts, while medicine is not. Physics is part of the liberal arts, while engineering
is not. The dictionary defines ‘liberal arts’ as
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academic subjects such as literature, philosophy, mathematics, and social and phys-
ical sciences as distinct from professional and technical subjects.

While debates will continue to rage about the proper role of the liberal arts in college curric-
ula, and about the value of the humanities in professional preparation, such debates will be
meaningful only when the terms are properly understood.

8.7 August

8.7.1 Adam Ferguson and the Inexorable Flow of History (2014-08-09 09:10)

Adam Ferguson lived in Scotland from 1723 to 1816, but he was concerned with those prin-
ciples which affected all nations at all times. Although he was in some ways opposed to the
American Revolution of 1776, his observations of social behavior were influential among the
Founding Fathers inasmuch as he formulated the principles of a republic with freely-elected
representatives.
Ferguson noted that social patterns arise organically, over long periods of time, and are not
readily changed by those who would artificially redesign society. People in general are not
inclined to accept social patterns imposed, suddenly, by those who have calculated them for
whichever purpose.
Knowingly or not, Ferguson may have isolated one of the variables which attempts to explain
the mystery of why the American Revolution succeeded and the French Revolution failed. The
American Revolution was an attempt to change government, not society; the French Revolution
attempted to change society, and to change it at a deep and fundamental level. He wrote:

Men, in general, are sufficiently disposed to occupy themselves in forming projects
and schemes: But he who would scheme and project for others, will find an opponent
in every person who is disposed to scheme for himself. Like the winds that come we
know not whence, and blow whithersoever they list, the forms of society are derived
from an obscure and distant origin; they arise, long before the date of philosophy,
from the instincts, not from the speculations of men. The crowd of mankind, are
directed in their establishments and measures, by the circumstances in which they
are placed; and seldom are turned from their way, to follow the plan of any single
projector.

The great social edifices which sustain civilizations and constitute some of humanity’s greatest
achievements arise, not by means of calculation and design, but rather through organic growth,
through trial-and-error, and through humanity’s blindness and history’s foresight.
When Ferguson notes that societies allow great revolutions without intending change, it may
be that he is alluding to events like the end of the Roman Republic and the end of the Weimar
Republic.
In the former case, Augustus-Octavian destroyed the republican political structure with the
claim of reestablishing the traditional Roman social values; in the latter case, Hitler’s National
Socialists ravaged the governmental structure while claiming to preserve or reinstate an an-
cient nationalistic ethnic heritage.
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Every step and every movement of the multitude, even in what are termed enlight-
ened ages, are made with equal blindness to the future; and nations stumble upon
establishments, which are indeed the result of human action, but not the execution
of any human design. If Cromwell said, That a man never mounts higher, than when
he knows not whither he is going; it may with more reason be affirmed of communi-
ties, that they admit of the greatest revolutions where no change is intended, and
that the most refined politicians do not always know whither they are leading the
state by their projects.

Great turning-points in history have often been made unwittingly. Leaders who’ve made de-
cisions are often unable to see the effects of those decisions. “The law of unintended conse-
quences” has become a standard refrain in the canon of common wisdom. Leo Tolstoy famously
wrote that:

A king is history’s slave. History, that is, the unconscious, general, hive life of
mankind, uses every moment of the life of kings as a tool for its own purposes.

The Weimar Republic enacted a “hate speech” law against anti-Semitic utterances; little did
the leaders of the Weimar Republic, from 1920 to 1933, foresee that Hitler’s National Social-
ists would use the precedent established by those laws - that the government can define and
regulate speech - to begin its foul plan to eventually murder millions of Jews.
Woodrow Wilson, whose career from 1902 to 1921 was defined by his thorough racism, would
be surprised to learn that the principles of his “progressivism” would be used a century later
to not only give “equal opportunities” and a “fair chance” to African-Americans, but even in
some circumstances to favor them over other races.
Kings, prime ministers, presidents, premiers, and even dictators often feel their hands forced
by circumstances in some decisions. In other decisions they may feel free to decide, but in
some cases that feeling might a be a delusion, and they are still being swept along in the
current of history, as much as their subjects.

8.8 November

8.8.1 Tiberius: Underappreciated? (2014-11-20 19:20)

Octavian-Augustus transformed Rome from a republic into an empire. Tiberius, twenty-one
years younger than Octavian, took the throne and the title of ‘Caesar’ when Octavian died in
14 A.D.
Tiberius did not inherit the emperorship in any normal sense of the word. He had been adopted
by Octavian for the purpose ensuring succession; Tiberius was also Octavian’s stepson by
means of Octavian’s marriage to Livia, the mother of Tiberius. Finally, Tiberius was also Octa-
vian’s son-in-law via the marriage of Octavian’s daughter, Julia, to Tiberius.
Despite the tangled web of familial relationships, interactions between Octavian and Tiberius
were primarily based on power politics.
Tiberius had a family tree that was arguably more impressive than Octavian’s. Shrewdly, Octa-
vian saw an opportunity to use Tiberius as an ally rather than a competitor, and Tiberius could
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sway some of the more established patrician families toward Octavian. Yet, when it came to
deciding who would inherit the emperorship, Tiberius was not Octavian’s first choice - and not
even his second or third choice.
For his part, Tiberius had no strong desire to be emperor. He took the job because he more-or-
less had to.
In addition to a solid genealogy, Tiberius was a competent manager, and had a deep sense
of, and respect for, the political values of the old Roman Republic. Even while working for the
man who had ended that republic, Tiberius sought somehow to sustain its better virtues in the
imperial system.
Two historians, Ralph V.D. Magoffin and Frederic Duncalf, relate the already-significant roles
played by Tiberius prior to his assuming imperials duties in the wake of Octavian’s death:

Although Augustus did not have a son, he had adopted his stepson, Tiberius, who be-
longed to an old Roman family. As Tiberius already held the tribunician and procon-
sular powers, and was in command of the armies, the Senate accepted him, because
it could not very well do anything else. Tiberius, in fact, was the most competent
man in the empire, and for nearly ten years had been doing most of the governing
for Augustus.

Although a skillful manager with a solid sense of respectable republican virtues, Tiberius was
not automatically well-liked. He was possibly more appreciated in the provinces than in the
capital city:

However, Tiberius, although much liked in the provinces, was not popular in Rome.
He was cold and reserved, although he sometimes spoke his mind bluntly. He had
become soured by family sorrows, and by what he thought were slights from Augus-
tus. As a result he became very unpopular. When he decided that he had found in
a certain Sejanus a loyal and competent substitute, he went to live on the island of
Capri in a beautiful villa which overlooked the Bay of Naples. After he had killed Se-
janus, who had plotted against him, and had punished with great severity all whom
he suspected of being in the conspiracy, the Romans hated him more than ever. On
the contrary, the people in the provinces blessed him because he saw to it that they
were all well governed and that the Pax Romana was maintained. Nevertheless, he
died, an embittered old man, in 37 A.D.

Tiberius faced a problem which Octavian overcame by sheer force of will, and which all of
the emperors after Tiberius would encounter in some form. The position of emperor was, on
Rome’s own terms, unconstitutional.
The illegitimacy of the emperorship can be seen already in the verbal contortions performed to
describe the job: princeps and imperator and caesar and pater patriae and pontifex maximus
were all heaped onto Octavian in an effort avoid words which would be abhorrent to Roman
Republican sensibilities: rex or romulus - the latter of which Octavian had briefly adopted but
then quickly dropped because of royalist overtones which it had.
Thus Tiberius inherited an unwieldy task: the art of being a king while claiming not to be one;
the skill of destroying republican processes while claiming to honor them. Historian Jim Bishop
writes:
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The reign of Tiberius was, according to law, a constitutional one. Under analysis it
wasn’t, and yet, in the early part of his reign, he was overly deferential to the Senate
and referred even the smallest matters of state to this august body. He made of point
of sitting in the Senate and speaking as a member, often in the minority. Decrees
were passed against his wishes and Tiberius had no comment. Some of the wits
ridiculed him and his family, and when Caesar was asked about it, he said that the
Empire should enjoy free speech and thought.

Tiberius seemed, or sought, to exemplify the stern yet moderate ideals of the old Roman Re-
public. Although it may have cost him some popularity, this tactic seems to have served him
well. His reign was, by most metrics, successful and long - 22 years.
Solidly reliable and competent, Tiberius put the Roman economy on perhaps its best fiscal
footing ever. He regularized the tax system and accumulated massive surpluses in the treasury.
The balance on hand in the Roman treasury went from 100 million sesterces to 2.7 billion
sesterces on his watch: skillful management.
Yet he remained unpopular with both the Senate and the masses.
There is something of a paradox about Tiberius: he was competent but disliked. Why did
the Roman public not embrace him? Perhaps because it was early in the empire, and the
citizens had yet to see what a truly bad emperor looked like. Perhaps because he worked to
promulgate virtues instead of laws, thereby making the populace uncomfortable by displaying
high moral standards. Perhaps because there was little dramatic, heroic, or dashing about him.
Perhaps because Octavian was a tough act to follow: who could possibly seem impressive after
Augustus? Perhaps because Tiberius lacked an exciting or charismatic personality, a type of
personality which Octavian either had or at least managed to project.
His wiser opponents conceded that he was competent, but this begrudging admission did not
translate into affection.

Tacitus opposed him, but admitted that the nominations for office sent to the Senate
by the Emperor were “made with judgment.” What Tiberius wanted was a Rome of
the old days, a Rome in which consuls and procurators and other magistrates enjoyed
the full prerogatives of their rank; he wanted peace along the frontiers and no new
taxes and no suppression of subject peoples; he admonished anyone who disagreed
with him to take matters to the proper court.

What Tiberius wanted, he got only in part. Internally, the empire did attain an organized and sta-
ble functioning. Externally, the Pax Romana did not live up to its name: there were nearly con-
stant border skirmishes, either with the Scots, with the Germanic tribes, or with other groups.
While the proverb that “history is written by the winners” contains some merit, it is also true
that in many cases, those who are discontent are more motivated to write than those who are
content. Maybe there were large segments of Roman society which were content with Tiberius
as emperor. Maybe criticisms of Tiberius are overrepresented and amplified, if his opponents
were his chief biographers.
Perhaps ultimately a tragic figure, Tiberius was capable and, in a pagan sense, virtuous. Finally,
he was disappointed, despite his notable accomplishments. Jim Bishop offers us a description
of Tiberius near the end of his life:
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Tiberius was the Emperor. He was seventy; a lean, acidulous man who suffered from
acne. His greatest happiness came from study. His deepest unhappiness had come
from his mother, Livia. She nagged him all the way up the political ladder and, when
he finally stepped on the top rung, he never looked at Livia again.

A man who did not desire the emperorship but had it thrust upon him; a man who did not lead
by charismatic personality but whose quiet competence and financial steadiness stabilized the
empire: Tiberius was perhaps underappreciated in his own time.

8.9 December

8.9.1 The Carolingian Renaissance (2014-12-21 17:36)

The slow-motion collapse of the Roman Empire over several decades in Britain and Gaul threat-
ened to leave chaos in its wake. Roman rule had both its advantages and disadvantages, but
it had at least provided stability and enough social structure to allow education to grow.
When the Roman ceased providing some measure of government in Gaul, it became clear
that the Gauls could not generate social institutions strong enough to allow for robust cultural
production. By the time the Roman Empire fell in 476 A.D., a new social structure emerged
under the Merovingian king Childeric, who had been on the throne already since 457 A.D.
The Merovingians, a Frankish dynasty, moved into Gaul after the Roman collapse left a power
vacuum in the region. The Franks eventually minted the realm’s own coins, codified the legal
system, and freed the area from the last remaining practices of human sacrifice by introducing
the ideas of Jesus.
The Carolingian dynasty, which took over the Frankish kingdom in the 700s A.D., built upon
and continued the Merovingian cultural achievements. Increasing literacy was a priority for
the Carolingian monarchs, who were, like the Merovingians, Franks.
With literacy came philosophical thought and an exploration of the Greco-Roman classical her-
itage. Monks and the earliest scholastic philosophers assembled large libraries. Historian
Thomas Woods writes:

The result of this encouragement of education and the arts is known as the Carolin-
gian Renaissance, which extended from the reign of Charlemagne through that of
his son, Louis the Pious (r. 814-840). Perhaps the central intellectual figure of the
Carolingian Renaissance was Alcuin, an Anglo-Saxon who had been educated at York
by a pupil of the Venerable Bede, the great saint and ecclesiastical historian who was
one of the great intellects of his day. Alcuin was the headmaster of the cathedral
school at York and a deacon who would later serve as the abbot of the monastery
of Saint Martin’s at Tours. He was tapped by Charlemagne himself in 781 when the
two met during Alcuin’s brief trip to Italy. In addition to his knowledge of a variety of
subjects, Alcuin also excelled as a teacher of Latin, having absorbed the successful
techniques of his Irish and Anglo-Saxon predecessors. Teaching the Germanic peo-
ple grammatically correct Latin - a difficult skill to acquire during the unsettled sixth
and the seventh centuries - was an essential element of the Carolingian Renaissance.
Knowledge of Latin made possible both the study of the Latin Church fathers and the
classical world of ancient Rome. In fact, the oldest surviving copies of most ancient
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Roman literature date back to the ninth century, when the Carolingian scholars res-
cued them from oblivion. “People don’t always realize,” writes Kenneth Clark, “that
only three or four antique manuscripts of the Latin authors are still in existence: our
whole knowledge of ancient literature is due to the collecting and copying that be-
gan under Charlemagne, and almost any classical text that survived until the eighth
century has survived until today.”

In the past, historians had not realized the full impact of the Carolingian Renaissance, and had
assumed that people in the early Middle Ages were unaware of most Greco-Roman literature.
Discoveries have shown, however, that the ability to read both Greek and Latin was not rare
during the Carolingian era.
The monastery at Corvey is one example: this shining example of Carolingian architecture
contains a wall mural, painted in the 800s A.D., which depicts a scene from Homer’s plots.
This proves that not only were Greek works known at that point in time, but additionally that
they were widely known. To paint an image like this inside a church was to give it maximum
publicity.
Another example is the career of the scholastic philosopher Johannes Scotus Eriugena, who
was born sometime after the year 800 and died sometime before the year 900. He was invited
into Frankish kingdom, in part because of his excellent knowledge of the Greek language and
of the classical Greek texts. He was part of a larger effort by the Franks to spread the study of
Greek grammar and literature throughout central Europe.
In sum, the Franks under the Merovingians began to fuel an energizing of culture. Under the
Carolingians, this impetus led to a full-blown explosion, not only of Greek and Latin culture and
text, but also the foundational steps leading to modern mathematics, chemistry, and physics.
To be sure, the real birth of mathematics, chemistry, and physics - in the modern sense of these
terms - would not take place until the High Middle Ages, sometime after the year 900 A.D.
The emergence of, e.g., the University of Bologna - the world’s first true university - around
the year 1088 A.D., was based upon the intellectual groundwork laid earlier in the medieval
era during the Carolingian Renaissance.
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9.1 January

9.1.1 Juan de Mariana: Lockean before Locke? (2015-01-14 06:16)

Juan de Mariana was born in 1536, and is therefore by any reckoning a very late scholastic.
Working in the tranquility and freedom of a Spain which had, in 1492, finally been freed from
the oppression of Islamic occupational armies, he wrote copiously: one of his works, a history
of Spain, was thirty volumes.

Significantly, he wrote in a startling way about political liberty. He advocated freedom of as-
sembly (the freedom of association), and that a government may not arbitrarily spy on its
citizens. Like Locke, he asserted that a government’s legitimacy was based on the consent of
the governed. Unlike Locke, he did so in the 1500s. Historian Jesús Huerta de Soto writes:

In Spain, although the authorities were not enthusiastic about it, the book was re-
spected. In fact, all Mariana did was to take an idea - that natural law is morally
superior to the might of the state - to its logical conclusion. This idea had previ-
ously been developed in detail by the great founder of international law, the Domini-
can Francisco de Vitoria (1485-1546), who began the Spanish scholastic tradition
of denouncing the conquest and particularly the enslavement of the Indians by the
Spaniards in the New World.

Examining scholastic notions of civil law, Juan de Mariana began to articulate a connection
between property rights and other forms of liberty. Against the notion that property rights are
somehow low or base, he saw that tyrants inevitably violate property rights, and inasmuch as
human effort is spent acquiring property, the tyrant’s confiscation of such property is de facto
slavery.

But perhaps Mariana’s most important book was the work published in 1605 with
the title De monetae mutatione (On the alteration of money). In this book, Mariana
began to question whether the king was the owner of the private property of his
vassals or citizens and reached the clear conclusion that he was not. The author
then applied his distinction between a king and a tyrant and concluded that “the
tyrant is he who tramples everything underfoot and believes everything to belong
to him; the king restricts or limits his covetousness within the terms of reason and
justice.”

He asserted that the king should not be able to tax, or raise taxes, without the consent of
the people. We associate the slogan ‘no taxation without representation’ with Anglo-American
sources, but here we find a different and earlier source for the sentiment behind those words.
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9.2 February

9.2.1 Hadrian Had More Than One Wall (2015-02-12 09:02)

During the reign of the emperor Hadrian, the Roman Empire, which had arisen around 27 B.C.
from the political rubble of the Roman Republic, changed its military and imperial strategy from
expansion to defense. Having rapidly grown to an enormous area, the empire realized that it
would have difficulties retaining its already-annexed territories, and that further expansion
would bring the empire to an untenable and unsustainable size.
Hadrian was born in 76 A.D., became emperor in 117, and died in 138. He and his successors
reconfigured to the Roman military hold the external borders of the empire against threats like
the Germanic tribes, the Scots, and the Irish.
The Romans had expanded northeast into Germanic territory. The seemingly natural boundary
between the Romans and the Germanic tribes was the line connecting the Rhine and Danube
rivers. When the Roman placed settlements northeast of this line, they soon realized that they
had overextended themselves, and needed to pull back. Hadrian ordered a sort of strategic
retreat, surrendering the territory to the Germanic tribes. Historian Andrew Curry writes:

Hadrian may simply have recognized that Rome’s insatiable appetite was yielding
diminishing returns. Themost valuable provinces, like Gaul or Hadrian’s native Spain,
were full of cities and farms. But some fights just weren’t worth it. “Possessing the
best part of the earth and sea,” the Greek author Appian observed, the Romans have
“aimed to preserve their empire by the exercise of prudence, rather than to extend
their sway indefinitely over poverty-stricken and profitless tribes of barbarians.”

The Rhine was difficult to cross, and formed an obvious natural boundary. While there was
some valuable farmland on the far side of it, the Roman drive to expand, in this case, was
based more on pride than on the value of this particular piece of land to the empire.
Although wise, Hadrian’s policy was not an easy sell to the expansionist Roman collective ego.
The glory of Rome had been its ability to continuously expand, and to do so quickly and easily.
Hadrian had to convince the Romans, and especially the Roman military, that they should stop
overreaching. Quote fellow historian Anthony Birley, Andrew Curry writes:

The army’s respect for Hadrian helped. The former soldier adopted a military-style
beard, even in official portraits, a first for a Roman emperor. He spent more than
half of his 21-year reign in the provinces and visiting troops on three continents.
Huge stretches of territory were evacuated, and the army dug in along new, reduced
frontiers. Wherever Hadrian went, walls sprang up. “He was giving a message to
expansion-minded members of the empire that there were going to be no more wars
of conquest,” Birley says.

Hadrian transformed the Roman army in significant ways. Instead of a mobile force for attack-
ing and invading, it became a stationary defensive force.
The Roman army began to build substantial structures of wood and stone. It was attempting
to established a clear, permanent, and defendable border.
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By the time the restless emperor died in 138, a network of forts and roads originally
intended to supply legions on the march had become a frontier stretching thousands
of miles. “An encamped army, like a rampart, encloses the civilized world in a ring,
from the settled areas of Aethiopia to the Phasis, and from the Euphrates in the
interior to the great outermost island toward the west,” Greek orator Aelius Aristides
noted proudly, not long after Hadrian’s death.

Probably themost famous of these border structures is Hadrian’s Wall, separating England from
Scotland. On the island of Great Britain, the Romans had successfully occupied the southern
half, but the Scots proved unconquerable.
The wall cut the island in half, from coast to coast: a spectacular engineering and construction
feat.

That “outermost island” was where Hadrian built the monument that bears his name,
a rampart of stone and turf that cut Britain in half. Today Hadrian’s Wall is one of
the best preserved, well-documented sections of Rome’s frontier. Remnants of the
73-mile barrier run through salt marshes, across green sheep pastures, and for one
bleak stretch not far from downtown Newcastle, alongside a four-lane highway. Miles
of it are preserved aboveground, lining crags that rise high above the rain-swept
countryside.

While spectacular, Hadrian’s Wall is not the only, and not the greatest, civil engineering accom-
plishment of the Roman army. In central Europe, a 31-mile section of the wall there is so close
to perfectly straight that it deviates only 36 inches over its course.
The total mileage of the Limes wall between the Rhine and the Danube exceeds that of
Hadrian’s Wall in Britain, and the physical structure of the wall and its accompanying watch-
towers, barracks, and garrisons is more complex.

More than a century of study has given archaeologists an unparalleled understanding
of Hadrian’s Wall. The wall, perhaps designed by Hadrian himself on a visit to Britain
in 122, was the ultimate expression of his attempt to define the empire’s limits.

Although the wall on the northern border of England is called “Hadrian’s Wall,” the walls in
central Europe and other remote parts of the empire are equally his.

9.2.2 Romans, Germans, and Foreign Trade Policy (2015-02-21 16:10)

The amazing civil engineering projects which the Romans completed in central Europe together
form the Limes, a series of border fortifications, garrisons, walls, and barracks. Between the
Rhine and Danube rivers, a sophisticated border structure was built.
But the purpose of these military constructions was, perhaps, not directly military. Instead of
preparing for massive confrontations and battles, the goals of these efforts may have been
economic and diplomatic. Historian Andrew Curry writes:

For centuries emperors used a mix of threats, deterrence, and outright bribery to se-
cure peace. Rome negotiated constantly with tribes and kingdoms outside its frontier.
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Diplomacy created a buffer zone of client kings and loyal chieftains to insulate the
border from hostile tribes farther afield. Favored tribes earned the right to cross the
frontier at will; others could bring their goods to Roman markets only under armed
guard.

A manned border would enable Roman officials to enforce the distinctions they had negotiated
between various Germanic tribes. Vindolanda was a military installation just south of Hadrian’s
Wall in England. Some of the men who staffed this location were from Germanic regions, or
from other areas outside the empire.
Trade with northern Scotland or the northeastern Germanic tribes flourished at times during
the Roman Empire, which last from 27 B.C. to 476 A.D.

Loyal allies were also rewarded with gifts, weapons, and military assistance and train-
ing. Friendly barbarians sometimes served in the Roman army; after 25 years, they
retired as Roman citizens, free to settle anywhere in the empire. Vindolanda alone
was home to units recruited from what are now northern Spain, France, Belgium, and
the Netherlands. Iraqi bargemen once sailed England’s rivers under the banner of
Rome, and Syrian archers watched over the bleak countryside.

Roman coins have been found in locations as diverse as Denmark, Sweden, or the northern
Scottish island of North Uist. Germanic exports, like amber from the Baltic, were traded deep
inside Roman imperial borders.
Individual Romans may have settled northeast of the Limes, outside the empire, and created
agricultural estates for themselves. A settlement located in Hechingen-Stein, for example, is
near the Limes. Whether it was inside or outside the empire might have varied: the exact bor-
ders changed over the decades, as aggressive or cautious policies correspondingly expanded
or contracted the empire by a few miles.

Trade was also a foreign policy tool: The Roman-Germanic Commission in Frankfurt,
part of the German Archaeological Institute, has a database of more than 10,000
Roman artifacts found beyond the limes. Weapons, coins, and goods like glass and
pottery show up as far away as Norway and modern-day Russia.

It seems, then, that the borderlines of the empire were at least porous, and possible designed
to not only allow trade, but to encourage it.
The Roman Empire, like the Roman Republic before it, had large amounts of foreign trade as
an essential component of its economy. It cannot have escaped Roman bureaucrats that the
borders should be managed in a way to encourage, regulate, and monitor imports and exports,
and to collect tariffs and other taxes in the process.

9.3 March

9.3.1 The Wrong Way to Teach History: The Migration Era as an Example
(2015-03-25 09:53)

Many history books and history courses are organized around a framework of eras: the Age of
Exploration, the Age of Ideas, the Age of Revolution, the Age of Reason, the Age of Darkness,
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the Age of Industry, the Age of Enlightenment, the Age of Absolutism, the Age of Progress, the
Age of Methodism, etc.
This approach, however, is misleading. The world does not move from one “age” to another.
At midnight, Monday becomes Tuesday, or Wednesday becomes Thursday. But there was no
defining stroke of midnight which changed “the age of ideas” into “the age of reason.”
Such ages are called ‘constructs’ and are the products of (over) generalization. Rather than
beginning with such generalizations, history should begin with the study of specifics, of the
data points which are given: people, places, and events.
When beginning with concrete evidence, we can give clear answers. If studying about Voltaire,
we can learn the year of birth, the year of his death, and the towns in which both occurred. If
we study the city of Leipzig, we can learn the geographical data about the distance between it
and other cities, and learn which individuals were, or were not, in it at some point in time.
By contrast, if we attempt to study the Gilded Age, the Space Age, the Modern Age, the Hellenic
Age, the Hellenistic Age, or the Global Age, we cannot give specific answers to questions about
when this age began or ended, or about the geographic extent of its physical presence. We
cannot definitively decide who was, or was not, a part of this age.
We see, then, that doing history as a series of “ages” fails to reflect the fullness of evidence
given in the data. Such constructs are unnecessarily ambiguous and are generalizations which
can ultimately mislead students.
Diligent historians have long realized the deficiencies to this approach. Avner Falk writes:

Most historians like to divide history neatly into periods, such as Classical Antiquity,
the Middle Ages, and Modern times. In reality, historical developments are much
more complicated. The “Migration Period”, or the “Barbarian Invasions”, is a name
given given by historians to the great wave of human migration which lasted about
four centuries, from about 300 CE to 700 CE, and even later, to 1000 CE, in Europe,
marking the transition from Late Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages.

Using the era of the Völkerwanderungen as an example, Falk already notes the ambiguity in
the endpoint of the alleged “age.”
Mass migrations are documented throughout recorded history, going back at least to 1400 BC,
with the “Sea Peoples” recorded in Egyptians texts and the Exodus of the Hebrews from Egypt.
Such mass migrations continue up to the present time, e.g., as refugees flee war-torn regions
in the Middle East and Africa.
It seems at best artificial, and at worst simply wrong, to demarcate a segment of time and
label it the "Age of Migrations," given the presence of migration across all history. Abandoning
generalizations and listing specifics, Avner Falk continues to describe the Völkerwanderung
era:

During that time, especially in the fifth century, after being divided into a Western
and Eastern part, the Western Roman Empire was destroyed by marauding tribes.
The migration included the Huns, Goths, Vandals, Swabians, Franks, and other Turkic,
Germanic, and Slavic tribes. The Huns were confederation of Central Asian eques-
trian nomads or semi-nomads (like the Mongols), with a Turkic aristocratic core. The
migration of the Germanic tribes may have been triggered by the incursions of the
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Huns, which were connected to the Turkic migrations in Central Asia. Eight centuries
later, in the thirteenth century, the Mongols made the vast “migration” which led
them to conquer most of Asia and large parts of eastern Europe.

By noting that the Mongol events also constituted a “migration,” Falk further undermines the
notion of a finite “Age of Migration,” because it has now been extended to the thirteenth cen-
tury.
Overgeneralized notions of a migration era fail to register the divergent natures of the groups
(e.g., Germanic or Turkic), of their motives (aggression or seeking food), of their varying levels
of social and economic development, of their routes, of their points of origin, or of their final
stopping points.
To structure of history of those centuries around the narrative of each group, rather than around
a construct of an era in which groups migrated, gives the student more data, and a more usable
conceptual framework into which to lodge that data.

9.3.2 A Glimpse into Hammurabi’s World (2015-03-26 19:33)

The code of Hammurabi - also sometimes transliterated into our alphabet as Hammurapi - is a
staple for history classes. It stands as an early marker for the concept of the rule of law.
Beyond its legal ramifications, however, it can tell us about Babylonian society at the time.
A law code reveals the values and the problems of a society: nobody bothers to make a law
against something unless someone’s been doing it.
Hammurabi’s society has quite of bit of magic and superstition: talk of casting “spells” and of
“sorcery” inhabits the code, and such things are dealt with through trial by ordeal, which implies
either that the river has supernatural powers, or is being manipulated by some supernatural
spirit.
The class structure of Babylon is quite rigid, and the laws can confidently mete out punishments
based on whether a crime was committed against an aristocrat or against a commoner. In any
case, human life is quite cheap, and is readily extinguished for mere crimes against property.
The coarse equation of human life with money is evidenced in cases concerning the death of
a slave or of a pre-born child.
Despite its underdeveloped pre-religious spiritual outlook, the economics and mathematics
of Hammurabi’s code are relatively sophisticated. There is talk of altering interest payments
during years in which the weather reduced the harvests.
Likewise, the legal documentation is not simple-minded, as is independently confirmed by other
cuneiform texts from the same era.
Gender inequality is starkly presented in cases of adultery. A woman convicted, or in some
cases even merely accused, receives capital punishment. It is implied that a man in the same
circumstances receives a lesser punishment, if any.
Hammurabi’s code, probably written sometime prior to 1750 B.C., reflects a modern sensibility
against incest; a man who sleeps with his daughter is exiled.
The lex talionis is quite literal between equals, but a freeman who harms a slave can simply
offer money as restitution.
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A certain liability is born by someone who knew that his ox was in the habit of goring. The
frequency of agricultural specifics reveals the extent, and the type, of farming which supported
the society.
Hammurabi’s code is a rather neutral legal document, as opposed to a moral statement. Cer-
tain actions entail specific consequences, but are not condemned as immoral, and no impera-
tive against them is given. One might simply understand the fine of silver coins as the price
to be paid if one wishes to injure a neighbor’s slave.
The code is designed to support, reinforce, and maintain the status quo in Babylon. It reflects
a static society, not a revolution in social forms. This fits a circular sense of time, rather than
a linear conception of time which allows for progress.
Hammurabi’s people were outer-directed, motivated by shame or the avoidance of it. Motive
does not play a large role in legal consideration.
Moses will form, in many ways, a counterpoint to Hammurabi, in a Hebrew society which, only
a few decades after Hammurabi, will be quite different on some of these points.

9.4 April

9.4.1 Guilt vs. Shame - What Motivates Literary Characters?
(2015-04-12 16:25)

Examining various societies, and the literature they produce, scholars have noted a difference
between ‘outer-directed’ and ‘inner-directed’ civilizations.
Authors like Homer and Virgil reflect an ‘outer-directed’ (or ‘other-directed’) worldview, and
their characters are motivated by shame, or by a desire to avoid shame.
Writers like Kierkegaard, Dostoevsky, and Kafka express an ‘inner-directed’ (or ‘self-directed’)
society, and their characters are deeply affected by guilt, or by the effort to avoid guilt.
The inner-directed character seeks justice and forgiveness as the remedy for his guilt. The
outer-directed individual seeks to restore honor and fulfill expectations which society places
upon him. Jayson Georges writes that scholars

identify three responses to sin in human cultures: guilt, shame, and fear. These
three moral emotions have become the foundation for three types of culture: (1)
guilt-innocence cultures are individualistic societies (mostly Western), where people
who break the laws are guilty and seek justice or forgiveness to rectify a wrong, (2)
shame-honor cultures describes collectivistic cultures (common in the East), where
people shamed for fulfilling group expectations seek to restore their honor before the
community, and (3) fear-power cultures refers to animistic contexts (typically tribal
or African), where people afraid of evil and harm pursue power over the spirit world
through magical rituals.

The third category, the ‘fear-power’ culture, is less relevant to literary contexts, because these
societies leave little belletristic text. They are examples of a pre-religious phase, centered on
myth as explanation and magic as an attempt to manipulate nature.
The ‘guilt-innocence’ culture and the ‘shame-honor’ culture do not attempt to control nature
or to concoct explanatory fables.
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Instead, the guilt culture seeks confession, forgiveness, restitution if possible, and reconcilia-
tion. The shame culture seeks a renewed recognition in the wake of a moral failure.
In this way, readers can understand the motives and actions of characters liked Raskolnikov,
Gregor Samsa, Aeneas, Odysseus, and Achilles.

9.4.2 Manzikert in Context (2015-04-24 15:30)

To understand why the Battle of Manzikert is a turning-point, one must see first what caused it,
and second what it caused.
The Seljuq Turks were a migrating ethnic group from central Asia. Turks had lived in central
Asia for centuries. After most of them embraced Islam, they set out for lands to conquer. The
Seljuqs - also spelled ‘Seljuks’ - were but one migrating group of Turks. The Mongols were
another. The Seljuqs and the Mongols were cousins.
As the Seljuq Muslims moved southwest from their Asian homeland, they eventually encoun-
tered the territory of the Byzantine Empire. It is helpful to remember that ‘Asia Minor’ and
‘Anatolia’ and ‘Turkey’ all refer to the same piece of land.
Over a period of years, the Islamic Seljuqs attacked the Byzantine Empire in a number of battles.
They also attacked other sovereign territories as they made their way across large portions of
southeast Asia.
The Seljuk leader, Alp-Arslan, led his Muslim soldiers not only against the Byzantine Empire,
but also against Egypt, Armenia, and Georgia. Emperor Romanos Diogenes led the Byzantines
in their attempt to defend themselves. Historian Avner Falk writes:

In 1071, the Seljuk Turks, led by Arp-Arslan (1029-1072), had fought a battle with
the Byzantines at Manzikert in eastern Anatolia (now Malazgirt in eastern Turkey),
defeating the “Eastern Roman Emperor” Romanos Diogenes, whom they captured,
blinded, and exiled to an island in the Sea of Marmara, where he soon died. This
battle was an important milestone in the Turkish settlement of Asia Minor. The warlike
Seljuks went on to capture Egypt and Syria, including Palestine.

A more detailed telling of the events informs us that Alp-Arslan, whom Falk’s text perhaps
misspells, captured the Emperor Romanos Diogenes, held him captive until massive sums were
paid for his release, and then returned him to the Byzantines. During his brief stay in captivity,
a coup in the palace meant that when Romanos Diogenes returned home, he was no longer
emperor. Those who had taken power in his absence had him cruelly blinded.
While the Battle of Manzikert was significant, it was far from the only significant attack mounted
by the Muslims. In a large context, the invasion of Anatolia by the Islamic Seljuqs was a contin-
uation of the pattern begun by Islam’s invasion of Spain in 711 AD, and continued by Islamic
invasions of France, Italy, and Mediterranean Islands like Malta, Sicily, Cyprus, Sardinia, and
Corsica.
Manzikert was, therefore, not the beginning, but rather the continuation, of a long string of
Muslim attacks.
Manzikert was also not the end of, but rather one in a series, of subsequent instance of Islamic
aggression.
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The Seljuqs continued to assault Byzantine territories in Asia Minor for decades and centuries,
chipping away at Byzantine civilization, until the capital city Constantinople was savaged by
Muslim invaders who largely destroyed the city in 1453 and thereby ended the Byzantine Em-
pire.
At the same time, other Islamic forces continued their attacks on Italy and various portions of
Europe. Avner Falk continues the narrative:

Some historians consider the Battle of Manzikert a major cause or origin of the Cru-
sades. A few years later, the Seljuks created their “Sultanate of Rum”, the sultanate
that ruled Anatolia in direct lineage from 1077 to 1307, with capitals at Iznik and
Konya, and, at times, at Kayseri and Sivas. At its height, the sultanate of Rum
stretched across central Turkey from the Mediterranean coast to the Black Sea. In
the east, the sultanate absorbed other Turkish states and reached to Lake Van. Its
westernmost limit was near Denizli and the gates of the Aegean basin.

After decades of enduring Islamic savagery, Europe had been attacked on many fronts: Spain,
France, and Italy. It was clear that an invasion through Greece and the Balkans would be next.
If the Seljuq Muslims consolidated their hold on all or most of Asia Minor, then that territory
would become their launching pad for Islamic invasions deep into the heart of Europe.
Manzikert was one of many causes of the Crusades; it was not the only cause of the Crusades.
The Crusades were a response to long pattern of unprovoked attacks.
Finally, to borrow an athletic metaphor, Europe decided that the best defense would be a good
offense. Rather than brace for more attacks, it would be best to go to the source of the attacks,
to stop the invaders before they reached Europe. The so-called ‘Crusades’ (they were not given
that name until centuries after they ended) were an attempt to go into the Islamic world and
there stop the armies of Muslim conquest headed for Europe.

9.5 May

9.5.1 Rome: Imperial Instability (2015-05-05 08:21)

Perhaps one mystery about the Roman Empire is not why it fell, but why it ever stood in the
first place. In contrast to the Roman Republic, the empire contained within its very structure,
or lack thereof, the seeds of its own destruction.
This inherent instability was crystallized in the question of succession. Because the empire
was structured around the empty pretense of continuing the republican form and procedure,
no clear procedure for, or line of, succession was codified.
The result was a built-in motive for assassinations, and an increased likelihood of power strug-
gles, if not civil wars, between competing pretenders to the throne.
That there was never a smooth transition of power, and that an emperor ever died a natural
death, is something of a marvel in these circumstances.
The system did apparently work to a limited extent for the first five emperors, whom historians
treat together as the Julio-Claudian Dynasty. Of these first five, one was indisputably assas-
sinated: Caligula. Nero committed suicide in order to avoid assassination. Of the remaining
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three - Octavian, Tiberius, and Claudius - the evidence is ambiguous as to whether their deaths
were natural or contrived.
Despite the dubious causes of death, the mechanisms, if improvised, for the transitions of
power functioned relatively smoothly, up until the death of Nero in 68 A.D.
After Nero’s death, Rome lived through “the year of four emperors,” as it is routinely called, and
problem of succession emerged as one of the clear weaknesses of the imperial government.
This tumultuous pattern of succession would continue for many years, interrupted occasionally
by bits of stability. Historian Ernest Gottleib Sihler describes the situation among the emperors
of the early third century:

Caracalla, the cruel elder son of Septimius Severus, perished through Macrinus, com-
mander of the Imperial Guard, in 217 A.D. In the very next year this short-lived Em-
peror was in turn slain while fleeing from the unspeakable Elagabalus, priest of the
Sun and incarnation of every possible form of sexual depravity. This monster in turn
was killed by his own praetorians after the world had endured him for four years, in
222 A.D. A nobler youth succeeded, known in history as Alexander Severus, but he,
too, was done to death by his own troops, on the Rhine, in 235 A.D.

That the empire functioned for nearly five centuries is perhaps due to the efficiency of the civil
service. The bureaucrats at the middle and lower levels kept the system running.
The instability in the succession process was matched by instability caused by powerful tribes
who threatened the borders of the empire. The whole of these two problems was more their
sum.
The attacking tribes created a need for a loyal and devoted military to defend the empire.
But given the ambiguity about the emperor’s claim to sovereignty, such dedication was more
difficult to find, instill, or call forth.
Ultimately, the emperors could rely only on the raw assertion of power to back up their claims
to sovereignty. As long as they maintained the appearance of republican government - the
senate met regularly throughout the centuries of the empire, even though its true power was
microscopic - there could be no talk of dynastic succession or divine right. The emperors would
also not tolerate the thought of being in any way confirmed or elected by the senate.
While the senate did formally declare some of the emperors to be emperor, this was again
merely a formality for the sake of appearance.
Over the centuries of the empire, as Christianity went from being a ruthlessly persecuted under-
ground movement to a legally accepted and acknowledged part of Roman society, the cultural
impact of belief also impacted the power structure.
Historians diverge on the question of how the new faith affected Roman civilization: did it
strengthen it or weaken it? Professor Sihler writes:

After this the emperors, one and all, were simply military pretenders, creatures of
their own legions. None of them succeeded in establishing a dynasty. Persians,
Goths, Sarmatians, Franks, Alemanni, began to overrun the frontier provinces of the
Empire, the integrity of which was more and more threatened by its vastness. At the
same time the inner unity and loyalty of the subjects were felt by the Roman officials
to be gravely impaired by the aloofness of the religious sect ever growing at the cost
of the idolatrous nations - felt perhaps by some statesmen of Rome to be a state
within the state - the Christian church, an element of disintegration.
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On the one hand, as Sihler notes, the followers of Jesus were perhaps at times less inclined to
invest themselves fully in imperial power struggles and political machinations. On the other
hand, the early Christians were less likely to seek power and initiate self-aggrandizement cam-
paigns.
Finally, after the reign of Constantine, Christianity was given a recognized and legal status, and
under the subsequent Christian emperors, Rome’s older polytheistic paganism was tolerated
alongside Christianity. By ushering in an era of religious toleration, Roman unity may have
been threatened by religious diversity, but energy and resources were not wasted in efforts to
suppress or exterminate any one faith.
The net impact of Christianity on Rome, then, is ambiguous, or at least disputable. In any case,
it was overshadowed by succession problems and by threats from external nations, among
other challenges faced by the empire.

9.5.2 Edmund Burke: Freedom, Prosperity, and Ethical Reflection
(2015-05-18 20:28)

The thoughts and writings of Edmund Burke contain a complexity which prevents them from
being simply categorized. While some historians want to dismiss him as a relativist, and other
find him to be the founder of modern political conservatism, the reality is much more nuanced.
From the very beginning, Burke was not easily pigeonholed. His mother was an Irish Catholic,
while his father was Anglican whose English family had settled in Ireland several generations
earlier.
Burke cheered on the American Revolution of 1776, but despised the French Revolution of 1789,
after his analysis found the two movements to be based on utterly different premises.
One of Burke’s theses was that tradition merits respect, and that those who respect it will find
it advantageous. Burke did not want men to be slaves to tradition, but neither did he want
them to cast it aside thoughtlessly - as he saw the leaders of the French Revolution do.
Burke predicted the outcome of the French Revolution, although he did not live to see it. He
foresaw that, having demolished the monarchy, they revolutionaries would proceed to experi-
ment with a series of various governmental forms, and to be satisfied with none of them.
Likewise, Burke criticized the British officials in India who did not stop to study or understand
the traditions of the Hindus. They missed, Burke saw, a chance to decide judiciously which of
them to keep.
In the course of reviewing William Byrne’s book about Burke, Daniel Foster writes:

A reform-minded, pragmatic British MP, he had expressed sympathy for the American
Revolution, worked on behalf of the oppressed Catholics in Ireland, and stridently op-
posed the Crown’s imperial policies in India. So Thomas Paine, who’d assumed he had
a natural ally in Burke, was perhaps understandably taken aback by Burke’s pique at
the revolution in France in 1789, and his famed Reflections on the same. Similarly,
though Burke was a Whig during most of his parliamentary career, he counted no
less a figure than Samuel Johnson — who had called Whiggism “the negation of all
principle” and japed that “the first Whig was the Devil” — as his good friend and
admirer. Burke despised the programmatic fixity of “metaphysicians,” but wrote a
treatise on aesthetics that influenced the young Immanuel Kant.
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One way of understanding Burke’s hypothesis is that political liberty is dependent on personal
self-discipline. Governments are tempted, or forced, to impose regulation on public and private
life when citizens fail to conduct themselves rationally and ethically.
Burke was no anarchist, but he would agree with James Madison that “if men were angels, no
government would be necessary.” From that axiom, Burke concludes that the closer men are,
in their behavior, to angels, the less regulation the government will want or need to impose on
them.
Burke encourages, then, a social and cultural structure which will save citizens from regulatory
tyranny by encouraging appropriate behavior. Daniel Foster notes:

Ben Franklin wrote in 1787, a year of some moment, that “only a virtuous people are
capable of freedom. As nations become corrupt and vicious, they have more need
of masters.” In many ways, avoiding the latter consequence was the central pre-
occupation of the Anglo-Irish statesman and philosopher Edmund Burke, a Franklin
contemporary.

The French Revolution, because it sought to destroy not only the government, but also the
social and cultural order, was doomed to end in tyranny. The destruction of social and cultural
structure will leave a vacuum. That vacuumwill necessitate, or tempt, a government to impose
order.
Thus, a revolution initiated as quest for freedom ended in a government whose totalitarian
tendencies were limited only by the technology of the time. Foster continues:

There is much going on here. In the aftermath of the French Revolution, Burke saw
the substitution of a cold and unmoored rationalism, novel in the worst sense of the
word, for the body of mores and morals that had long held French civil life together.

Burke’s task, then, is to find a formula by which the traditional structures of society and cul-
ture can be reinforced so that the imposition of governmental regulations can be relaxed. A
civilization with maximal socio-cultural edifice can enjoy minimal governmental intervention.
To this end, Burke encourages what he calls ‘prejudice.’ This word merits examination. Many
readers in the early twenty-first century, shaped by several decades of debate about civil rights
in the United States, have associated this word with injustice, racism, and other unpleasant
phenomena. But in Burke’s day - he wrote this particular text in 1790 - the word had different
connotations.
By ‘prejudice,’ Burke meant something along the lines of developing a moral instinct or refining
and training one’s ethical judgment. By ‘prejudice,’ Burke meant bringing one’s education -
one’s knowledge of tradition - to inform one’s judgment.
Between 1790 and 2015, the word ‘prejudice’ has changed its connotation significantly, and
even its denotation somewhat. By ‘prejudice,’ Burke is asking the reader not to make decisions
in a vacuum, not to make uninformed decisions, but rather to inform one’s decisions by the
inherited wisdom of tradition. Daniel Foster phrases it this way:

Burke understands our moral faculty as an admixture of reason and sentiment.
Healthy judgments of right and wrong come from an application of what he repeat-
edly calls “prejudices” — instincts, habits, virtues culturally inherited — aided by
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reason. White papers, economic models, and graduate seminars get you only so far.
The rest requires the wisdom of “nations and … ages” (Burke’s words) that is all too
often dismissed as (our words) “the conventional wisdom.”

Studying and internalizing one’s cultural heritage equips one to make ethical decisions. To
discard, as the French Revolution did, social tradition creates a vacuum in which every decision
must be made ex nihilo and ab initio. One is forced, morally speaking, to perpetually reinvent
the wheel. If one must reinvent the wheel several times a day, then one will sometimes get it
wrong.
Discarding all tradition, one throws the individual, stripped of all culture, intellectually naked
and unequipped into a sea of moral dilemmas. Faced with the need to make decisions about
what is permissible, what is obligatory, and what is forbidden - incest, prostitution, polygamy,
slavery, defamation, libel, slander, greed, selfishness - the individual is forced to undertake a
long and arduous moral inquiry, which at the least mires society in endless moral debate, and
at worst creates endless pitfalls for making bad decisions.
By analogy, we do not ask a nurse or a physician to begin with a study of all known chemical
elements when a solution is needed to sterilize medical instruments. We have already on hand
a knowledge of which substances meet that need, and we have supplies of such substances.
Likewise, we do not ask the individual to begin a thorough examination of all possible ethical
axioms when faced with a practical decision in daily life. We have a supply of such things
already on hand. Burke himself writes:

Prejudice is of ready application in the emergency; it previously engages the mind in
a steady course of wisdom and virtue, and does not leave the man hesitating in the
moment of decision, sceptical, puzzled, and unresolved. Prejudice renders a man’s
virtue his habit; and not a series of unconnected acts. Through just prejudice, his
duty becomes a part of his nature.

Burke argues that many different aspects of civilization owe their strength to inherited cultural
tradition. Literature, he argues, depends on its predecessors - even that literature which makes
its claim that it is a sharp break from the past.
Business and economics, Burke asserts, is no mere application of algebraic rules, but rather
also depends on a social heritage. A thriving commercial environment, which offers income
and opportunity freely, fairly, and equally to all its citizens, is possible only on the foundation
of a cultural tradition.
Thus the French Revolution not only, in its attempt to createmore freedom, ended up destroying
freedom, but also, in its attempt to create prosperity and opportunity, ended up destroying
economic opportunity for the lower classes. Burke does not criticize the noble desires of the
French Revolution, but rather points out that its methods will bring about the precise opposite
of those desires. Burke writes:

If, as I suspect, modern letters owe more than they are always willing to owe to
ancient manners, so do other interests which we value full as much as they are worth.
Even commerce, and trade, and manufacture, the gods of our economical politicians,
are themselves perhaps but creatures; are themselves but effects, which as first
causes, we choose to worship. They certainly grew under the same shade in which
learning flourished. They too may decay with their natural protecting principles.
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Burke’s vision is, then, one which empowers the individual to make ethical choices, and which
one creates commercial prosperity accessible to all classes. Burke’s vision, unlike the failed
French Revolution, is based on the solid tradition of cultural heritage.
Any endeavor toward freedom, ethical maturity, and economic opportunity will not only fail,
but bring about its opposite - tyranny, moral confusion, and poverty - if it is not based in the
inherited traditions of civilization.

9.5.3 Aurelian Kills Followers of Jesus (2015-05-24 13:04)

During the years from 30 AD to 313 AD, the majority of the Jesus followers were located some-
where within the Roman Empire. The imperial government was bent on extinguishing the new
belief, and persecuted the Jesus followers, arresting, jailing, beating, and killing them by the
thousands and by the tens of thousands.
Why did the Roman officials feel so threatened by the Jesus followers? One reason, perhaps, is
that they misunderstood this new group.
The words of Jesus included terms like ‘kingdom’ and ‘king’ and ‘judge’ and others which were
prima facie political vocabulary. Jesus had used them, however, in a metaphorical sense. He
claimed to have, e.g., a kingdom which was ‘not of this world.’ He was referring to an invisible
and metaphysical kingdom.
Roman bureaucrats had no inclination or patience for parsing and interpreting the words of
suspicious groups. The Jesus followers seemed like a potential political power movement, and
should be eliminated.
Adding to the tension was the fact that the Jesus followers not only worshipped their own God,
but that they refused to also worship the Roman gods. For the Romans, worship was not merely
a personal preference, but rather a public civic gesture of national participation.
The importance of this civic religion to the Romans can be seen in the fact that they attributed
sustained national defense to the Roman deities. The fact that many of the Romans didn’t
believe in these gods and goddesses was not relevant to the fact that the Romans saw this
communal practice as essential to the fabric of society.
The failure to honor the Roman deities was, in the eyes of the Romans, not a spiritual violation
but rather a political one. The Roman officials didn’t care if you believed in their gods - because
many of these officials themselves didn’t believe - but they cared greatly if you were willing to
participate in communal festivities. Failure to thus participate was a rejection of the community.
Historian Ernest Gottlieb Sihler writes:

This aloofness of the Christians, as we clearly see, was officially and by the foremost
representative of Rome in that province branded as civil or political treason or sedi-
tion, treason in the underlying convictions, sedition in the practice of religious dissent
and non-conformity with the rites of the commonwealth. When in 271 A.D. the Marco-
manni had invaded northern Italy, the Emperor Aurelian sent orders to Rome to have
the Sibylline books consulted, and the Senate subsequently recorded its official con-
viction, that the gods had aided the state in recognition of the sacrifices prescribed
by the Sibylline records. Aurelian had inherited from his mother the cult of the Sun.
To it at Rome he dedicated a huge temple with anniversary games and on one of his
own coins antiquarians still read: “The Sun, Lord of the Roman Empire.”
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Aurelian managed, according to most sources, to restore a level of stability to empire after it
threatened to break into three separate empires in the mid 200s. He became emperor in 270
AD and solidified imperial unity.
The civic religion was part of Aurelian’s unification program. He instituted universal worship
of the Roman sun god. Citizens were free to worship any of the other Roman deities alongside
this sun god, but some acknowledgement of Sol Invictus was mandatory.
Aurelian’s effort to unify Roman society by means of civic religion intensified the already harsh
persecution of Jesus followers.

9.6 June

9.6.1 Your Language, Your Empire (2015-06-04 14:02)

Widespread imperial presence leads to the widespread adoption of the empire’s language for
business and political purposes. The peak of an empire’s military and economic influence,
however, regularly antedates the peak of the imperial language’s ubiquity.
Greek and Macedonian influence arguably reached its zenith sometime prior to 250 BC, but
the Greek language would become most widespread a century or two later.
The Roman Empire arrived at its apogee well before 476 AD, but Latin usage, both written and
spoken, continued to expand for several centuries afterward. More texts were composed, and
more of them have survived, in Latin after 476 than before.
Visually, this phenomenon could be represented on a Cartesian plane. The horizontal axis
shows time, and the vertical axis would represent intensity and geographical spread. Some-
thing approximating the familiar bell curve would map an empire’s political, military, and eco-
nomic significance. A second curve, of similar shape, would mark the spread and use of that
empire’s language. This second curve would be offset to the right, such that the peak of an
empire’s geopolitical importance would occur temporally prior to the greatest spread and use
of its language.
The spatial distribution, and frequency of use, of an empire’s language is still increasing when
the empire itself is in decline.
The Spanish, French, and British empires were already in decline while the Spanish, French,
and English were becoming increasingly widespread.

9.6.2 Saving History (2015-06-27 19:07)

Columba Stewart is the executive director of Minnesota’s Hill Museum and Manuscript Library.
He’s also been working diligently to preserve papyri, parchments, and other ancient texts in
various Islamic nations, where the terrorist group “Islamic State” (ISIS) has destroying artifacts
and historical manuscripts.
The “Islamic State” attempts to obliterate large segments of human history, claiming vaguely
that it is either blasphemous or idolatrous. Sarah Eekhoff Zylstra and Gordon Govier inter-
viewed Stewart and wrote:
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The swift ISIS takeover in Iraq meant there was little time to hide thousands of doc-
uments, he said. Many have been destroyed.

Zylstra and Govier also interviewed Major Corine Wegener (U.S. Army), who’s been on the
ground in the Middle East, leading efforts to preserve not only manuscripts, but also paintings
and sculpture: the objects which ISIS works to destroy.
Terrorists from the “Islamic State” adhere to the Muslim belief that artistic images are idola-
trous and should be destroyed. Major Weger works with networks of individuals attempting to
preserve humanist treasures:

“I tell people, look to yourself and your family first,” Wegener said. “If you are still
a caretaker of your collection and you see the opportunity where it looks like things
are bad, you have to make that judgment call.”

Although there have been individual Muslim scholars over the centuries who’ve allowed for
the possibility that artistic images are permissible, and there have been Muslim artists who’ve
created paintings or sculptures, the mainstream of Islam in the Middle East has studiously
avoided images. Accepted Muslim artists have kept to nonrepresentational and abstract forms:
calligraphy and architecture.
Muslim artists who create representational art, and their artworks, have been safer in other
parts of the world.
Meanwhile, the “Islamic State” has been equally happy to smash classical Greek and Roman
sculptures, Buddhist sculptures, or Hindu sculptures. Hellenistic artworks, created in the wake
of Alexander the Great, have been destroyed in large numbers.
Major Wegener leads the U.S. Committee of the Blue Shield, which she coordinates with the
Association of National Committees of the Blue Shield and the International Committee of the
Blue Shield:

Most stories of saved artifacts won’t come out until the conflict is over, she said.
When Islamic extremists were threatening Timbuktu, Mali, in 2012, a local library
curator created a system for smuggling more than 275,000 pages of priceless
manuscripts by donkey, bicycle, or boat to the south of the country.

Both ordinary private citizens and officers in the U.S. Army work to preserve centuries and
millennia of human history from the terrorists of the “Islamic State.”

9.7 July

9.7.1 Reflections on the Middle Ages (2015-07-13 13:39)

Feudalism, which was the political system for most of the Middle Ages, provided advantages
over the system which had prevailed in western and southern Europe during the Roman Em-
pire. The imperial system had been centralized; power was distant, difficult to influence, and
consolidated in the hands of a few people.
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By contrast, feudalism was localized, so that one could meet face-to-face with those who man-
aged the estates. Power was distributed among many estates, so that no one individual had
much of it.
Impressively, feudalism created a structure with mutual obligations: the serfs, the common
farmers at the bottom of the social structure, owed certain duties to their lords, but the lords
also had certain responsibilities toward the serfs.
The economic system which paralleled feudalism was manorialism. Feudalism and manorial-
ism are inseparable. Manorialism contained the economic analogues to feudalism’s political
advantages of a decentralized, localized, flexible system in which the greater answered to the
weaker as much as the serfs answered to their lords.
This was unlike the old Roman empire, in which those at the bottom owed a great deal to those
at the top, but those at the top owed nothing to those beneath them. Historian Irma Simonton
Black writes:

Since the distances from castle to castle were so great, each large estate had to be
maintained separately, and the people living there relied on each other. Everyone,
from the lowliest serf to the lord of the castle, had his own duties. They welcomed
exciting diversions, like tournaments.

There was a diversity of Christian churches around the world: Coptic, Syriac, and others. In
Europe, until 1054 A.D., “there was only one Christian church.” After that year, eastern Europe
and western Europe each had its own type of church.
Almost every small town or village had its own church, and larger towns had several. Aside from
churches, monasteries were major institutions for both learning and social services. “Monks,
who dedicated their lives to God,” were responsible for copying by hand the manuscripts which
preserved the literature and philosophy of the ancient Greeks and Romans.
Because these monks were extremely familiar with texts by authors like Aristotle, Plato, and
Cicero, monasteries became the home to mathematics, physics, and philosophy. Monks had
detailed discussions of these and other academic topics. During the centuries we call ‘the
Middle Ages,’ monks developed more advanced forms of logic, mathematics, astronomy, and
physics.
The monks, who “lived in peaceful monasteries,” were also responsible for helping the poor.
People who had no food or clothing, and couldn’t otherwise earn any, received these things
at monasteries. The monks “tended gardens and went about a wide variety of spiritual and
temporal duties.” The monasteries additionally provided employment and a place to live for
homeless individuals and families.
Not everyone who lived or worked in a monastery was a monk. Many ordinary people were
employed there. They were given houses in which to live and fields in which to grow crops.
It is difficult to mark a precise beginning point or ending point for the Middle Ages. A convenient
starting point is the fall of the western Roman Empire in 476 A.D.; an endpoint is much less
clear.
The end of the Middle Ages is often thought to be the beginning of the Renaissance, but that
is equally ambiguous. Some historians mark the end of the Middle Ages as the time when
Petrarch’s career reached its height, around 1341. Others see the rise of the printing press,
around 1453, or Islam’s destruction of the city of Constantinople at about the same time, as
the endpoint of the Middle Ages.
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The reason it’s difficult to find exact dates for the Middle Ages is because this “age” is not a
real or concrete historical event. It is a “construct” - an idea made up by later generations.
Like most types of generalizations, then, it is difficult to pin down, liable to exceptions, and
subject to competing interpretations.

Life on the great estates and in the monasteries went on as it had for many centuries,
but very gradually a few things began to change. By the end of the Middle Ages, a
new and powerful middle class had appeared in the fast-growing towns: one example
of the progress made toward modern times during this very important period.

The economic developments of the Middle Ages - the rise of a cash economy to replace barter-
ing and payments “in kind,” the emergence of the middle class, and the organization of skilled
craftsmen into guilds - as well as the technological innovations like the printing press arose
from the creativity fostered by the spiritual atmosphere of the times. Irma Simonton Black
writes:

Inside the abbeys, monasteries and convents of the Roman Catholic Church life was
orderly and serene. Many religious establishments dotted the landscape of the Mid-
dle Ages, and the churchmen and churchwomen who inhabited them were directly
subject to the great Holy Father, or Pope, in Rome. They lived by stringent rules
which forbade fighting.

The monasteries brewed beer and made wine, selling some of it to nearby towns. Monks
and nuns took vows of poverty, and most of them lived up to those vows. The monasteries,
therefore, did not spend much money on luxuries, and could direct funds to create schools,
build libraries, and help the poor.
Because most of the monks and nuns were also pacifists, the energy which might have been
devoted to war was instead used for artistic and scientific progress. By the mid 800s, one
monastic philosopher, Johannes Scotus Eriugena, was already directing doubt toward the old
Ptolemaic view of the universe.
The Greek language was also kept alive in Medieval Europe, from Ireland to Saxony, among
the monks. Although some historians felt that Greek learning had died out, it was in fact never
disrupted: continuously from 476 A.D. onward, the texts of Plato and Aristotle were studied in
their original language across Europe.
The Medieval synthesis was, then, a mixture of preserving and analyzing the classical Greco-
Roman heritage on the one hand, and on the other hand advancing areas of study like physics
and mathematics with new and original scholarship.

Roman learning was preserved in monasteries and abbeys. Monks copied books and
kept brief accounts of important happenings. They wrote in Latin, the language of
the scholars.

Monks often knew three or more languages: their native language along with Greek and Latin.
“The monks also taught” in the schools of the monasteries. They helped “young people to read
and write.” Although the schools started in the monasteries, they also soon were planted in
larger towns, where they were called ‘cathedral schools’ because they were usually located in
the central church of the region.
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The word ‘catholic’ means universal: for centuries, there was only one type of church in any
region of Europe. This is unlike the modern United States, where you can find many different
types of church in each town: Methodist, Baptist, Lutheran, Episcopal, Presbyterian, etc.

The word “catholic” means general or universal, and the Catholic Church was just
that for all the Christians of the Middle Ages, for they all belonged to one church.

Most of Europe was over 90 % Christian, or at least more than 90 % of the people in the region
called themselves ‘Christian.’ The remaining people were Jewish. Relations between Christians
and Jews in medieval Europe were varying. In some places and times, the two groups coexisted
and even cooperated in a peaceful and friendly manner. In other situations, anti-Jewish hatred
arose among those who called themselves Christians.
Islam first appeared in southwestern Europe around 711 A.D., when Muslim armies invaded
and laid waste to parts of Spain. Similar incursions and plundering would take place in France
and Italy, but Islam would not become a fixed presence in Europe until long after the Middle
Ages.
Because Christianity had become legal only after 300 A.D., the Middle Ages was the first time
that history had a chance to attempt to organize a society around the teachings of Jesus. There
was a tension between the new patterns of life found among the Jesus followers on the one
hand, and on the other hand that tendency toward selfishness and violence which had made
itself apparent in the five or six thousand years of history leading up to the Middle Ages.
The conduct of the military was shaped by the spiritual outlook of those who were serious
followers of Jesus:

The knights, for instance, who were the trained fighters of the day, were taught by
the Church to respect God and defend the Christian faith, to protect the poor and
weak. It was the Pope who proclaimed the Truce of God, which forbade all fighting
on Saturdays and Sundays.

The ideal of protecting the poor and the weak was a medieval innovation. Even if it wasn’t
carried out uniformly, it was a new concept in human civilization. The weekend ceasefire
likewise was a humane attempt to reduce casualties and offer a chance for a diplomatically
negotiated solution.
Most, but not all, knights conducted themselves in attempt to honor the ethic of Jesus - ad-
mittedly a difficult thing for a military man to do, given that Jesus was a pacifist who neither
engaged in combat nor carried a sword. There was, however, at least the new thought of try-
ing to introduce some humane aspect into the conduct of war: avoid harming civilians, women,
and children; protect the weak and the poor.
Although “knights would sometimes disregard the Church’s commands,” this new sense of
honor was unique among the world’s cultures. Medieval Europe’s sense of honor was a millen-
nium earlier than Japan’s bushido and peculiarly more humane.
This sense of honor fits more naturally into civilian life than into the military. The feudal lords
“recognized the Church as a peaceful influence in their world.” There were occasions, naturally,
when it was necessary to correct or reform the Church itself, when it strayed away from the
selfless pacifism which Jesus introduced. But, “in general, the nobles were willing to support
the Church with money and gifts.”
Medieval Europe was a mixture of economic, political, and spiritual thoughts, trying sincerely
but perhaps imperfectly to make a concrete social reality corresponding to its distinctive ethics
of selflessness, pacificism, individual liberty, and a respect for human life.
©2021 humanities-notes.blogspot.com 211



BlogBook 9.8. AUGUST

9.8 August

9.8.1 Byzantium Besieged (2015-08-30 06:54)

Centuries before the Crusades (they began around 1095 A.D.) and even decades before the
Islamic invasion of Spain (that was in 711 A.D.) the newly-minted Muslim armies were on the
march.
Muhammad died in 632 A.D., and even before his death, Islamic invasions were conquering
large parts of the ANE (Ancient Near East). After his death, the Muslim military continued to
gain new territory.
Due to their superior horsemanship and swordsmanship, the Muslims managed to expand their
empire - their ‘caliphate’ - rapidly. They moved westward, conquering large parts of northern
Africa. They advanced toward the northeast, defeating Syria and moving into Persia.
Islam next set its eyes on Europe. Historian Rodney Stark writes:

Having defeated the Byzantine armies in Syria and Egypt, and having begun a suc-
cessful campaign to conquer the entire north coast of Africa from Byzantium, in 672
the caliph Muawiyah decided to strike directly at his enemy. From his new capital in
Damascus, the caliph directed his fleet to transport an army through the Dardanelles
(the narrow strait linking the Mediterranean Sea with the Sea of Marmara). Number-
ing about fifty thousand men, the caliph’s troops captured the peninsula of Cyzicus,
across the water from Constantinople, and fortified it as their principle base, from
where they began a siege of Constantinople.

This siege, from the principal base across the water, was unsuccessful.
After this attack in 672 A.D., the Muslims tried again in 717. Defeated but persevering, they
assaulted the city of Constantinople again in 718. In fact, Islam assailed the city repeatedly
for several centuries. It finally fell in 1453.
The assaults on Constantinople were part of a three-front strategy. Islam hoped to stretch
Europe’s defenses thin by striking from the southwest at Spain, from the south at Italy and
Sicily, and from the southeast at Constantinople.
This left Europe with thousands of miles of coastline to defend: a difficult task at best, if not
simply impossible.
After enduring decades of attack all along the Mediterranean south, and offering ad hoc de-
fenses, Europe decided to organize a strategic counterattack: to stop the invasions at their
source in the Middle East, rather than wait for Islamic armies to arrive yet once again on Euro-
pean shores.
This defensive counterattack would be called ‘The Crusades,’ but that title would not be given
to it until centuries after it happened in 1095 A.D.

9.9 October

9.9.1 Alaric Outwits Rome: the Goths Arrive (2015-10-10 12:25)

Could someone live during the decline and fall of the Roman Empire and not know it? The large
contours of history are always clearer in hindsight.
212 ©2021 humanities-notes.blogspot.com



9.10. DECEMBER BlogBook

Perhaps those living in the empire during its last days assumed that they were experiencing
merely a temporary setback, and that there was still a chance for the empire to revive itself.
Thus it came to many as a surprise when the Goths, led by Alaric, attacked and sacked the city
of Rome in 410 A.D.
Alaric led the Visigoths - the western Goths in contrast to the Ostrogoths - and conquered much
of the Italian peninsula. Alaric understood that the key to holding Roman territories would be
controlling Africa, and the shipping to and from Africa, because Rome had become dependent
on imported food.
Rome’s economy had undermined domestic food production, and Alaric understood how the
interplay between military strategy and economic strategy would enable him to consolidate
his hold on Rome.
Sadly, Alaric died before he could complete his conquest of Rome.
A generation after Alaric, Theodoric, leader of the Ostrogoths, would see the final fall of the
Roman Empire. Wealth and a sense of security weakened the Romans.
The Goths eventually bested the Romans because the Goths were continually innovative, living
by their wits, with no historical momentum behind their empire.
Lulled by their tradition of success, the Romans awoke too late to the fact that the Goths were
competing with them. Historian Thomas Cahill writes:

Though it is easy for us to perceive the wild instability of the Roman Imperium in
its final days, it was not easy for the Romans. Rome, the Eternal City, had been un-
touched since the Celts of Gaul had sacked it by surprise in 390 B.C. In the ensuing
eight centuries Rome built itself into the world’s only superpower, unassailable save
for the occasional war on a distant border. The Gauls had long since become civilized
Romans, and Rome offered the same Romanization to anyone who wanted it - some-
times, as with the Jews, whether they wanted it or not. Normally, though, everyone
was dying to be Roman. As Theodoric, the homely king of the Ostrogoths, was fond
of saying: “An able Goth wants to be like a Roman; only a poor Roman would want
to be like a Goth.”

Rome’s continuous centuries of hegemony may have been its undoing. The Goths were more
ambitious.
After taking from the Romans their gold, silver, and other treasures, Alaric required them to
free their slaves: their “barbarian” slaves. The Romans had derisively called the Germanic
tribes “barbarians” - the Goths, and other less famous groups like the Cimbri and Cherusci -
but now the Germanic tacticians had outwitted the Romans.
The leaders of the Roman senate, seeing all that they had lost to Alaric, asked him, “What will
you leave us?”
Alaric’s historic answer: “Your lives.”

9.10 December

9.10.1 Ancient and Beyond Ancient (2015-12-01 15:37)

When we read history, our sense of temporal distance can become distorted. Didn’t Julius
Caesar have lunch with Hammurabi?
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The Greeks and the Romans flourished over a series of centuries. One hinge of classical history
is the morphing, around 27 BC, of the Roman Republic into the Roman Empire. The Greeks
started getting attention when Homer wrote his two major works around 750 BC.
Just as we look back 2,000 years to see Roman history, the “ancients” - the Greeks and the
Romans themselves - looked back equally far to see civilizations which predated them by the
same amount of time.
Between 2334 and 2279 BC, a leader named Sargon united the regions of Akkad and Sumer
and thereby founded an empire. The empire later became known as Babylonia, and its capital
city was Babylon. In Sargon’s era, these names were probably not yet widely used.
The city of Babylon is mentioned already in the 23rd century BC, but only years later did it rise
to prominence. As historians Joachim Marzahn and Klaudia Englund write,

When Athens flourished, Babylon was but a provincial town; the desire of Alexan-
der the Great as ruler of Asia to make the city once more the capital of an empire
was thwarted by his untimely death; when the Roman legions conquered Europe, its
name was scarcely remembered. The tradition passed on derived for the most part
from the Bible and was all but praiseworthy: “The Babylonian Whore”. The city be-
came a symbol of vice and lechery. For a long time Europe only knew this image.
Yet Babylon was once a thriving metropolis, situated on the navigable Euphrates, in
the midst of abundant fields and palm gardens. It was the center of international
trade and of specialized industries, the abode of the god Marduk and his powerful
priesthood, as well as the seat of political power of an empire comparable to that of
the Romans. Our knowledge of these facts only became available when, in the 19th
century, excavations commenced in the Near East.

While Babylon represented a high degree of civilization, it also remained a human and therefore
essentially flawed society. While assembling complex legal, economic, and scientific patterns,
it also displayed, along with best of human efforts, the baser side of human nature, as John
Noble Wilford writes:

A new examination of skulls from the royal cemetery at Ur, discovered in Iraq almost
a century ago, appears to support a more grisly interpretation than before of human
sacrifices associated with elite burials in ancient Mesopotamia, archaeologists say.

Thomas Cahill notes:

We do know that human sacrifice was not beyond the Sumerians.

To contextualize this data, however, it’s worth noting that human sacrifice was part of every
known civilization at that time.
By the time the city of Rome was founded around 753 BC, Babylon was well over a thousand
years old. By the time the Roman Republic was founded around 509 BC, it was almost two
thousand years old - or possibly older; the data is unclear. By the time the Roman Empire
began, Babylon was an insignificant town.
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10.1 January

10.1.1 The Emergence of Postmodernism? (2016-01-09 12:51)

The word ‘postmodernism’ has been so misused, overused, and abused that one hesitates to
use it all.
Various circumlocutions which can substitute for that word may be more accurate, less mis-
leading, and less charged. ‘Postmodernism’ has been used both as a term of condemnation
and as a term of praise.
The word, or any of its grammatical variants, does not appear even once in Carl Schorske’s
book, Fin-De-Siecle Vienna: Politics and Culture, even though segments of the book are ar-
guably about appearance of postmodernism.
Schorske captures one aspect of postmodernism - its privileging of emotion over reason - by
contrasting two constructs, the rational man and the psychological man. Schorske’s “rational
man” is a placeholder for Lockean and Cartesian understandings of human nature, and how
such nature shapes culture, ethics, and social and political structures
Troubling is the hypersubjective and foundationless meanings attached to volatile political vo-
cabulary like ‘justice’ or ‘oppression,’ which in the working’s of Schorske’s “psychological man”
become synonyms for ‘comfort’ or ‘discomfort.’ Schorske writes:

Traditional liberal culture had centered upon rational man, whose scientific domina-
tion of nature and whose moral control of himself were expected to create the good
society. In our century, rational man has had to give place to that richer but more
dangerous and mercurial creature, psychological man. This new man is not merely a
rational animal, but a creature of feeling and instinct. We tend to make him the mea-
sure of all things in our culture. Our intrasubjectivist artists paint him. Our existential
philosophers try to make him meaningful. Our social scientists, politicians, and ad-
vertising men manipulate him. Even our advanced social critics use him, rather than
the criterion of rational right, to judge the worth of a social order. Political and eco-
nomic oppression itself we assess in terms of psychological frustration.

This postmodern understanding - if Schorske may be here understood as speaking of postmod-
ernism - entails that there can be no case in which justice, in which the morally right thing to
do, is painful.
Any apparent counterexamples - voluntarily embraced suffering for a cause - melt under the
scrutiny of a Freudian ‘pleasure principle,’ which sees such suffering as overridden by a greater
satisfaction from the fulfillment of the purpose for which the suffering was embraced.
Admittedly, there is an insight in noting that the pangs of hunger are gladly endured if one
has forgone food in order to give that food to one’s child, or in order to lose a few pounds and
thereby be healthier or better-looking.
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But to judge a political or economic system based on whether those within the system ex-
perience frustration - and here Schorske has rightly described much of postmodern political
pandering - is to ignore the reality that frustration and pain are necessarily part of human ex-
istence, and to forget that greater purposes are not always fully comprehended or known by
those enduring hardship for their sake.
Frugality for the sake of frugality is not pleasant, and one cannot always see the purpose for
which one exercises thrift. Yet it will ultimately serve a valuable purpose, and enduring it is a
good thing - if not a pleasant thing.
The same is true of diligence.
The dismissiveness with which Schorske’s “psychological man” treats reason will cast both
the individual and the collective adrift. Rational discourse about culture, society, or politics
becomes impossible.
In the absence of reason, people merely emote, and do so in alternating and competing pat-
terns, which then pass for ‘debate’ among a public which has forgotten what rational argumen-
tation is.
Schorske seems to have accurately captured postmodernism, without even once having used
the word!

10.2 March

10.2.1 Finding Babylon and Its Ishtar Gates (2016-03-10 13:11)

Like Schliemann’s vision of Troy, archeologists considered Babylon to be as much myth and
legend as physical reality. Attestations occur mainly in the Hebrew Tanakh. Classical sources
include Herodotus, but his data is not very helpful.
Some scholars in themid nineteenth century began to doubt the existence of numerous ancient
locations. Troy and Babylon were among them.
Even among those who did not deny the existence of these cities, some argued either than
these sites couldn’t be nearly as grand as the textual sources reported, or that there would be
little to nothing left of them after more than twenty or thirty centuries.
The rise of archeology at that time was in part a response to that skepticism. Thankfully,
many archeologists were more cautious and rigorous than the flamboyant Schliemann, who
nonetheless served a useful role by drawing attention and support to such enterprises.
Today in the city of Berlin one can see the amazing gates of ancient Babylon. These structures
feature a glaze on the surface of their tiles. Historians Joachim Marzahn and Klaudia Englund
write:

The exploration of Babylon began relatively late in time, probably because the re-
mains of the city were by no means imposing. Mere heaps of debris and mounds
of sand, only one of which still bore the name “Babil”, gave account of the location
and size of the town. The remnants of colored glazed bricks suggesting that splendid
buildings must have existed in the city, however, facilitated the decision to begin ex-
ploration there. What the excavators, digging on behalf of the Berlin Museums and
the German Oriental Society, unearthed during 18 years of continuous work from
1899 to 1917, elevated Babylon to the first rank of important cities of Antiquity.
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The famous Ishtar Gates, which formed the ceremonial entryway in Babylon, use primarily
blue and gold in their composition, and are decorated primarily with images of lions. King
Nebuchadnezzar ordered them to be built around the year 575 BC.
These gates would have been standing, then, when the Israelite captives entered the city
between around 597 BC and 581 BC.
The excavations of Babylon and Troy showed the reliability of ancient textual sources.

10.3 May

10.3.1 The Puzzlingly Undemocratic French Revolution (2016-05-11 03:34)

The French Revolution was begun, allegedly, in the name of the people and in the name of
freedom. Yet it was an authoritarian and dictatorial imposition on the people, not a freeing of
them.
Why did this Revolution feature no meaningful election process? The few elections which took
place were designed to give the appearance of voting, while shielding the Revolutionary gov-
ernment from any accountability to the voters.
A revolution might be a time and a place in which great freedom in speech arises, especially
political speech. But the French Revolution imposed some of the harshest political censorship.
Freedom of religion, likewise a stated goal of the revolution, disappeared, and the leaders of
the French Revolution executed people merely because they were followers of Jesus.
What went wrong? The leaders of the French Revolution tried to change, not only the politi-
cal system, but society itself. The problems which triggered the revolution were political and
economic, not social.
Maximilien Robespierre was perhaps one of the most influential figures in the Revolution. The
names of the phases through which the Revolution progressed are telling: “The Great Fear,”
“The Reign of Terror,” and “The White Fear.”
This escalating violence was the result of the effort, by Robespierre and others, to make people
fit into their idea of a good system. The revolutionary leaders claimed to know what was best
for the people, and did not give the people a chance to choose their own way.
On this logic, then, there was no need for elections. A few “show elections” gave the appear-
ance of political engagement, but did not give the voters any meaningful input. As historian
Jonah Goldberg writes:

Robespierre’s ideas were derived from his close study of Rousseau, whose theory
of the general will formed the intellectual basis for all modern totalitarianisms. Ac-
cording to Rousseau, individuals who live in accordance with the general will are
“free” and “virtuous” while those who defy it are criminals, fools, or heretics. These
enemies of the common good must be forced to bend to the general will. This state-
sanctioned coercion he described in Orwellian terms as the act of “forcing men to
be free.” It was Rousseau who originally sanctified the sovereign will of the masses
while dismissing the mechanisms of democracy as corrupting and profane. Such me-
chanics — voting in elections, representative bodies, and so forth — are “hardly ever
necessary where the government is well-intentioned,” wrote Rousseau in a revealing
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turn of phrase. “For the rulers well know that the general will is always on the side
which is most favorable to the public interest, that is to say, the most equitable; so
that it is needful only to act justly to be certain of following the general will.”

Thus the revolution, begun in the name of the people, failed to actually establish a republic
with freely-elected representatives. It was a dictatorship, one that changed its form several
times during the course of the revolution, from 1789 to 1799.
The deaths inflicted, as the government sought to force people to conform to its system, were
many. Public executions killed between 20,000 and 75,000 civilians, mainly by guillotine. The
war started by the French Revolutionary government in April 1792 against Austria killed thou-
sands more.
When the French Revolution imposed price controls on all food in September 1793, agricultural
production collapsed, and thousands died in a famine.
The French Revolution was never an expression of individual political liberty. It was a violent
attempt to make the population of a nation fit into an abstract governmental paradigm.
Instead of confining itself to changes in government and economics, the leaders of the Revo-
lution sought to change human society, culture, and civilization. This doomed their efforts not
only to failure, but to self-destruction.

10.4 August

10.4.1 Greek History – The Archaic Era (2016-08-08 14:40)

In the eighth century B.C., the first great literary works of Europe, the Iliad and the Odyssey,
were created. They told about the struggle of Troy, and about themistaken journey of Odysseus.
We call their author Homer. In the eighth century B.C., too, the Olympic games were celebrated
for the first time. And finally, in the eighth century B.C., a new script was invented, an alphabet,
which was much simpler than all the earlier methods of writing in Greek; it consists of only a
few letters.
The Greeks got the idea of an alphabetic writing system, instead of pictographic or cuneiform
writing, from Semitic tribes. Our script today is of the same type that the Greeks developed
out of the Semitic alphabets. The Greeks created the necessary preconditions so that we today
can read and write, and don’t need professional scribes, as they existed in ancient Egypt. The
Greeks formed the bridge between us and the original Semitic inventors of alphabetic writing.
We have also taken onmanywords from the Greeks, e.g., “political”. It meant in Greece “having
to do with the Polis” or “belonging to the Polis”. “Polis” literally means “city” andmeans literally
the city with its streets, temples, and walls, as well as - and above all - the city as a community
of citizens.
Whoever behaved “politically” had, according to the Greek understanding, not only his own
interests in mind, but rather those of all the citizens of a city. And, just as all the citizens learned
to read and write, so also all the citizens codetermined about the fate of a city, occupied offices,
and were judges. That is amazing. But remember, only a minority of those who lived in the
cities were considered “citizens”! In Egypt, a civilized culture indeed arose, in which there was
division of labor, but nowhere was there before the concept of a city as the political community
of all citizens. How did the Greek polis arise?
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Between 1000 and 700 B.C., we find tribes in the various regions of Greece, originally ruled by
kings. The land was tended by farmers who were not serfs of the king, as in Egypt, but rather
who had their own piece of land.
By the eighth century B.C., at the latest, large differences in property arose: whoever had
much property was admired and didn’t need to work in order to survive. The wealthy people
had free time, therefore, and filled it, by competing with each other in all activities, e.g., sports,
public speaking, wealth. Much of what the Greeks achieved is related to competition. What
consequences did competition have for the communal life of the Greeks?
Until the end of the sixth century, Greece was not threatened by any external power. Kings,
therefore, were not needed as military leaders. And so the rich - we call them the nobility -
pushed the kings out, called themselves “kings”, and oppressed the farmers by means of their
“crooked verdicts”. The farmers often had to turn their land over to the nobles because of
debts. Since the second half of the seventh century, the farmers demanded a redistribution of
the land: “land reform”. The competition between the nobles now went so far, that some of
them were prepared to side with the farmers, in order to get ahead of their fellow nobles.
This is the situation in which it was first attempted, in Greece, to introduce effective social
structures and constitutions. This ordering was supposed to ensure that the farmers could
work their land freely and independently of the power of the nobles. And, aside from that, it
was now intended, that the nobles should be integrated into the polis, to seek an equilibrium
between the claims of individuals and the claims of the community. The Athenian lawgiver
Solon, around 600 B.C., still gave more to the nobles than to the simple farmers.
But in the fifth century, the Athenians then wanted that all citizens of the Polis should have the
same political rights. Every citizen should take on almost any political office, the collection of all
citizens should be able to decide about all important questions. According to the constitution of
the Athenians, the freedom, too, of all citizens could only be realized by means of such political
equality. Again, only a minority of the inhabitants of the city were “citizens”. We will see how
this constitution effected also other areas of human life, e.g., the family and art.

10.5 September

10.5.1 Absolutized Government: a Recipe for Death - The French Revolution
(2016-09-11 06:24)

The ten years of the French Revolution, from 1789 to 1799, saw themorphing of that movement
from one which sought liberty to one which inflicted atrocities on a previously unimagined scale.
Instead of finding freedom, thousands of innocent civilians died in public executions by means
of the guillotine.
The murderous violence of the French Revolution arose from its effort to create, not a good
government, but rather a perfect society.
Correcting the flaws of a government in order to create political liberty is, as the American
Revolution shows, an achievable goal. The French Revolution attempted, however, to create a
utopia.
The founding of a perfect society is such a high ideal that it justified, for the revolutionaries,
the use of ‘any means necessary’ - including mass killings of men, women, and children.
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The revolutionaries sought to impose a social plan. Because they believed that they could find
the ideal pattern for society, they tolerated no individual dissent, skepticism, or variation from
their blueprint.
The leaders of the French Revolution absolutized government. Ironically, they had started
by overthrowing an absolute monarch. They saw no room for individual political liberty. As
historian Jonah Goldberg writes:

But what truly makes the French Revolution the first fascist revolution was its effort
to turn politics into a religion. (In this the revolutionaries were inspired by Rousseau,
whose concept of the general will divinized the people while rendering the person an
afterthought.) Accordingly, they declared war on Christianity, attempting to purge
it from society and replace it with a “secular” faith whose tenets were synonymous
with the Jacobin agenda. Hundreds of pagan-themed festivals were launched across
the country celebrating Nation, Reason, Brotherhood, Liberty, and other abstractions
in order to bathe the state and the general will in an aura of sanctity. As we shall see,
the Nazis emulated the Jacobins in minute detail.

In terms of values, the French Revolution imposed the government as the highest value. Citi-
zens were expected to do whatever the state might ask.
In such a system, there was no room for personal values: no loyalty to family or friends; no
concept of duty or honor; no room for God.
The concepts of duty and honor were twisted into mere demands for unquestioning obedience
to the government. By contrast, individual political liberty allows for the possibility of a conflict
between duty and government, or a conflict between honor and government.
The French Revolution allowed for no limits on government and allowed for no questioning of
the government’s decisions. When the government began to eliminate the very liberties it
claimed to defend, there was no stopping it.

10.6 October

10.6.1 Banned Books Week (2016-10-01 09:24)

Since 1982, the last week of September has been designated as ‘Banned Books Week,’ cele-
brating the freedom of the press. The unlimited right to print ideas and opinions, no matter
how radical or controversial, is a foundational liberty in Western-style democracies.
It’s worth thinking about a definition: what do we mean when we say a book is “banned”?
Generally, the word is defined this way -
A book is banned if it is illegal, and punishable by law, to write, print, publish, distribute, sell,
buy, own, or read it.
Put simply, that means that the police will arrest you, and a court will sentence you, if you do
any of those things.
Significantly, a decision to omit a book from a particular library or school is not the same as
“banning” it.
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Today, in the United States, there are no banned books. In fact, there are more books available
than ever before, thanks to the Internet.
Many of them are even available for free, if you’re content to have an electronic copy and not
a physical copy.
The police do NOT go to booksellers like Amazon, or to bookstores like Barnes and Noble, to
inspect which books they sell. Those businesses are free to sell whichever books they choose.
We celebrate Banned Books Week because the United States is one of only a few countries
in the world which has this great liberty. Frankly, you can print almost anything you want on
paper.
It’s important that we appreciate this freedom, because we want to preserve it for future gen-
erations.

10.6.2 Medieval European Feudalism: Mutuality and Reciprocity
(2016-10-30 14:06)

Between the years of absolute rule by Roman emperors and the years of absolute monarchy
fostered by the Renaissance is the time of feudalism.
This medieval system, along with its economic analogue called ‘manorialism,’ provided a
respite from a strictly top-down authority model. Feudal relationships were built on mutual
obligation: the lord’s obligation to provide for the serf was as binding as the serf’s obligation
to do agricultural work for the lord.
Manorialism is also called ‘seigneurialism.’
Legally, a serf had a claim on his lord. By contrast, a slave in the Roman Empire had no claim
on the emperor, and subject in a Renaissance absolutist monarchy had no claim on the king.
It’s difficult, or impossible, to give an exact starting time for feudalism. After the fall of the
Roman Empire in 476 A.D., it gradually emerged as Germanic tribal patterns were applied to
the remnants of Romans estates in northwestern Europe, e.g., in Gaul.
One Germanic tribe, the Franks, took leadership roles in Gaul. The collapse of Roman authority
left a ‘power vacuum’ and threatened to leave the region in chaos. The Franks stepped in and
began to organize.
Feudalism, along with Frankish political influence, spread through much of Europe.
The variations and historical stages of feudalism are many and complex. But at its core are
a few simple ideas. One of them was localized control instead of centralized government. As
the details of feudal agreements responded to local conditions, many slightly different forms
of feudalism emerged, as historian Irma Simonton Black writes:

Indeed, in the Middle Ages, as in most of history, it is a serious mistake to try to
separate opposing forces into the all good and the all bad. Historical developments
are rarely that simple. The relationship of nobles and serfs had grown up over a
period of centuries.

Given the serf’s legal claim on his lord, and given the flexibility to adjust feudal contracts and
oaths to local conditions, feudalism represents a historical moment of legal recognition for the
individual, located historically between Roman imperialism and Renaissance absolutism.
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10.7 November

10.7.1 Halloween: Not Really (2016-11-18 08:31)

In 21st century America, the celebration of Halloween has become a large commercial industry.
Parties, costumes, and candy provide sales for many businesses.
The roots of the celebration, however, are far removed from its modern incarnation.
A dual holiday, All Saints Day is customarily on November 1st, and is followed by All Souls
Day on November 2nd. The pairing, over a thousand years old, reveals a deep principle within
Western Civilization.
On the one hand, All Saints Day is an acknowledgement of those who have died. The ’Saints’
in ’All Saints Day’ doesn’t have the narrow meaning of the word, but rather the broad meaning:
it refers not merely to the exceptional few who’ve been canonized by the institutional church,
but rather casts a broad net.
All Souls Day, by contrast, celebrates those who’ve not yet arrived in the afterlife.
The original meanings of both days are often lost to modern observants, even those who would
celebrate them most piously.
Taken together, they manifest a balance: this life and the next life.
They also issue a warning: don’t forget. Don’t forget this life and become obsessed with the
life to come. Don’t forget the future eternal life and think only of the present life.
By celebrating, back to back, those who’ve gone on to the next life and those who’ve not yet
arrived there, the Judeo-Christian tradition embodies a moderate view of this world and the
next world.
The dual celebrations seem to date back to 609 A.D., but were originally observed in the spring-
time. They were moved to the autumn in the eighth century.
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11.1 January

11.1.1 The Enlightenment’s Political Project (2017-01-26 14:31)

An attempt to understand Enlightenment political concepts:
The world is organized into nation-states. Such states are answerable to and for their citizens.
Everyone is a citizen of some state. (The exceptional case of individuals with dual citizenship
is far less than one percent of the globe’s population, and states pressure these individuals to
shed one of the citizenships eventually.)
States exist to protect the lives, liberties, and properties of citizens. Residency is not citizen-
ship.
States may cooperate with each other, forming alliances for common causes. States may
compete with each other. Each state, however, is finally accountable to its own citizens.
A government is legitimate to the extent that its citizens consent to be governed by it (Locke’s
“popular sovereignty”). Citizens rationally calculate the utility of a government as it fails or
succeeds to protect their lives, liberties, and properties. As Locke phrased it in 1689,

Whenever the legislators endeavor to take away and destroy the property of the
people, or to reduce them to slavery under arbitrary power, they put themselves
into a state of war with the people, who are thereupon absolved from any farther
obedience, and are left to the common refuge which God hath provided for all men
against force and violence. Whensoever, therefore, the legislative shall transgress
this fundamental rule of society, and either by ambition, fear, folly, or corruption,
endeavor to grasp themselves, or put into the hands of any other, an absolute power
over the lives, liberties, and estates of the people, by this breach of trust they for-
feit the power the people had put into their hands for quite contrary ends, and it
devolves to the people, who have a right to resume their original liberty, and by the
establishment of a new legislative (such as they shall think fit), provide for their own
safety and security, which is the end for which they are in society.

Or, as he frames it in the same treatise, “the people shall be judge.”
In addition to popular sovereignty and the limitation of government to maximize individual
political liberty, this Enlightenment framework allows formaximal engagement of the individual
in the positive aspects of society.
Arts, education, and charity are fueled by the citizens who’ve delegated the negative work to
the government. As Thomas Paine wrote in 1776,

Society is produced by our wants, and government by our wickedness; the former
promotes our happiness positively by uniting our affections, the latter negatively by
restraining our vices.
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Both Locke and Paine worked to articulate a distinction between society and government. The
Enlightenment project was to free society as much as possible to go about its productive activ-
ity.

11.2 March

11.2.1 Western Civilization: It’s Difficult to Define, But You’ll Know It When
You See It (2017-03-23 15:35)

The study of history includes the study of what people usually call ‘Western Civilization.’ Cen-
tral individuals, events, and movements are included under this heading: Beethoven, Brahms,
Bach, and Mozart; Rembrandt, Michelangelo, Donatello, and Botticelli; Capitalism, Commu-
nism, Socialism, and Libertarianism; Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Edmund Burke, and Samuel
Adams; the Magna Carta, the Bill of Rights, the Declaration of Independence, and the Constitu-
tion; the abolition of slavery, the concept of universal suffrage, freedom of speech and press,
and the value of the individual human life.
Clearly, even this partial list of Western Civilization’s products is impressive. This magnificence
leads the reader to ask, “What is Western Civilization?”
Whatever Western Civilization may be, the designation ‘Western’ is misleading. There is noth-
ing a priori about the compass direction which creates such a society. A look at the map shows
that ‘Western’ culture is scattered in various directions around the globe.
Consider: Bangui, the capital of the Central African Republic, is west of Athens; the mouth of
the Congo River, flowing into the Atlantic, is west of Vienna; Dakar, Senegal is west of London.
No, there is nothing ‘western’ about Western Civilization.
One attempt to define ‘Western Civilization’ is offered by historian Victor Davis Hanson:

What do we mean by the West? Roughly speaking, we refer to the culture that origi-
nated in Greece, spread to Rome, permeated Northern Europe, was incorporated by
the Anglo-Saxon tradition, spread through British expansionism, and is associated
today primarily with Europe, the United States, and the former commonwealth coun-
tries of Britain — as well as, to some extent, nations like Taiwan, Japan, and South
Korea, which have incorporated some Western ideas.

Hanson’s attempt to articulate the essence of Western Civilization is noble, but perhaps incom-
plete. To it should be added that culture which emerged in Mesopotamia around 2000 B.C.,
and which settled in the Levant before spreading further.
But beyond its extent in physical geography, the content of Western Civilization is more rele-
vant to historical study, as Hanson continues:

And what are Western ideas? This question is disputed, but I think we know them
when we see them. They include a commitment to constitutional or limited govern-
ment, freedom of the individual, religious freedom in a sense that precludes religious
tyranny, respect for property rights, faith in free markets, and an openness to ratio-
nalism or to the explanation of natural phenomena through reason.
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Perhaps alternative names can shed light on this society: the terms ‘European Culture’ and
the ‘Judeo-Christian Tradition’ are nearly synonymous, if not perfectly so, with ‘Western Civi-
lization.’
Each of these names has its flaws: the ‘Judeo-Christian Tradition’ arose in the Middle East, and
is in Europe an alien influence, which has gradually made its home there after a millennium or
two.
In the modern and postmodern eras, the values of the ‘Judeo-Christian Tradition’ have been
appropriated by Hindus and Buddhists, by atheists and secularists, and by a broad range of
other belief systems, who now use those distinctive Judeo-Christian concepts to offer a critic
of the Judeo-Christian tradition.
Likewise, although many of the core values of Western Civilization found their birthplaces in
Europe, a culture which is now in the Americas, in Australia, and in regions of Asia and Africa
can hardly be given the geographical designation ‘European.’

These ideas were combined in various ways through Western history, and eventually
brought us to where we are today. The resultant system creates more prosperity and
affluence than any other.

A concrete example of Western Civilization at work shows us the effects which it has on both
nations and individuals. Why was it that Mahatma Gandhi’s years on England were formative
for his outlook? How did that British influence allow Gandhi to then travel to Africa and work
there?
Gandhi was neither a Jew nor a Christian nor a European. Yet he is, in some ways, an example
of Western Civilization. He was shaped by thinkers like John Locke and Edmund Burke, and he
carried their influence to India and Africa.
Western Civilization has certainly failed, in some places and at some times, to live up to its
own ideals. We must be clear that Western Civilization has committed a list of misdeeds. But
those misdeeds are identifiable only in terms of its own values.
If Western Civilization has trespassed by occasionally failing to rein in those individuals who
might want to commit acts of torture, then it violated its own distinctive and peculiar code which
separates it from other civilizations: other civilizations which not only find nothing wrong with
torture, but which are rather founded upon torture, and whose members publicly demand it
and approve of it.
If Western Civilization has done wrong by not giving legal and social equality to women, then it
failed to uphold its proprietary ethic to which it gave birth. Other civilizations make no pretense
of even speaking of such equality, but rather operate axiomatically on an inequality between
the genders and on the exploitation of one gender by the other.
So it is that Western Civilization is flawed and imperfect. Yet it also carries uniquely within itself
those very ideals by which it is judged as flawed and imperfect. As Hanson phrases it,

And of course, I don’t mean to suggest that there was Jeffersonian democracy in
13th century England or in the Swiss cantons. But the blueprint for free government
always existed in the West, in a way that it didn’t elsewhere.

Because ‘western’ ideas and ideals have spread across the globe, criticism of the ‘West’ it-
self now comes from Africa and Asia. Any meaningful or significant criticism which might be
directed against the ‘West’ is in fact a product of the West.
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Certain regions in Africa and Asia articulate thoroughly Marxist viewpoints: in so doing, they
manifest that they have been schooled by a 19th-century German Jew who later lived in London.
Whether or not accusations about imperialism and torture are true, it was from the ‘West’ that
other civilizations learned to identify imperialism and torture as somehow ‘wrong’ - they shed
their inherited values to embrace ‘Western’ ones.
Whether it’s called ‘Western Civilization’ or ‘European Culture’ or the ‘Judeo-Christian Tradition,’
it’s difficult to define. But its effects are clearly visible and conspicuous.

11.2.2 Athenian Politics: Not So Nice (2017-03-24 14:58)

Thucydides made a career, around 400 B.C., of documenting how contemptible and despicable
the Athenians were. Despite his careful documentation of their bribery, extortion, and dishon-
esty, some modern readers still assume that the Athenians were noble and honorable.
Although Thucydides provided ample data to show that the Athenians were largely scoundrels
and miscreants, later generations were led astray by the self-serving propaganda of Pericles,
whose famous ‘funeral oration’ presents the Athenians as virtuous and moral.
Archeologists have unearthed evidence which strengthens the case which Thucydides made
more than two thousand years ago. As historian Jarrett Lobell writes,

The end of the seventh century B.C. was a tumultuous period in Athenian history.
Though once ruled by a king, the increasingly powerful region of Attica, home to
Athens, had come to be presided over by aristocrats who maintained their hold on
power through land ownership and lifetime appointments. But as the century drew
to a close, the political climate was primed for a new type of government — that
of a single ruler, or tyrant. An evocative gravesite on the outskirts of Athens is a
testament to this contentious moment in history.

Athens seems to have oscillated between oligarchs and dictators. In such power struggles,
both sides were unprincipled and unscrupulous.
Although Athens is associated with democracy, the word is misleading. Athenian democracy
was based on exclusion and inequality.
As Thucydides made clear, the Athenians were more than willing to use intimidation and brute
force in their political dealings.

Excavators at the Phaleron Delta necropolis have uncovered the remains of 80 men,
shackled together at their wrists, lying in a mass grave. The most recent osteological
studies have determined that the majority of the men were between 20 and 30 years
old, although four were much younger, and that all 80 had been killed in the same
manner — with a fatal blow to the head.

The excavation in question here deals with events a few years prior to the Peloponnesian War
which Thucydides describes. But the evidence dug up is also after Home and after beginnings
of Greek colonization.
The data from this archeological site, then, are of a piece with ‘Classical’ or ‘Golden Age’ Athens.
These data are late enough to be part of a transition out of ‘archaic’ Greek history.
They do not belong in the core ‘archaic’ history, and are therefore relevant to Thucydides.
Jarrett Lobell discusses the date of the site:
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The discovery of two small vases buried with them has allowed archaeologists to
date the grave to the mid-to-late seventh century B.C., suggesting to project direc-
tor Stella Chrysoulaki that the men were executed in the course of one of these
attempts to gain political primacy. “For the first time,” Chrysoulaki says, “we can
illustrate historical events that took place during the struggle between aristocrats
in the seventh century and led, through a long process, to the establishment of a
democratic regime in the city of Athens.”

The brutality of Athenian political murder is enough to cure the reader of the illusion that the
Athenians were high-minded and respectable practitioners of political fairness. In face, Greek
philosophers often analyzed virtue precisely because they found so little of it in their society.
The murders detailed in this evidence were not a rare occurrence, and constituted rather the
usual procedure and methodology of politics in ‘classical’ Greece.

11.3 April

11.3.1 Societal Development: Iceland (2017-04-25 13:26)

In many locations, like Europe and the Americas, a native civilization was in place for centuries
or even millennia before the arrival of Jesus followers.
The inhabitants of Europe, with their light-colored skin and red or blond hair, must have been
curious about the Jesus followers from the Near East who arrived with darker skin, darker hair,
and news about a Messiah.
Perhaps these original Europeans were even skeptical or suspicious.
But gradually the new Semitic faith spread. The native cultural practices, like slavery and the
buying and selling of women, were replaced with new values. The Jesus followers nudged the
Europeans, and later the Americans, toward a society which valued each individual human
being.
But traces of the ancient roots remained. In Europe and in the Americas, wherever gender
inequality or chauvinism emerged, they were the faint echoes of those civilizations which held
sway before the new faith arrived.
The history of Western Civilization can be conceptualized as a type of struggle between be-
tween two sets of ideas: the ancient paganism, which embraced slavery, treated women as
property, and saw human life as expendable; and the new ideas introduced by the Jesus fol-
lowers.
Iceland is an exception to this generalization. Iceland was uninhabited until relatively late in
history. There were no permanent dwellers there in prehistoric times, and even in early historic
times the island was uninhabited.
At some time in the 700s, Iceland became home to continuous residents. As historian Sigurdur
Magnusson writes,

The first human beings known to have lived in Iceland were not Norsemen, but Irish
monks and hermits (papar). As early as A.D. 795 we have an account of some Irish
hermits staying in Iceland from February to to August. When the Norsemen came to
Iceland in the ninth century they met some of these Christian hermits.
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In contrast to other nations, then, Iceland’s earliest beginnings were shaped by the presence
of Jesus followers. To be sure, some of the Norse settlers, who arrived a few decades after the
first Irish residents, were pagans.
Some of these Norsemen brought with them the paganism of their Scandinavian homelands.
Norse polytheism was thus introduced to the island and coexisted with the Jesus followers for
a several decades.
The difference, however, between Iceland and Europe was this: Europe had been thoroughly
saturated by paganism long before any Jesus followers arrived there. Iceland, by contrast,
from its very beginning had a strong presence of Jesus followers, even if paganism arrived and
endured for some years thereafter.
During its first inhabited century, therefore, all the residents of Iceland seem to have been
Jesus followers.
While all or most of the European nations developed their separate and different cultures along
similar lines, Iceland’s pattern was different.
In Europe, Jesus followers encountered a strongly rooted culture of pagan values, and worked
to gradually make inroads against that social pattern. In Iceland, Jesus followers arrived to a
totally uninhabited land, and could create a new social pattern without having to displace a
previous one.
What are the measurable and observable results of Iceland’s unique developmental path? A
report released in 2010 by the Obama administration’s State Department (Bureau of Democ-
racy, Human Rights, and Labor) evaluated Iceland’s society as being at the highest levels of
protecting both civil rights and human rights.
Likewise, a 2015 report by the Obama administration’s State Department (International Reli-
gious Freedom Report) depicted Iceland’s excellent record of protecting and preserving individ-
ual political liberty and religious freedom.

11.4 July

11.4.1 The Quest: Defining ‘Western Civilization’ (2017-07-07 19:26)

Classes titled ‘History’ or ‘Social Studies’ often make reference to ‘Western Civilization,’ yet
the exact referent of that term remains elusive. What is Western Civilization? Attempting to
clarify, historian Jonah Goldberg writes:

I mean the thing both liberals and conservatives alike have celebrated for hundreds
of years since words like “liberal” and “conservative” had any relevance to politics.

Indeed, the words ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ have a long and convoluted history, each coming
to mean near its opposite at times. The direction on the compass is not relevant: the “West”
is, first, a relative term: any point on a map has a relative location to any other point, but none
of that has anything to do with culture, society, or civilization.
Secondly, the “West” was born in the “East” - Hammurabi and Moses, the two founders of civil
law, were nowhere near Europe, as Goldberg notes:
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the West has largely been defined by Christianity, but who can deny that? Though
let’s not forget that Christianity itself was born in what used to be called the Orient
(ditto Judaism).

This observation segues neatly to the next: whatever “Western” civilization is, it’s not some-
thing exclusively Christian. The word ‘Christian’ demands an entire discussion of its definition,
but in any case, many individuals who are by their own declaration not Christians - those who
are atheists or Hindus or Buddhists - have long since come to embrace “Western” values.
Part of the “Western” mindset is xenophilia: the fascination and affection for that which is
‘other’ or different:

even in the earliest days when Western Civilization was not particularly civilized,
it was borrowing from other cultures. That’s a huge part of what makes Western
Civilization so special. Sure, it’s got its history of bigotries, atrocities, and other
sins — quick, tell me which civilization or society doesn’t? — but a central part of
the West’s modus operandi has been to sift through what is best in other cultures
and our own and appropriate it or modify it. The West, historically, has been more
interested in other cultures and civilizations than any other. Celebrating our long
history of open-minded curiosity and tolerance is not closed-minded bigotry>

Western society has a long list of failures and mistakes in its past, but it has demonstrated a
dogged persistence in its effort to correct those errors. One characteristic feature of the West
is self-criticism.
The willingness to point out its own inconsistencies and its own hypocrisies is a distinctive
feature of the West.
The West uniquely rejected concepts such as torture and slavery - while other cultures cele-
brated them and designated them as foundational. But the West went even further: when it
violated its own tenants, when it embraced that which it had declared to be evil, it exercised
self-examination:

Slavery is a human universal, appearing in every culture around the world. What
makes the West unique is not that we had slavery, but that we put an end to it
because it was not compatible with our values.

It will always be difficult to define ‘Western’ civilization, but at least four points are obvious: an
emphasis on the individual; an emphasis on liberty and freedom; an emphasis on self-criticism;
and an emphasis on xenophilia.
Western civilization cannot be limited to territory on a map: wherever a passion for individual
political liberty emerges, Western civilization is there. Wherever something resembling the
concept of ‘property rights’ emerges, Western civilization is there.

11.5 August

11.5.1 When Civilizations Behave in an Uncivilized Way (2017-08-16 13:37)

The great trove of texts, sculpture, and architecture - along with the occasional engineering or
military masterpiece - left by the societies of 2,000 or 3,000 or 4,000 years ago is so dazzling
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that it sometimes tempts the student - or teacher - to forget that these cultures had a side
which was not only dark, but sinister and inhumane.
“The ancient pagan world,” writes historian Michael Salemink, “regularly disposed of lives
deemed unproductive.” The concept that every human life is valuable - the concept of the
dignity of every individual - hadn’t yet travelled widely throughout various cultures.
Tucked away in obscure corners of Semitic societies, the concept of individual freedom and the
concept of value of human life were still in chrysalis forms. They would emerge onto the stage
of world history a few centuries later.
Despite their magnificent achievements in philosophy, literature, and other fields, the ancients
were not uniformly honorable, as Michael Salemink explains:

Greeks and Romans routinely abandoned babies to exposure, disowned and drowned
unwanted infants — especially the impaired or female ones. In addition, they per-
sistently pursued fresh and more effective methods for aborting pregnancies — sur-
gically and chemically — as had every Mesopotamian empire that preceded them.
Popular demand for amusement pressed slaves, condemned criminals, and prison-
ers of war into service as blood-sport gladiators. The thrill-seeking public forced them
to fight each other or wild animals to the death (popular not only with Romans but
also in Greece, Syria, and Asia Minor). Human sacrifices — particularly newborns and
captives — were often offered to heathen idols by Canaanites, Irish, and other pre-
decessors of present-day European peoples, as well as Meso-American Aztecs and
Mayans prior.

Only later, after the time of Constantine, would there be a wider trend toward what might
be called a ‘recognition of human dignity.’ Until that trend, which flourished and became an
intellectual edifice during the Middle Ages, a callous disregard for human life was common.

Classical philosophers popularized suicide in Greco-Roman civilization, not only ac-
cepting but encouraging it through instruction and example. Women were denied
basic freedoms and deprived of human dignities such as property, employment,
monogamy, and mobility.

Simply put, human life was cheap, and some lives were cheaper than others. Slaves were
property, and their owners could with impunity kill or injure them. Women were also often
treated like property. Prisoners could be killed for entertainment.
After the humanitarian trends of the early Middle Ages, which moderated these cruelties, so-
ciety was still, to be sure, dotted with occasional holdovers from the earlier, more vicious era.
Occasional instances of inhumane behavior, even at the present time, are sadly to be expected,
and are to be understood as an empirical manifestation of that earlier era - as a manifestation
of innate human nature which our current culture can only imperfectly hold at bay.

11.6 October

11.6.1 Hit or Miss: Experimenting with New Forms of Religion in Response
to the Industrial Revolution (2017-10-24 10:53)

The Industrial Revolution changed many aspects of daily life for a large segment of the pop-
ulation in Europe, and later in North America. These changes prompted changes in religious
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life.
Religious institutions found new ways to carry out their old tasks: education, care for the poor,
and caring for the spiritual concerns of ordinary people as they faced the challenges of life.
As spiritual leaders experimented with new forms of caring for people, some of these attempts
were more successful than others, as historians Hans Hillerbrand and Martin Marty write:

The Lutheran churches in Europe in the 19th century also engaged in what they
called “inner mission,” the effort to tend to the physical and spiritual needs of the
poor and downtrodden, especially those who had been marginalized by the Indus-
trial Revolution. Johann Hinrich Wichern (1808–81) was the great organizer of this
work in Germany. Under his aegis, the inner mission movement established local
branches throughout Germany. Although the Lutheran churches thus ameliorated
some of the excesses of the Industrial Revolution, they did not adequately address
the vast demographic and social changes it had caused. The common people, there-
fore, became increasingly alienated from the church, which they perceived as being
allied with the state.

In the city of Hamburg, Johann Wichern founded his charitable institution which still operates
today, educating and feeding the poor, offering medical assistance and counseling.
Johann Wichern is also known for inventing the “Advent Wreath,” a circle of greenery laid hor-
izontally on a tabletop, with three purple and one pink candle placed equidistant around its
circumference and a white candle placed in the middle.
These attempts in Europe were parallel to efforts in England and in the United States, when
Christian organizations like the YMCA and Salvation Army were likewise addressing the social
needs which were caused by the living circumstances of the Industrial Revolution.
But, as noted, some efforts in continental Europe failed to gather momentum because in the
mind of the public, they were linked, correctly or not, to the government. They were therefore
not perceived as an authentic expression of a charitable impulse.
By contrast, the Red Cross, which was also started in Europe, was successful and spread quickly
to other parts of the world. It was seen as a successful application of distinctively Christian
principles to the new conditions of the Industrial Revolution.

11.7 November

11.7.1 Ethics and Exodus, Morality and Moses (2017-11-20 12:16)

According to the dictionary, ‘ethics’ or ‘morality’ have to do with right and wrong conduct
in accordance with set rules or standards. Often, ‘morality’ is associated with specific and
concrete standards or prescriptions, while ‘ethics’ describes a more generalize and conceptual
meta-level view of good and evil.
Often the relation between religion and morality is blurred and confused in the popular imagi-
nation, in part because they are intertwined in texts. While interwoven with each other, they
are not identical, and the relationship between them can be loose or indirect.
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To be sure, there are ethical principles and moral obligations that are stressed in, e.g., the
Mosaic Code as it was revealed in the Exodus text. Moses gives, simultaneously, a moral code
and a spiritual worldview.
But it is possible to disentangle these: a Mosaic morality and a Mosaic theology can be distin-
guished from each other. They are not identical, although they are connected by concepts like
mercy, grace, and forgiveness.
Moses differentiates, e.g., between amurder and an accidental homicide, and reduces the legal
punishment for the latter. He also addresses the notion of deterrence, hoping to prevent crimes
rather than avenge them. He introduces, in some cases, a revolutionary equality between men
and women.
Moses also establishes a legal recognition that a slave’s life is a human life, and is to be treated
as such - not surprising, inasmuch as Moses was establishing a legal and social structure for a
nation of escaped slaves.
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12.1 March

12.1.1 Unintentional Mutilation of Text: Speaking the Written Word, Read-
ing the Spoken Word (2018-03-14 11:30)

It is common practice to task students with reading poetry. They have an anthology book, or
some electronic text on a class’s website, and are told to read various poems by various dates,
and then to be ready to discuss, analyze, write about, or take a written examination about
these poems.
This is the ubiquitous structure of literature classes.
In this way, students are exposed to, and hopefully consume, magnificent poetry: Longfellow,
Wordsworth, Blake, Poe, etc.
There may, however, be something fundamentally wrong with this approach: poetry is almost
always designed to be an auditory, not a visual, experience.
Among the exceptions are visual poems, sometimes called ‘concrete’ poetry, like Lewis Carroll’s
“The Mouse’s Tale.”
Despite these anomalies, the vast majority of poems are intended mainly to be heard.
Would it be more legitimate for teachers and professors to assign students to hear, rather than
read, poetry? With the ability to post audio files on the web, this could be easily done, and
might in some cases conform more closely to the author’s intent.
By the same token, is violence done to written texts when they are transformed into ‘audio
books’?
A novel by, e.g., Jane Austen or Mary Shelley, was written to be visually consumed, not audi-
torily. If a person listens to Middlemarch or Atlas Shrugged, rather than seeing the text, is the
experience less than, or other than, what the author intended?
When approaching a text, then, it is worth asking, relatively early on in the process, whether
the author intended the text to be seen or heard.

12.2 April

12.2.1 The Middle Ages: When and What (2018-04-16 15:03)

What is that period of time we call the ‘Middle Ages’? When was that period of time?
These two deceptively simple questions are challenging, in part because the Middle Ages is a
construct. In history, a ‘construct’ is something which is not an event, not a place, not a person,
and not a date. A construct is not a specific, concrete, verifiable datum.
Instead, a construct is a vague generalization which attempts to capture a pattern or trend
among historical events. In the language of the mathematical sciences, it is a best-fit line.
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There is a precise and unambiguous answer to questions like these: When was the Battle of
Hastings? Where was the Battle of Hastings?
But a construct, like the Middle Ages, is rather impressionistic and does not admit of such
precision or verification. As historian Irma Simonton Black writes,

The Middle Ages, then, was a time of excitement and danger, of isolation and self-
reliance, of faith, progress, and much, much more.

Note that the concept is large enough to embrace opposites: medieval thought contained
seeds of both free-market capitalism and statist communism. It laid the foundations for the
zenith of the Judeo-Christian tradition, but also for atheism. It modeled both political liberty
and authoritarian control.
Notably, the Middle Ages took the Germanic structure of early feudalism and created a system
which, unlike the previous Roman imperial system, imposed mutual obligations: the vassal was
obliged to serve the lord, but the lord was equally obligated to provide for the vassal.
Attempting to give temporal starting and ending points for the Middle Ages is a vain task;
author Irma Simonton Black presents her effort:

The term refers to a period of time of about one thousand years following the collapse
of the Roman Empire during the fifth century (400 to 500 A.D.). Modern historians
divide this era into the Early Middle Ages (until about 1050), the High Middle Ages
(from 1050 to 1300), and finally the Late Middle Ages or Renaissance.

Note that she identifies the ‘Late Middle Ages’ with the ‘Renaissance’ in contradiction to nu-
merous other historians. Such a conflict in definition will have no resolution, because of the
high degree of ambiguity inherent in the concepts.
Debates about when the Middle Ages ended and when the Renaissance began are fruitless
because the question itself is malformed. Unlike that Battle of Hastings, or the Coronation of
Charlemagne, or the signing of the Magna Carta, a conceptual construct like the Middle Ages
or the Renaissance cannot have a precise date.
If we cannot answer the question about when, perhaps we can explore the question about
what.

“Middle” was used because historians used to think of these years as a time of in-
tellectual stagnation which came between the high civilizations of ancient Egypt,
Greece, and Rome, and modern times. More modern historians looked more closely
into the period, however, and recognized it as a time of great and valuable change
and growth.

In the Middle Ages, thinkers like Thomas Bradwardine laid the foundations for modern physics.
The Magna Carta established legal rights for women.
Women in the Middle Ages still faced challenges, but had gained a social and civil status far
greater than women in Greece and Rome. Scholastic philosophers argued that the universe
was organized around rational thought, and that therefore it was valid to use mathematics
to explore the observational and empirical sciences; they thereby set the stage for modern
chemistry.
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Although some scholars had used the word ‘Renaissance’ to intimate that the medievals were
ignorant, they in fact had access to the large corpus of text which the Romans and Greeks had
left for them. John Scottus Eriugena, for example, was carefully analyzing Greek text in the
800’s A.D., centuries before the self-proclaimed ‘Renaissance’ declared that it had ‘discovered’
them.
Questions about the ‘what’ and the ‘when’ of the Middle Ages will never receive fully satisfac-
tory answers.
Importantly, however, it is clear that the centuries after 476 A.D. were filled with formative and
influential events. Thinkers and writers established what would become the modern notions
of mathematics, chemistry, physics, and philosophy. Artists produced works of lasting value.
Engineers and mechanics developed significant machinery.
Writers during the Renaissance era attempted to cast the medievals in a bad light. They argued
that the people of the Middle Ages were ignorant and superstitious.
The conventional image, which relied on generalizations, of medievals as oppressed and
unimaginative has been shattered by research about the specific people and events who lived
during these centuries.

12.2.2 Popular Sovereignty in an Unlikely Context: Spanish Scholasticism
(2018-04-20 15:03)

A century before John Locke, a Spanish cleric named Juan de Mariana articulated what would
become known as key Lockean concepts. In his writings, which are part economics and part
political science, Juan de Mariana asserted that a king cannot claim that he owns the property
of his subjects.
Juan de Mariana is analyzing feudalism, and more particularly, a late form of feudalism as he
encountered it in Spain. In such a structure, all land was ultimately understood to be royal
property - understood as the king’s personal property. Through layers of subinfeudation, it was
parceled out to vassals and serfs.
This economic system is often called ‘manorialism’ or ‘seignorialism.’
Earlier Germanic forms of feudalism featured a mutualism or reciprocity in which the lord and
the serf each owed things to the other. This later form of feudalism had decayed into more of
a top-down structure.
As a scholastic, Juan de Mariana developed his thought systematically. It is noteworthy that he
took property rights as an axiom in his logical system. This foundation entails political liberty
and personal freedom.
Writing about him, Jesus Huerta de Soto notes that

From this, Mariana deduced that the king cannot demand tax without the consent of
the people, since taxes are simply an appropriation of part of the subjects’ wealth. In
order for such an appropriation to be legitimate, the subjects must be in agreement.
Neither may the king create statemonopolies, since they would simply be a disguised
means of collecting taxes.

The notion that each individual person can have property, and that the king may not violate
the property of his subjects, is foundational to other human rights and civil rights.
©2021 humanities-notes.blogspot.com 235



BlogBook 12.3. MAY

Juan de Mariana is formulating something very near the ‘consent of the governed,’ a phrase
which would become associated with Locke’s thought, although Locke himself seems not to
have ever written this exact phrase.
As an economist, he was alert to the subtle ways in which the king might violate the property
rights of the ordinary people. Jesus Huerta de Soto writes:

And neither may the king - this is the most important part of the book’s contents -
obtain fiscal revenue by lowering the metal content of the coins. De Mariana realized
that the reduction of the precious metal content in the coins and the increase in the
number of coins in circulation is simply a form of inflation (although he does not
use this word, which was unknown at the time) and that inflation inevitably leads
to a rise in prices because, “if money falls from the legal value, all goods increase
unavoidably, in the same proportion as the money fell, and all the accounts break
down.”

Segueing from economics to political science, Juan de Mariana went on to note that as the
total number of laws or regulations increases, the likelihood of an individual being aware of
any specific one of them decreases. A state with a high degree of regulation will find itself
therefore unable to accurately enforce all of them.
He lived in Spain, which at the time was shaped by the Habsburg absolutism. There was no
parliamentary body.
The laws would therefore be enforced on a hit-or-miss basis, and as the general population
becomes aware of this pattern, corruption and lawlessness will increase. As a state legislates
more and more laws, these laws will receive less and less respect.
A state with few laws will be more likely to be able to enforce them consistently, accurately,
and thoroughly. Juan de Mariana’s advice to the monarch is, therefore, to make as few laws as
possible.
He articulated principles of Lockean political liberty and personal freedom, and did so long
before Locke.

12.3 May

12.3.1 General Notes Concerning History (2018-05-21 11:02)

History has three levels: First, the physical and mechanical facts about people and events,
caricatured under the heading of “dates, kings, and wars.” Second, a deeper level looks at
the ideas, trends, and movements underlying the first level, “-isms”, politics, and ideologies.
Finally, there is a history to the development of philosophy, religion, and worldviews.
Higher level critical thinking about history is possible only when the individual is in command
of the lower level data. Attempts to wax philosophical about history in the absence of specific
evidence result merely in vacuous generalizations.
History begins with text, with written records of human activity; anything prior to writing is
speculative and not part of history, and properly belongs under headings like “archeology”,
“paleontology”, and “prehistory.” For the nearly simultaneous start of writing, civilization, and
history, a certain amount of stability was needed: the continental drift which now moves land
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masses a fraction of an inch a year used to move themmiles in the same time; volcanic activity
was many times what it is now, causing entire mountains to rise and fall rapidly. Geological
instability delayed the widespread use of writing and the founding of communities.
History is ultimately about constructing and analyzing narratives, sometimes competing narra-
tives about the same facts; a mere list of facts is a chronicle and not properly a history. A mere
list of facts would also be useless and uninformative. The quest for an “objective” history is
absolutely necessary, yet elusive. The absolute and objective historical narrative exists, and
we seek to discover it, not invent it. Yet human reason and human cognition remain limited,
and so our ability to discover is limited; we may be happy that this ability is limited, rather than
completely nonexistent.
When we examine a historical person, we can choose the method by which we will conduct
our historical evaluation: we can either confine ourselves to the texts written by that person
and the actions performed by that person, or we can include other personal data about that
individual. The latter approach is called ad hominem, and often includes a quasi-psychological
investigation into the childhood relationships to the parents.
Historians also distinguish between primary texts and secondary texts. Primary texts were
written at or near the time and place of the events which they describe, and written by eyewit-
nesses or someone with direct knowledge or experiences of the events. Secondary texts are
written by people at removed in either time or space from the events they describe.
One constant factor in history is human nature: from the earliest recorded human thoughts,
roughly 6,000 to 10,000 years ago, until the present time, human beings have asked the same
questions, encountered the same problems, and sought the same goals. This is what makes
you as human as Aristotle or Cleopatra. This is why we can understand the concepts and
passions of texts which are thousands of years old: because the authors shared the same
unchanging human nature which we all have.
Partly because we all share this same human nature, and perhaps partly for other reasons,
there are “eternal questions” which recur throughout history. Historians disagree on exactly
how many “eternal questions” there are, but here’s an example of what three of them might
be:

• How can I escapemy “subjective bubble” (my ideas, perceptions, and opinions) and obtain
objective knowledge?

• Does God love me or hate me, and why?

• How should a community or society be organized? How should society and government
interact?

There are many other candidates for “eternal questions”. The reader’s imagination should
suggest some.
It becomes necessary to clearly and rigorously define some words: “history”, “religion”, and
“philosophy”.
The role of religion in civilization and history is both significant and obvious. The emergence
of religion from early, non-religious phases of civilization is not so obvious.
Early civilization embraces myth, magic, and manipulation, and lacked religion. Myth ex-
plained; magic and manipulation were attempts to control the forces of nature, obtain fertility,
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and ensure military victories. This type of polytheistic paganism prescribes some ritual or
sacrifice designed to persuade a deity to deliver the goods.
Religion concerns relationships: the individual’s relation to God, and to other humans. A re-
ligion has a text and a founder. Religion is an attempt to bridge the gap between the per-
fect/infinite deity and the imperfect/finite human. Religion is personal, inasmuch as it treats
both the human and the deity as person, i.e., having beliefs, desires, emotions, and agency.
Religion is not private, inasmuch as it encompasses visions of society. A religion is related to
a way of life; it has various forms in different times and places; it can be related to geography.
Religion is not ethics and morals, is not traditions, rules, culture, opinions, beliefs.
To directly contradict what has been stated immediately above, there is a different paradigm
in which ‘religion’ is defined as exactly those those things: culture, tradition, institutions, and
organizations. In such a paradigm, then, religion is an artifact, and the word ‘religion’ then
does not refer to the relationship between the individual and the deity, and does not refer to a
state of affairs in the world.
We can see how such great confusion has emerged about religion: the word ‘religion’ itself
is subject to two quite different definitions. Does it refer, on the one hand, to social and cul-
tural artifacts, or on the other hand, to the deity’s personal agency and relationship to human
beings?
Three cornerstones of civilization, as it emerged in the ancient world: (1) the alphabet replaces
other symbolic forms, (2) monogamy is valued, (3) human sacrifice is gradually phased out.
Another recurring theme in history is the tension between centralized and decentralized forms
of government. From Persia to Rome, from Alexander the Great to the Holy Roman Empire, this
will be a consideration; feudalism, often derided as an archaic system, proves to be, in this
light, a champion of local independence and of decentralization. It is also no accident that the
series of “Star Wars” films by George Lucas echoes the events of Roman history.
Feudalism also introduced a mutuality of obligation: the feudal lord was obliged to his vassal
to the same extent that the vassal was obliged to his lord.
As we look at historical texts, we will need to be alert to issues of translation and transliteration.
Maps are also an important part of studying history.
There are different ways to look at historical change: it might be an organic process, working its
way gradually through societies and populations in the attitudes and decisions of the average
person, or it might be the decisive choice of one man at a crucial moment. History is either a
series of historical choices by great men at decisive moments, or it can be told as a gradual
process of growth and change in slow waves and trends through entire communities, cultures,
and civilizations.
Population and Economics: the pattern seems to be that a steadily growing population is the
best circumstance for economic prosperity and stability, as well as political tranquility. If the
population grows too quickly, too slowly, or erratically (i.e., the annual rate varies too much
from one year to the next), or if the population does not grow at all, or even shrinks, then
economic hardship is inevitable. This pattern is relevant to events both in the Roman Republic
and the Roman Empire. It is relevant also to the study of Thomas Malthus, whose brilliant, but
sadly misunderstood, views have been reinterpreted in light of the discovery of the fact that
our planet has always produced more food than was needed by the humans living on it, and
that all hunger and starvation has been unnecessary, and the result of human incompetence
or greed. The deeper insight of Malthus was the imperfectability of the world.
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Since the time of Moses, we see that the majority trend within “western” or “Euro-centric”
civilization has held a certain “sympathy for the underdog”, a tendency to consider, and act
in, the interests of those who are most vulnerable in society. Notable exceptions, of course,
exist, in the persons of Nietzsche, Hitler, and Stalin. But general trend has held, and perhaps
even gained in predominance, over time. This strength, however, of our civilization has also
recently become a weakness, because those who wish to gain power by claiming to be victims
can exploit this sentiment. It has now become necessary to distinguish between those who
are at the bottom of societal structures and those who merely claim “victim status” as a path
to political power. In non-western, or non-Eurocentric societies, this path to power is not open.
The events of history take place within the framework of time, space, matter, and energy.
Another way of saying this is that the events of history involve elements that are, at least in
principle, directly or indirectly detectable by the five senses. We need to be aware that these
are the minority of events. The majority of events are composed of elements that lie outside of
space and time, which are therefore not composed of matter or energy, and not detectable to
the five senses. Strictly speaking, history does not concern itself with such things. Practically,
however, we will concern ourselves with them to some extent, when we consider the history of
philosophy and the history of religion. We need to be aware, then, that we have, at that point,
left behind history, narrowly defined, and entered a separate field of study.
Given that text is central to historical study, issues of language will interface; at a minimum, we
will need to continuously acknowledge that we are dealing with texts that are either translated
into our language, or written in an older form of our language. Philology is relevant to history.

12.4 November

12.4.1 The Building Blocks of Both Fiction and History: Archetypes
(2018-11-05 10:36)

In literary studies, scholars use the word ‘archetype’ to describe a pattern which is at the high-
est or broadest level of application. An archetype is a feature of reality which is so ubiquitous
in human experience that it requires no explanation.
The reader will note that ‘arch’ occurs in both ‘archetype’ and ‘overarching’ - these are patterns
so universal that they encompass both fiction and reality, and are in some sense inescapable.
They constitute limits to imagination in fiction, inasmuch as any and every author will obliged,
often unconsciously, to include them.
Leland Ryken, James Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman write:

An archetype is an image or pattern that recurs throughout literature and life. More
specifically, an archetype falls into one of three categories: it is either an image
or symbol (such as the mountaintop or evil city), or a plot motif (such as crime and
punishment or the quest), or a character type (such as the trickster or jealous sibling).

Part of the definition of what it means to be human - part of the essence of being human - is
shown in archetypes. They are necessarily a part of human life.
Any discourse about humans or about human life may or may not include archetypes, but if
that discourse takes the form of a sustained narrative, it will necessarily include archetypes.
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Archetypes are a universal language. We know what they mean simply by virtue of
being humans in this world. We all the experiences of hunger and thirst, garden and
wilderness. Ideas and customs vary widely from one time and place to another, but
archetypes are the elemental stuff of life. In the words of literary scholar Northrop
Frye (noted archetypal critic), “Some symbols are images of things common to all
men, and therefore have a communicable power which is potentially unlimited.” An-
other literary scholar defines the master images of the imagination as “any of the
immemorial patterns of response to the human situation in its permanent aspects.”

Some scholars, notably C.J. Jung, have been prompted by archetypes to posit some form of
collective cultural memory. Whether or not one accepts Jung’s hypothesis, it is understandable
how the ubiquity of archetypes could tempt him to invent such a conjecture.
Archetypes also explain the power of narrative. A gripping narrative often seizes the reader in
ways more powerful than a sharp polemic or brilliantly logical argumentation.

Such elemental images are primal in the sense of being rooted in essential humanity,
independent of civilized trappings and complexity.

As something essentially human, archetypes can cross all boundaries: cultural, linguistic, so-
cial, racial, religious, etc.
Archetypes are contained in, and shape, the deepest levels of human thought, consciousness,
perception, and awareness. Developmentally, they must take up residence in the human mind
at a very early age. Humans use them to process sensations into perceptions.
Perhaps the only structures deeper than archetypes would be Kantian notions of space and
time. The will have also embedded themselves into the structures of all human languages.

There are also psychological overtones to an exploration of these elemental images
of human life. The modern study of archetypes began with psychologists (though
archetypes have long since been separated from that source). Part of the psycholog-
ical dimension is that there is wisdom and strength to be found in being put in touch
with bedrock humanity in this way. Carl Jung wrote that archetypes “make up the
groundwork of the human psyche. It is only possible to live the fullest life when we
are in harmony with these symbols; wisdom is a return to them.”

All authors, knowingly or not, will work with archetypes as they create narratives. Some authors
consciously and deliberately use archetypes, and have the opportunity to create narratives
which are more effective in moving the emotions and more effective in powerfully imprinting
themselves on the mind.
Leland Ryken, James Wilhoit, and Tremper Longman continue:

A further useful thing to know about images and archetypes is that when we begin to
categorize them, we find good and bad, desirable and undesirable, ideal and unideal
versions of the various categories. Kings can be benevolent or tyrannical, for exam-
ple. Lions are usually a negative archetype, but the can also symbolize power or
rulership in the hands of the good.
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Not only in fiction, but in accounts of historical events, archetypes will make themselves felt.
The habit of examining a text in terms of its use of archetypes should not be restricted to
literary studies. It is equally as valid in history. Because history and fiction are both human
experiences, they are both shaped by, and composed of, archetypes.
The universality of archetypes allows the reader to span the chasms of time, space, language,
and culture to engage in narrative texts. A narrative which is several millennia old can take
hold of the reader’s mind as effectively as if it were written yesterday.

12.4.2 The Necessary Preconditions for Intellectual Growth: Integrity at the
University Requires Diversity of Thought (2018-11-20 14:40)

Analyzing the problematic subcultures which arose in the last decade or two on university
campuses and which are now spreading to other parts of society, author Bradley Campbell
distinguishes between ‘dignity culture’ and ‘victimhood culture.’
The ‘victimhood’ culture assigns permanent moral values to an individual based, not on her
or his being a rational human being, but rather based on the individual’s race, gender, ethnic-
ity, etc. According to this ideology, an African-American is essentially a victim, regardless of
academic or economic achievements. So is a woman, or a person whose heritage is from the
Spanish-speaking parts of Central or South America.
Likewise, a person of “white” (European) descent, or a male, is permanently an ‘oppressor,’
despite the morality or immorality of any of his actions. Being a victim or an oppressor is, for
those who embrace victimhood culture, an innate and immutable status. Bradley Campbell
writes:

Dignity culture fights oppression by appealing to what we all have in common. Our
status as human beings is what’s most important about us. But victimhood culture
conceives of people as victims or oppressors, and maintains that where we fall on
this dimension is what’s most important about us, even in our everyday relationships
and interactions.

Although the ideology of the victimhood culture arose at universities, it is not friendly to intel-
lectual integrity. In fact, integrity and consistency are not virtues in the eyes of victimhood
culture.
The political vision of the Enlightenment - that the governed, being uniformly rational despite
differences of race or gender, are the source of the government’s legitimacy because their
rationality directs them toward a general consensus about those social structures which best
preserve life, liberty, and property - is not accepted by the victimhood culture.
Citizens or voters in a state - or researchers or professors at a university - do not have validity
because they embody human reason’s quest for knowledge, according to the victimhood men-
tality. Instead, victimhood teaches, they are valid because they are of a certain race, gender,
ethnicity, etc.

This means that victimhood culture is ultimately incompatible with the goals of the
university. Pursuing truth in an environment of vigorous debate will always involve
causing offense — and one of the shibboleths of victimhood culture is that it’s okay
to offend the oppressors but not the oppressed. Many campus activists, realizing
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this, have attacked the ideals of free speech and academic freedom. One of these
visions will have to prevail — either dignity culture and the notion of the university
as a place to pursue truth, or victimhood culture and the notion of the university as
a place to pursue social justice.

Some critics of victimhood culture, Bradley Campbell writes, mistakenly assume that the cam-
pus activists who promote the victimhood culture are too fragile, too much like a snowflake, to
be confronted by a diversity of opinions. Campbell disagrees. He argues that the victimhood
culture is a reaction to what it perceives as injustice.
This raises several questions: How does one determine what is justice or injustice? How does
one respond, rather than react, to it? These questions are at least as old as Socrates, and are
never easy to answer.
Is it an injustice for a person to be exposed to individuals who have contrasting opinions? Or
is it a healthy and intellectually stimulating experience?

It’s not that campus activists are afraid of taking risks; rather, they’re outraged by
what they see as injustice. An example from the book’s first chapter actually high-
lights the difference. In the 1990s, parents began following medical advice to keep
their young children away from peanuts. Peanut allergies were very rare at the time,
but they could be deadly. The strange thing was, peanut allergies began to skyrocket
after that. We now know this was precisely because children were no longer being
exposed to peanuts. It turns out that early exposure to peanuts is good for most
children’s immune systems.

Bradley Campbell examines a recent book, written by Lukianoff and Haidt. He argues that the
book makes the mistake of labels in the ‘social justice warriors’ as fragile snowflakes. Campbell
argues that the advocates of victimhood culture aren’t timid, but rather they are mistaken.
Lukianoff and Haidt use the analogy of peanut allergies:

What Lukianoff and Haidt say, correctly, is that this illustrates the principle of an-
tifragility. As with the immune system, various kinds of adversity often strengthen
us. Campus activists, like the parents protecting their children from peanuts, often
embrace a myth of fragility. They believe people need protection from microaggres-
sions and conservative speakers, lest they cause them harm.

Instead of embracing head-to-head debate with those who embrace divergent viewpoints, the
campus activists believe that they need to shelter their fellow students from those viewpoints.
These activists picture themselves, not as timid or fragile, but rather as strong: hence the
‘warrior’ in ‘social justice warrior.’
But they view their fellow students as fragile, as victims, and as members of various oppressed
classes. Hence the drive to shelter them.
The question which these advocates have failed to contemplate is this: might it not be a
strengthening experience for their fellow students, the alleged victims, to learn that they will
not wither when encountering a diversity of opinions, but rather that such intellectual sparring
is in fact a strengthening experience?
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13.1 January

13.1.1 The Same Thing, Only Different: The Babylonian Empire and the Neo-
Babylonian Empire (2019-01-22 21:41)

Sorting out the history of Babylonia is not easy. The city of Babylon began as a small town in
the Akkadian Empire. Gradually, the city grew in importance, and eventually became a seat of
power for the Akkadian Empire or for its successor empires.

Under the famous King Hammurabi, Babylon achieved its own empire, and flourished in the
1700s and 1600s B.C. (These dates are approximations; scholars debate the exact timing of
Babylonian chronology.)

The Babylonian Empire came to an end, and Babylon was sacked. The city was subject to
alternating waves of invasions, interspersed with attempts to re-establish its own political in-
dependence. Finally, it was under Assyrian rule from the 900s to the 600s B.C.

As scholars Joachim Marzahn and Klaudia Englund write,

The beginnings of Babylon lay in the 3rd millennium B.C. Only at the beginning of
the 2nd millennium, however, does a dynasty of Babylonian kings become evident,
constantly contesting neighboring states for the rule of Mesopotamia. King Ham-
murabi (1792-1750) eventually succeeded in uniting into one empire the lands from
the region of the Persian Gulf all the way to eastern Syria. At the beginning of the
first millennium B.C., Babylon was under Assyrian rule. Following the collapse of the
Assyrian Empire in 612, Babylon once more became a capital. The so-called Neo-
Babylonian Empire, whose most important kings were Nabopolassar (625-605) and
Nebuchadnezzar (605-562), comprised the entire cultivated land and the steppe re-
gions of the Near East west of the Tigris. From all parts of the empire, booty and
tribute as well as merchandise flowed into the city and formed, next to an enormous
agricultural income, the base of its wealth, which was to find its architectural ex-
pression in buildings of a hitherto unknown scale. But already in 539 the Persians
conquered the country, and Babylon lost its significance. In the course of the follow-
ing centuries the city was slowly deserted.

Babylon managed to free itself from Assyrian rule in 626 B.C., but its freedomwas never secure,
being constantly threatened by not only the Assyrians, but other military powers in the region
as well. This independence was short-lived, and in 539 B.C., Babylon fell to the Persians, never
to be an imperial power again.
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13.2 February

13.2.1 Michael Faraday and History of Science: A Creative Tension Between
the Mathematical and the Intuitive (2019-02-06 07:29)

The principles of electromagnetism are essential to nearly all technology, science, and industry
in the early twenty-first century. The world’s digital computing and communication systems
are founded on the laws of electromagnetism, and both impossible and unimaginable without
those laws.
Michael Faraday was born in 1791 in England, and his discoveries, both in the field of chemistry
and in the field of electromagnetism, have shaped and built much of the world’s current and
future technology.
Faraday’s scientific thought was both unique and yet founded on the work of scientists who
lived prior to him. His uniqueness lies, in part, in the manner in which he conceptualized his
investigations.
While electromagnetism is an inherently mathematical discipline, Faraday proceeded mainly
along intuitive lines, visualizing fields as shapes rather than as equations. His written works,
both published and unpublished, contain many drawings and sketches, and sometimes surpris-
ingly few mathematical formulas.
Two of Faraday’s followers, Williams Thomson and James Maxwell, considered it their task to
translate Faraday’s results into the quantified language of science.
Like Einstein a century later, Faraday made his discoveries on an intuitive level. Those discov-
eries had then to be repackaged into the language of mathematics, as Alan Hirshfeld writes:

In February 1854, Maxwell wrote to William Thomson, who had first “mathematized”
Faraday’s lines of force, and asked for a readling list of great works on electricity and
magnetism. Maxwell sought a path toward the observed phenomena untrammeled
by doctrinaire thinking or mathematical abstraction. He wished to avoid what he
termed “old traditions about forces acting at a distance” and instead tackle the sub-
ject without prejudice. Although Thomson’s reply is lost, there is no doubt about his
prime recommendation, for soon Maxwell was immersed in Faraday’s Experimental
Researches in Electricity. It didn’t take him long to realize that this was truly “a first
step in right thinking.”

Faraday did his work at a time when physicists and chemists were making discoveries in large
quantities. The observational and empirical natural sciences had been primed for growth by
worldviews worked out in previous centuries.
The debt of modern science to the Middle Ages lies in the medieval view that there was a
rational - and therefore mathematical - structure to the universe. Algebra and geometry are
not only self-contained consistent systems of thought, but rather also express themselves in
the mechanics of the universal.
The laws, and lawlike regularity, of motion demonstrate a rational ubiquity in the universe. On
the macro scale as well as the mico - from the motions of planets and stars to the behavior
of microscopic dust particles, mathematical reasoning manifests itself as the skeleton of the
physical world.
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The work of Thomas Bradwardine reveals how this medieval foundation underlies modern
physics. Bradwardine explained how acceleration, specifically gravitational acceleration, is
mathematically explained by exponential growth. In the 1300s - Bradwardine died in 1349 -
he was giving an algebraic explication of the ‘Law of Falling Bodies,’ as it came to be called.
By the time of Michael Faraday, this view of the empirical sciences was becoming an almost
unconscious assumption within European culture: that it was an assumption that the study of
chemistry and physics was informed by algebra and geometry.
At a young age, his education still in very much in process, Faraday focused on electromag-
netism. Alan Hirshfeld, a professor at the University of Massachusetts, writes:

At the dawn of the nineteenth century, science and its institutions were in flux,
spurred as much by new discoveries as by the growing belief that scientific research
might enhance a nation’s agricultural and industrial development. The fundamental
building blocks of matter - atoms - were as yet unknown. Electricity, magnetism,
heat, and light were variously “explained,” none convincingly. Through careful mea-
surement, the mathematical character of nature’s forces could be determined, but
their underlying mechanisms, interrelationships, and means of conveyance through
space were subjects of dispute. Faraday plunged headlong into the melange of ideas,
trying with his meager knowledge to sort out fact from fancy. All around was God’s
handiwork, in plain sight, yet inextricably bound up in mystery, a seemingly limitless
horizon of possibilities for off-hours study.

Eventually, Faraday’s knowledge would no longer be ‘meager’ and would enable him to make
the discoveries and formulate the laws which then generated nearly all of the world’s modern
electronic technology.
As an adult, Faraday took on leadership roles as his knowledge and education grew. Ian Hutchin-
son, Professor of Nuclear Science and Engineering at the Massachusetts Institute of Technol-
ogy’s Plasma Science and Fusion Center, writes:

Throughout his long and productive life, Michael Faraday was also a committed Chris-
tian. Not a social church-goer - although he spent more hours in a pew than any of
us are likely to; not just a conforming member of a “Christian” society - although
he lived in a society which saw itself as Christian; on the contrary, he belonged to
a distinctly nonconformist denomination, which demanded from its members an ex-
tremely high level of commitment and devotion: the Sandemanians. Moreover, in
addition to his lifelong lay involvement, he acted for significant periods of his career
as co-pastor (strictly ‘Elder’) of the London congregation of which he was a member.
During those periods he preached (or rather, exhorted) in the services and undertook
the spiritual oversight and pastoral care of the people in the congregation.

The synonymous words ‘Sandemanian’ and ‘Glasite’ (or ‘Glassite’) are usually used to describe
Faraday’s thought.
The brilliance of Faraday’s work in electromagnetism may arise, in part, from the tension which
exists between the absolute necessity of mathematics for his work, and his inclination to ex-
press both laws and observations intuitive concepts and images rather than formulas and equa-
tions.
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13.3 May

13.3.1 The Habsburgs: A Most Enduring Dynasty (2019-05-22 15:29)

It would be oversimplification to the point of error to say that the history of Europe is the
history of the rivalry between the Habsburgs and the Hohenzollern. Such a proposition ignores
the Bourbons and the Plantagenets, the Stuarts and the Windsors.
The Habsburgs may, however, claim the significance of having reigned and otherwise exerted
influence over a longer span of time and over a greater area of territory than any of these other
royal families.
The founder of the dynasty is generally understood to be Count Radbot, who constructed a
castle in Switzerland around the year 1020. The genealogy of the family goes back several
generations earlier, but with Radbot begins the name and the claim to various titles.
The last official claim of the family to power ended with World War I, but even so, the current
Prince of Liechtenstein, Hans-Adam II, has Habsburg elements in his bloodline. So, to this day,
the Habsburgs are ruling Europe.
This dynasty has over a millennium of accumulated reign.
The territories over which the Habsburgs ruled changed constantly over the course of that
millennium. When they emerged onto the world stage, the map of Europe had none of the
modern nation-states which now determine it. Instead, it was a patchwork quilt of many smaller
kingdoms. The Habsburgs built empires by collecting those kingdoms into alliances of various
types.
At times, the Habsburg have ruled in part or in whole regions which we now identify as Spain,
France, Italy, Germany, Switzerland, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Belgium, the Czech Republic,
Ukraine, Slovenia, Slovakia, Hungary, Austria, Serbia, Portugal, Croatia, Bosnia-Herzegovina,
and others.
As the Habsburg lands expanded and contracted over the centuries, themost famous Habsburg
empire was the Holy Roman Empire (HRE), which they ruled from 1415 until its demise in 1806.
The HRE was a loose coalition: the emperor did not have the absolute powers of the earlier
Roman emperors or of the later French absolutist monarchs. He could implement his policies
only by achieving a consensus among the ‘Electors,’ a group of princes called the Kurfürsten,
of whom there were six.
After the HRE, the Habsburg exerted their influence via the Austro-Hungarian Empire. That they
maintained a dynastic rule well into the industrial age made them anachronistic, as historian
Alan John Percivale Taylor writes:

The Empire of the Habsburgs which was dissolved in 1918 had a unique character,
out of time and out of place. Metternich, a European from the Rhineland, felt that
the Habsburg Empire did not belong in Europe. “Asia,” he said, “begins at the Land-
strasse” - the road out of Vienna to the east. Francis Joseph was conscious that he
belonged to the wrong century. He told Theodore Roosevelt: “You see in me the last
monarch of the old school.”

The nature of the Habsburg Dynasty sheds light on a twenty-first century concern. Some polit-
ical scientists have wondered what the world would look like if the nation-state, in our modern
understanding of the term, was not the defining unit of the globe.
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The world of the Habsburgs was not structured by the nation-state, and the Habsburgs were not
the least bit nationalistic. In fact, they were opposed to nationalism. The Habsburgs were not
Austrian, Spanish, or German; they were not Hungarian, Bohemian, or Czech. They were simply
the Habsburgs. They were not identified by any particular language, culture, or geographical
region.
The Habsburgs were identified by their bloodline, and their business was the dynasty. They
were not interested in establishing or sustaining any particular territory or culture. They were
interested in maintaining themselves.
To this end, their dominion was known primarily not by names like ‘Austria’ or ‘Spain,’ but
rather simply ‘the lands of the Habsburgs,’ as A.J.P. Taylor writes:

The collection of territories ruled over by the House of Habsburg never found a settled
description. Their broad lines were determined in 1526, when Ferdinand, possess-
ing already a variety of titles as ruler of the Alpine-Germanic lands, became King
of Bohemia and King of Hungary: yet for almost three hundred years they had no
common name. They were “the lands of the House of Habsburg” or “the lands of the
[Holy Roman] Emperor.” Between 1740 and 1745, when the imperial title passed
out of Habsburg hands, Maria Theresa could only call herself “Queen of Hungary,”
yet her empire was certainly not the Hungarian Empire. In 1804, Francis II, the last
Holy Roman Emperor, saw his imperial title threatened by Napoleon and invented for
himself the title of “Emperor of Austria.” This, too, was a dynamic name; the Empire
was the Empire of the House of Austria, not the Empire of the Austrians. In 1867
the nation of Hungary established its claim to the partnership with the Emperor; and
the Empire became “Austria-Hungary.” The non-Hungarian lands remained without
a name until the end.

Those who wonder about how the world would look after the demise of the concept of the
nation-state might consider how the world looked prior to the rise of the nation-state. A world
without a nation-state is the world of the Habsburgs, and the rise of the nation-state was the
fall of the Habsburgs.
The Habsburgs were a world-historical force. Those nations not directly shaped by the dynasty
were nonetheless indirectly shaped by it: England and Scandinavia, for example.
Yet most of the Europe was directly shaped by the Habsburgs, and their imprint remains to
this day on the continent, and with it, on civilization as a whole. It is difficult to overstate the
lingering influence of the Habsburgs up to the present time. Where their influence fades, it is
often the case that civilization and humanity itself also fade.
To be sure, the Habsburgs were not perfect. Their courts were filled with intrigue, deception,
power brokering, manipulation, and a host of other sins. Yet they remain a high point of human
civilization, and as such, a reminder that humanity at its very best is still deeply flawed.
Without sycophancy it can be said that the Habsburgs were great and their reign glorious.

13.4 June

13.4.1 Babylon’s Ishtar Gate: Tangible History (2019-06-17 11:33)

Archeology is an enjoyable companion to History. In addition to reading accounts of what
happened in the past, the student can see physical objects which were part of those events.
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This makes History palpable.
Many texts tell of the Babylonian Exile, during which time many Israelites were taken prisoner,
and transported from the area around Jerusalem to Babylon, where they became slaves. This
happened roughly between 609 B.C., when the first groups of captives left the Jerusalem area,
and 538 B.C., when the captives started leaving Babylon to return to their homeland.
Today, students can see the gates which were part of the wall which surrounded the city of
Babylon at the time of the Babylonian Captivity. They are located in a museum in Berlin, as
historians Joachim Marzahn and Klaudia Englund write:

Today the most famous buildings of Babylon are the Processional Way and the Ishtar
Gate. They were situated at the northern limits of the old city, where access had been
confined by the outer walls of the palaces. The road was thus bordered on both sides
by walls and town planners were afforded the opportunity to decorate the course of
the street with a frieze of glazed bricks. The choice of decoration was determined by
the New Year’s Festival. On the eleventh day of the festival the procession of gods
followed the street on its way from the outer festival house to the temples in the
center of Babylon. Building inscriptions of Nebuchadnezzar II point explicitly to this
fact. The visitor to Babylon saw two rows of striding lions - symbols of the goddess
Ishtar - before he arrived at the gate. In a stretch of ca. 180 m were once 120 lions,
60 on each side.

The Ishtar gate was built approximately between 605 B.C. and 562 B.C., meaning that the
Isrealites were present in the city at the time of construction. Some of the Israelites may have
assembled the gates; certainly, they saw it.

The walled street canyon was 20 m wide and 250 m long. This enclosed part of
the Processional Way was, however, shorter than its continuation to the corner of
the Etemenanki sanctuary, where it turned off and ended at the bridge over the
Euphrates. Destination and high point of the outer part of the city was the Ishtar Gate.
Integrated into the procession course, it had been furnished with colored reliefs, here
covering the complete outer wall. Erected in three building stages, the uppermost
level displayed colored representations of dragons and bulls, the symbols of the gods
Marduk and Adad. In the Vorderasiatisches Museum, only parts of this installation
have been reconstructed: about 30 m of street walls 8 m apart, as well as the smaller
city gate with its two flanking towers. From countless fragments, the animals of the
relief have here been pieced together with some parts of the walls, showing that the
reconstruction largely matches the original.

To stand in Berlin and see the Ishtar gates is to see the same physical objects which Ezra and
Nehemiah, and many others, saw more than 2,000 years ago. Such tangible history comple-
ments the primary texts which are the foundation of History.

13.5 July

13.5.1 Cicero, Obama, and Romney: Campaigning for Officewith Dirty Tricks
(2019-07-29 15:40)

In March 2012, voters in the United States were worried about “smears and dirt” which the
Obama campaign was preparing to use against whomever might be nominated to contest
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Obama’s incumbency. Mitt Romney was seen as the likely challenger.
Philip Freeman, a professor of classics, wrote at the time, giving historical perspective on the
election:

It was a bitter and volatile campaign, with accusations of inconsistency, incompe-
tence and scandal filling the air. Candidates competed to portray themselves as the
true conservative choice, while voters fretted about the economy and war threatened
in the Middle East. The year was 64 B.C., and Marcus Tullius Cicero was running for
Roman consul.

Professor Freeman outlines advice given by Quintus, the brother of the famous Cicero. Quintus
wrote, giving advice to his brother about how to run a successful campaign. Quintus was not
shy, in the words of Freeman, giving advice that “would make Machiavelli blush.”
The advice given to candidate Cicero are relayed by Freeman in the form of five main points,
wording them in ways which would be familiar to a twenty-first century U.S. voter:

1. Promise everything to everyone. Quintus says that the best way to win voters is
to tell them what they want to hear: “Remember Cotta, that master of campaigning,
who said he would promise anything, unless some clear obligation prevented him,
but only lived up to those promises that benefited him.” As Quintus says, people will
be much angrier with a candidate who refuses to make promises than with one who,
once elected, breaks them.
2. Call in all favors. If you have helped friends or associates in the past, let them
know that it’s payback time: “Make it clear to each one under obligation to you
exactly what you expect from him. Remind them all that you have never asked
anything of them before, but now is the time to make good on what they owe you.”
If someone isn’t in your debt, remind him that if elected, you can reward him later,
but only if he backs you now.
3. Know your opponent’s weaknesses — and exploit them. Quintus practically in-
vented opposition research: “Consider Antonius, who once had his property confis-
cated for debt … then after he was elected as praetor, he disgraced himself by going
down to the market and buying a girl to be his sex slave.” A winning candidate calmly
assesses his opponent and then focuses relentlessly on his weaknesses, all the while
trying to distract voters from his strengths.
4. Flatter voters shamelessly. Quintus warns his brother: “You can be rather stiff
at times. You desperately need to learn the art of flattery — a disgraceful thing in
normal life but essential when you are running for office.” A candidate must make
voters believe that he thinks they’re important. Shake their hands, look them in the
eye, listen to their problems.
5. Give people hope. Even the most cynical voter wants to believe in someone:
“The most important part of your campaign is to bring hope to people and a feeling
of goodwill toward you.” Voters who are persuaded that you can make their world
better will be your most devoted followers — at least until after the election, when
you will inevitably let them down.

It is not clear to which extent Cicero followed his brother’s advice, but Cicero did win the election
decisively.
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Cicero became known as theman who defended the Roman Republic against those who wanted
to turn it into an empire — into a dictatorship. Cicero brilliantly articulated the virtues of a
government consisting of freely-elected representative.

His political enemies were also willing to use “smear” political tactics against him: they accused
Cicero of giving or receiving bribes. Historical evidence is not conclusive.

Cicero was popular: he received the title “father of his country” after the election. But his
popularity could not save him from the dirtiest political trick of them all: assassination.

How sincerely Cicero spoke — whether he personally embraced republican ideals, or whether
he merely voiced them in response to their popularity — remains debatable. But even if he
spoke cynically, his formulations of freedom as the product of government by freely-elected
representatives remain powerful and influential.

Happily, the U.S. election of 2012 did not result in assassination. Sadly, neither Obama nor
Romney understood, liked, or trusted the concept of government by freely-elected representa-
tives to the extent that Cicero did.

13.6 August

13.6.1 Free Enterprise Fuels HumanDignity: ‘Natural’ Does NotMean ‘Good’
(2019-08-20 14:40)

Human nature tends toward favoritism and chauvinism. People are naturally partial toward
those who are somehow similar to them: in terms of age, race, gender, income level, etc.

In short, human nature is not fair.

Our sense of justice — our idea that people should receive equal opportunities, have the right
to express political opinions, and be able to bargain freely in economic situations — are in direct
contradiction to human nature.

Justice is a learned behavior, as historian Jonah Goldberg writes:

The idea that we should presume strangers are not only inherently trustworthy but
also have innate dignity and rights does not come naturally to us. We have to be
taught that — carefully taught. The free market is even more unnatural, because it
doesn’t just encourage us to see strangers to be tolerated; it encourages us to see
strangers as Customers.

Human nature, left unchecked, can and often does, veer into bigotry and racism.

But the free enterprise system nudges people away from bigotry and racism. The manager
of a shoe store wants to sell shoes, and doesn’t care about the race, gender, income level, or
age of the customers. The manager will also want to engender goodwill, and thereby repeat
customers, for the shoe store, and will therefore will want to make sure that the customers are
treated politely and have an enjoyable shopping experience.

The free market is antithetical to racism.
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The invention of money was one of the greatest advances in human liberation in all
of recorded history because it lowers the barriers to beneficial human interaction. It
reduces the natural tendency to acquire things from strangers through violence by
offering the opportunity for commerce. A grocer may be bigoted toward Catholics,
Jews, blacks, whites, gays, or some other group. But his self-interest encourages
him to overlook such things. Likewise, the customer may not like the grocer, but the
customer’s self-interest encourages her to put such feelings aside if she wants to
buy dinner. In a free market, money corrodes caste and class and lubricates social
interaction.

The salutary forces of natural rights and limited government are confusingly called “liberalism”
— more accurately, “classical liberalism,” which differs from left liberalism, social liberalism,
neoliberalism, and modern liberalism.
Confusing terminology aside, limited government gives rise to free markets, and natural rights
give rise to equal opportunity.
A strong and powerful government becomes the instrument of the sinister aspects of human
nature: tribalism, sectarianism, ethnocentrism. A centralized and controlling government will
divide people into categories, and assign priorities to those categories.
Natural rights speak to a person’s humanity — regardless of demographic variables — inas-
much as all humans desire to be free, regardless of gender, income level, race, or age. The
desire for liberty is one of the few truly universal human values.

13.6.2 When Liberty Nearly Triumphed: The Unimplemented Petition of
Right (2019-08-27 11:50)

History offers a catalogue of freedom’s victories over the centuries and millennia: Hammurabi,
Moses, Greco-Roman political thought, the Magna Carta, the Tübinger Vertrag, the English Bill
of Rights of 1689, the United States Declaration of Independence, the United States Consti-
tution, the United States Bill of Rights, and the Emancipation Proclamation, to name only a
few.
But freedom has also had some big defeats.
In 1628, the British Parliament was frustrated by King Charles I, who, like James I before him,
claimed absolute authority for himself as monarch. Charles did violence to the concept of
political liberty, which had been around since even before the Magna Carta of 1215.
Parliament wanted to defend the people’s freedom against an overly ambitious king. To do this,
Sir Edward Coke, a leader in Parliament and a long-time supporter of limits on royal power,
suggested that Parliament draft a document defining the rights of the people and defining
curbs on the king’s power.
Coke, whose surname rhymes with ‘cook’ despite its spelling, supervised the assembly of a
truly brilliant document, as historian John Barry writes:

Commons adopted Coke’s suggestion, and he was central in drafting the petition. It
incorporated the earlier resolutions prohibiting forced loans, benevolences, or “any
tax, tallage, aid, or other like charge not set by common consent, in parliament.”
It prohibited billeting soldiers in homes and the exercise of martial law in peace. It
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required honoring writs of habeas corpus. And it reaffirmed Magna Carta and asso-
ciated statutes, reaffirmed the principle older than Magna Carta that “no freeman
may be taken or imprisoned or be disseized of his freehold or liberties … or in any
manner destroyed, but by the lawful judgment of his peers, or by the law of the land
… [and] that no man, of what estate or condition that he be, should be put out of
his land or tenements, nor taken, nor imprisoned, nor disinherited nor put to death
without being brought to answer by due process of law … no offender of what kind
so ever is exempted from the proceedings to be used.”

England was on the verge of a major breakthrough: another increase in legal rights for citizens,
another round of limitations on the royal government.
Both houses of Parliament approved the text. It was sent to Charles II for approval. Why would
a monarch accept boundaries on his power? Charles needed Parliament to approve a budget
to fund some of his military adventures on the continent. So there was a reason for him to
agree, and a chance that he would.
But Charles at first refused to agree to the Petition of Right. After discussions, he begrudgingly
agreed to it, but then almost immediately reneged.
The Petition of Right didn’t manage to achieve a significant increase of freedom for English
citizens in 1628. It served a purpose, however, inasmuch as it cast a bright light on the king’s
unwillingness to honor the people’s liberty.
The king’s refusal to embrace the Petition of Right was one of several causes which ultimately
led to the English Civil War (1642 to 1651), and led to the king’s beheading.
Both the English Civil War and the abdication of James II (1688) laid the groundwork for the
eventual adoption of the English Bill of Rights (1689). The ideas in the Bill of Rights were similar
to the ideas in the Petition of Rights.
After these ideas were first proposed, it took an additional 61 years before the rights and
liberties of the English people were finally codified.

13.7 December

13.7.1 The Habsburg Dynasty: Life Without the Modern Concept of Nation-
State (2019-12-20 08:41)

In the early years of the twenty-first century, some have called for an end to the nation-state,
and an end to its role as the primary structuring element of the political world. Setting aside
polemics - for or against this demand - the questions remain: How would the world appear
without the nation-state? How would the world be organized? If the nation-state did not shape
the geopolitical system, what would?
History gives us a clue. The nation-state is the union of ‘nation’ (i.e., an ethnic or cultural
group) and ‘state’ (i.e., a geographically-defined territory with a government). The alternative
to a nation-state, as A.J.P. Taylor writes, is a dynasty:

The Habsburg lands were not bound together either by geography or by nationality.
They have sometimes been described as the lands of the valley of the Danube. How
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could this include the Netherlands, the Breisgau, and northern Italy? Or in the nine-
teenth century, Galicia, Bosnia, the Bukovina, and even Bohemia? The Habsburgs
themselves were in origin a German dynasty. They added a first a Spanish and later
an Italian element, without becoming anchored to a single region or people; they
were the last possessors of the shadowy universal monarchy of the Middle Ages and
inherited from it a cosmopolitan character. The inhabitants of Vienna, their capital
city, were Germans; this was their nearest approach to a national appearance. In
other countries dynasties are episodes in the history of the people; in the Habsburg
Empire peoples are a complication in the history of the dynasty. The Habsburg lands
acquired in time a common culture and, to some extent, a common economic char-
acter: theses were the creation, not the creators, of the dynasty. No other family
has endured so long or left so deep a mark upon Europe: The Habsburgs were the
greatest dynasty of modern history, and the history of central Europe revolves round
them, not they round it.

The Habsburg Dynasty, although it survived well into the modern era, was in many ways the
direct antithesis of the modern nation-state. The Habsburgs were supranational and supracul-
tural. The citizens or residents of the Habsburg realm had only this one thing in common: they
were the subjects of the dynasty.
Geographically, the dynasty could change its shape without changing its character, because
its essence was not derived from the lands which it governed, nor from the cultures of the
peoples of those lands.
The Habsburgs developed their own institutional culture, originating in and from the admin-
istrative needs of the monarchy, and imposed that pattern onto its varied holdings. To that
extent, a Habsburg culture could be said to exist. But the regional influences - Bohemians and
Magyars, Bavarians and Galicians and Slovakians - existed within monarchy.
Such local cultures were permitted, so long as they did not interfere with the management of
the royal and imperial business. (In the matter of which languages would be used for official
matters, cultural matters did threaten to interfere with dynastic administration. In those cases,
heated debates and diplomatic maneuvering reached intense levels.)
For those who live in the early twenty-first century and who long for the end of the nation-
state and its role in shaping the geopolitics of the planet, a look at nineteenth-century Austria-
Hungary, i.e., a look at the workings of the Habsburg monarchy, offers a vision of how a world
without nation-states might function.
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14.1 January

14.1.1 The End of an Empire: Did Franz Abdicate to Spite Napoleon?
(2020-01-15 12:36)

The Holy Roman Empire lasted over a thousand years. Had it been accurately named, historians
would refer to it as a Central European Defensive Coalition, which is what it actually was. It
was a loose confederation, so loose, in fact, that it’s not even clear when it began: historians
point to various dates between 800 A.D. and 962 A.D. as the starting point for the empire.
Its ending point, however, is quite clear. The last emperor of the HRE, Franz II, dissolved the
empire and abdicated in August 1806.
Franz II, however, had developed a backup plan. Two years earlier, in August 1804, he’d es-
tablished Austria as its own empire, so that when he dissolved the HRE, the Austrian Empire
remained as a self-sustaining unit. So the Holy Roman Emperor Franz II became the Austrian
Emperor Franz I.
But why did he dissolve his own empire?
In 1806, Napoleon was in themidst of his reign over France, and in themidst of his imperial wars
throughout Europe. The HRE had been weakened, and Napoleon was already in the process of
subsuming it into an organization called the Confederation of the Rhein. Napoleon’s goal was
to destroy the HRE, and thereby gain glory as the one who destroyed it.
Napoleon’s goal, according to historian Fabio Aromatici, was not only to eliminate the HRE, but
also make its dynasty, the Habsburg family, irrelevant:

He wanted to narrow down the three hundred states part of the Empire to only one
hundred and obviously reduce the influence of the Habsburg family.

Napoleon, in 1806, was on a rampage, his army occupying various territories in central Europe.
He was on his way to Vienna, the capital of the HRE and seat of the Habsburgs.

He was about to enter Vienna and Emperor Francis knew he had to do something
after almost four centuries of virtually unbroken Habsburg succession since Albert
II in 1438. It was a matter of honor. After all, who wants to be remembered as the
emperor who lost the empire, throne, and crown after a thousand years?

There is debate about what exactly Franz II was thinking, and responsible historians do not
speculate about unverifiable matters. Motives, especially when not documented in writing,
remain matters of conjecture.
Many researchers suggest, however, that Franz II, seeing that he could not defend or sustain
the HRE, knew that he could at least deny Napoleon the joy of destroying it. By dissolving
the empire, Franz II eliminated the object which Napoleon was pursuing. Napoleon couldn’t
destroy an empire that didn’t exist.
©2021 humanities-notes.blogspot.com 255



BlogBook 14.2. APRIL

The emperor had declared that the Holy Roman Empire was dissolved - unconquered
- after a thousand years and that he was no longer to be considered Emperor Francis
II but Emperor Francis I of Austria! The old empire was dead! Long live the new one!
To be precise, nowadays there is still one princely member state of the Holy Roman
Empire that has preserved its status as a monarchy until today: Liechtenstein. All
the others are gone, part of history, bordering legend.
People clapped, cheered, cried, and wept, many cursed Napoleon.

Franz II made his stunning declarations from “the external balcony-altar of the Church of Am
Hof.” This fascinating piece of Viennese architecture was the “stage for this historical an-
nouncement.”
The Kirche am Hof is one of many historic buildings in Vienna with its own architectural story
and documented significance. The platform from which Franz II made his declarations is less
of an altar, and resembles in some respects a balcony, except that it rests upon pillars or
columns, and is essentially the roof of a sort of narthex or foyer or entryway into the church. It
is surrounded on three sides by the external walls of the church, which rise significantly above
it. On the fourth and front side, it is open, and overlooks the Platz, the large open area in front
of the church. The space of the narthex beneath it is completely enclosed on all sides.
The Viennese call such a structure a Söller or Altan or Altane.
There are some historians, however, who see Franz’s abdication differently. They do not see it
as a shrewd way to outwit Napoleon. They see it simply as the inevitable collapse of the HRE.
Even such historians, however, concede that Franz had deliberately undermined Napoleon’s
Confederation of the Rhein, and had the foresight to provide himself with an alternative imperial
title two years prior to the actual abdication.

14.2 April

14.2.1 How the World is Structured: What is a Nation? (2020-04-01 12:33)

In the study of History, distinguish between ‘nations’ and ‘states’ —which is confusing, because
in ordinary language, we use the words ‘nations’ and ‘countries’ interchangeably, and we use
the word ‘states’ to refer to the fifty subdivisions within the United States.
But these words have a different meaning in historical scholarship.
A ‘state’ is a territory with its own government. As a territory, it can be identified on a map, and
has distinct boundaries. It has one government for this territory. So what we call a ‘country’ in
everyday language is a “state” — examples being Germany, France, Poland, Canada, etc.
A nation is a group of people with a shared sense of identity. The people of a nation have
something in common: a language, a culture, a narrative history, a religion, art, music, clothing,
etc.
Historians use the term ‘nation-state’ to identify a nation which has its own state. Japan is an
example of a nation-state.
There are some states which are not ‘nation-states’ — these are states which include several
different nations. Consider Russia: it includes not only ethnic Russians, but large numbers of
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people who live in regions thoroughly saturated in non-Russian languages and cultures. The
area within Russia that is actually ‘Russian’ only part of the larger state.
Thus Russia would be classified as a state, but not a nation.
Conversely, there are nations which do not have states.
The Laplanders, or Lapps, are a nation with their own culture, language, etc., but do not have
their own state. Rather, they live in parts of Norway, Sweden, Finland, and Russia.
Historically, other nations without states would include Poland from 1795 to 1919. During those
years, there was no country called Poland, but the Poles lived as residents in Russia, Austria,
and Prussia. Likewise, some groups of Native Americans (‘Indians’) are classified as nations,
but some of them do not have their own sovereign territory or state.
The ‘nation’ is an important factor in history, because it is more powerful in creating and main-
taining identity than a state. The world is composed primarily of nation-states. The great
movements of history are composed of nations, not nation-states.
The study of history serves people, according to Jill Lepore, when “it makes the case for the
nation, and for the enduring importance of the United States and of American civic ideals, by
arguing against” the malignant forms of nationalism.
By saying that thinking about history “makes the case for the nation,” Lapore is pointing to
the concept of ‘nation’ in the abstract. She indicates that ‘nation’ is to be understood as a
foundational concept: nations are the atoms which together form the world.
The modern world is a collection of nations. Has it always been this way? Are there alternative
ways to structure the world? Are there better ways to structure the world?
Nations, unlike nation-states, have existed since the earliest known history. It is perhaps an
innate feature of human beings to organize themselves as nations, and to their membership
in a nation as one of their identities — but not their most important identity.
In terms of structuring the world, it is not necessary that the world be shaped by nation-states.
Nations can, instead, be formed into the dominions of dynasties. This was often the case
before the rise of nation-states. Individuals identified themselves as members of nations and
as subjects of a dynasty, but not as citizens of a nation-state.
One can think of England, in which a soldier nine centuries ago perhaps thought of himself as
fighting for “his majesty the king,” but not for “England.” — Likewise, an Austrian owed his
allegiance to the Habsburg Dynasty, not to Austria. Thus a world organized by dynasties is an
alternative to a world organized by nation-states. But in both of these scenarios, the nation
remains.
Historically, then, we can see that there are at least two options for organizing the world: the
nation-state or the dynasty. Are there other options? Could the world be structured around
nations instead of nation-states?
If the world were organized around nations, instead of nation-states or dynasties, then it would
essentially be a tribal world. This may have been the case in certain times and places, e.g.,
the non-Roman parts of Europe in the millennium or two prior to 800 A.D.
Thoughts about the nation-state, and alternatives to it, are relevant to concerns about na-
tionalism. The word ‘nationalism’ is subject to various uses and misunderstandings. It is a
problematic word, because it can refer either to a dangerous form, or to a peaceful form, of
the nationalistic sentiment.
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The dangerous form of nationalism is a value system which places the continued strength and
growth of the nation-state above all else; in this sense of ‘nationalism,’ every other concern in
life — e.g., family, friends, religious faith, duty, honor, art, science, music, literature, etc. — is
subordinate to the nation-state. The savage implication is that any of those other things can
also be sacrificed for the sake of the nation-state. This evil form of ‘nationalism’ can therefore
lead to war and death.
The beneficial form of ‘nationalism’ is a healthy and balanced appreciation of one’s homeland,
its achievements, and its contributions. This type of nationalism leads to better global relations
between countries, because while it allows people to appreciate their own nation, it also urges
them to appreciate other nations. Wholesome friendships between nations flourish when the
individual nations have respect both for themselves and for other nations.
The peaceful form of nationalism is often simply called ‘patriotism,’ and patriotism is instru-
mental in forming productive and cordial relationships between nations. A nation filled with
self-hatred will make a poor ally.
Interestingly, historian Jill Lapore speculates about whether “identity politics” could replace
the nation-state as a primary organizational unit. Instead of loyalty to the nation, an individual
could feel a primary loyalty to a demographic category like gender, race, etc.
Jill Lapore’s questions prompt musings: Could “identity politics” truly replace other forms of
global organization? If it could, what would be the effects of this type of tribalism?
We can conclude that civilization seems to have made progress at times when the planet was
organized primarily into dynasties, at times when it was organized primarily into nation-states,
and at times when it was organized simply by nations as tribes. In all three situations, nations
were an important identity, even when they weren’t the primary organizing principle.
We can also conclude that the distinction between peaceful beneficial nationalism and warlike
malignant nationalism is significant, and that the former has edified civilization while the latter
has turned civilization against itself.

14.3 May

14.3.1 Understanding Edmund Burke: The Difference Between Change and
Reformation (2020-05-01 05:57)

The eighteenth century includes both the French Revolution and the American Revolution, and
an axiomatic insight into those years is the failure of the French Revolution and the success of
the American Revolution. Why, and how, did the one backfire, while other other one triumphed?
Part of the answer is to be found in the writings of Edmund Burke. He saw the clear difference
between the two.
Both revolutions began with a quest for liberty - yet the American Revolution succeeded in
increasing individual freedom, while the French Revolution ended with a harsh dictatorship’s
limitations on personal liberty. Why the difference?
As constitutional scholar Mark Levin writes:

Natural law and the civil society or social order are not at odds with the individual’s
liberty but in harmony with it - each requiring the other.
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The difference was that the American Revolution sought to overthrow the government, and to
change the political order, while the French Revolution sought to change society and destroy
the culture.
The American Revolution worked to preserve a civil order which had a historical basis of liberty:
the American Revolution did not attack, but rather appealed to, the Magna Carta and the
English Bill of Rights of 1689, both documents enshrining civil rights.
The French Revolution, on the other hand, misidentified the problem. Rather than attacking the
absolutist monarchy, which had abused its power and limited freedom, the French Revolution
attacked French society and culture. In so doing, it assaulted the very basis on which liberty
might be based.
Mark Levin gives further insight into Edmund Burke’s views of the two revolutions:

The prominent British statesman and scholar Edmund Burke (1729 - 1797) empha-
sized another fundamental characteristic of the civil society - valuing human expe-
rience, tradition, and custom. Burke was outspoken in his sympathy for the Amer-
ican colonists and condemned the oppressions of the British monarchy that led to
the American Revolution. However, he was also repulsed by the French Revolution.
Burke saw the latter as a revolt led by elites and anarchists who had as their pur-
pose not only redress against French rule but the utter destruction of French society,
traditions, and customs.

Looking at Burke’s own words, he riffs on the words ‘change’ and ‘reform’ - as marking the
distinction between the two revolutions. The word ‘reform’ refers to the act of directing, or
redirecting, a system back to its original and foundational purposes and goals: so it was that
the English system, based on the Magna Carta and the 1689 Bill of Rights, was oriented toward
individual freedom and political liberty. The American Revolution was simply a redirecting of
the system back toward those essential documents.
On the other hand, ‘change’ refers to the destruction of foundations. If the French Revolution
wanted change, it wanted to destroy the civil and societal and cultural bases for freedom and
liberty. If the French Revolution hoped to gain freedom and liberty via this route, it was sadly
mistaken.
As Burke himself wrote:

There is a manifest, marked distinction, which ill men with ill designs, or weak men
incapable of any design, will constantly be confounding, that is, a marked distinction
between change and reformation. The former alters the substance of the objects
themselves; and gets rid of all their essential good, as well as of all the accidental
evil, annexed to them. Change is novelty; and whether it is to operate any one of
the effects of reformation at all, or whether it may not contradict the very principle
upon which reformation is desired, cannot be certainly known beforehand. Reform
is, not a change in the substance, or in the primary modification, of the object, but,
a direct application of a remedy to the grievance complained of. So far as that is
removed, all is sure. It stops there; and, if it fails, the substance which underwent
the operation, at the very worst, is but where it was.

With accuracy, Burke predicted the course and conclusion of the French Revolution; he died
before it was over. He saw how it must go; the series of events could have only one conclusion.
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The French Revolution, Burke foretold, having destroyed, or at least wounded, the social and
cultural order, would proceed with a succession of random samplings, unable to establish its
hoped-for new order. The French Revolution could not settle on a new pattern, and so imple-
mented a sequence of new patterns, and kept each but for a short while.
Instead of instituting a new and better system, the French Revolution weakened the nation by
confusing it with a series of experiments in government, as Burke writes:

By this unprincipled facility of changing the state as often, and as much, and in as
many ways, as there are floating fancies or fashions, the whole chain and continuity
of the commonwealth would be broken. No one generation could link with the other.
Men would become little better than the flies of a summer.

The French Revolution failed for at least two reasons. One of them was that it hoped to fix
a governmental and political wrong by changing, not the government and not the political
system, but rather culture and society.
Political and governmental problems have political and governmental solutions. For this reason,
the American Revolution, having identified such problems, did not undertake to change society
and culture. Rather, it sought to change political and governmental structures.
The problems which led to the French Revolution did not have their roots in culture and society,
yet the leaders of that revolution undertook to change both. They misidentified the source of
the problems, and therefore prescribed the incorrect actions to repair those problems.

14.3.2 A Glimpse at a Historic University: Erfurt (2020-05-15 16:41)

The history of universities shaped in many ways the history of culture. The University of
Bologna in Italy, which started around 1088 A.D., is commonly cited as the world’s first uni-
versity. While this claim has been disputed, it generally stands. Within a century or two,
universities sprang up around Europe.
The universities of Europe in the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance years were structured
differently than the universities of North America in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.
While the daily lives of students at the universities were more regimented than the universi-
ties of five to ten centuries later, the classes and professors were less coordinated. To obtain
a degree, a student read whichever books, attended the number variety of classes and lec-
tures, which he thought would best prepare him for examinations. There was no set number
of semesters or courses needed to graduate.
When a student felt ready, he would request to be examined. He would then undergo days of
detailed and intense testing, most of it spoken before a panel of professors, rather than written.
When the examinations were over, the professors conferred among themselves, and decided
whether or not the student had earned a diploma.
The students lived in buildings controlled by the university. The medievals had a balanced view
of alcohol. While drunkenness was forbidden, and students would be punished for it, a glass
of beer or wine was served with most meals.
Writing from a twenty-first century perspective, historian Eric Metaxas describes student life
at Erfurt, one of Europe’s most significant universities:
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By our own standards, life at the university was quite regimented, with students
arising at 4:00 a.m. for devotions and going to bed at 8:00 p.m. All students lived in
a residential college called a bursa, of which there were six in Erfurt. Students paid
for room and board. Two meals per day were served, the first at 10:00 a.m., after
four hours of exercises and lectures. After the first meal, there were more exercises
and lectures until 5:00 p.m.

The exercises were, of course, mathematical and grammatical exercises, not physical ones.
Regarding the bursa, Metaxas notes:

Bursa is the Latin word for sack or purse; this term is still with us in modern univer-
sities, where the treasurer or business officer is called the bursar.

Debate was a central activity at a medieval university. A student was given a viewpoint or
hypothesis, prepared for several days, and then debated against another student. Often, the
students were required to switch sides, and have the debate again a few days later. In this
way, the students learned detailed evidence for both sides of the question.
Sometimes the debates were done in teams, with several students on each side.
Erfurt’s university excelled at debate, and its reputation for well-reasoned debates spread
across Europe, as historian Lyndal Roper writes:

Founded in 1392, the university was the oldest German institution to have a charter,
and in the early sixteenth century it boasted an outstanding collection of humanists,
interested in the revival of ancient learning and in returning to the sources.

Particularly in the universities north of the Alps, linguistic skills were highly valued. Students
already knew Latin when they arrived at the university. They expanded their Latin skills, learned
Hebrew, and learned to distinguish between classical Greek and koine Greek.
The demands of precise scholarship caused professors and students to look at texts in their
original languages. Aristotle and Plato were read in Greek, Cicero and Tacitus in Latin, and
the Bible in Hebrew. To rely on a translation was to compromise one’s intellectual and rational
standards.

14.4 July

14.4.1 Revising Marx’s Narrative: Socialism Imposed Incrementally
(2020-07-01 07:42)

According to Karl Marx, the inevitable rise of socialism and communism would happen auto-
matically, in the wake of an equally inevitable and equally automatic collapse of the capitalist
system. The workers would experience continually increasing poverty and suffering, while the
capitalist system would break down economically.
After the failure of the old system, Marx’s new systemwould institute itself in human civilization.
Yet half a century after the publication of the Communist Manifesto in 1848, socialists and
communists were still waiting. Capitalism wasn’t collapsing. In fact, it was getting stronger.
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(While there is complicated discussion surrounding the many types of socialism and the many
types of communism, for the present purposes, ‘socialism’ and ‘communism’ may be regarded
as almost synonymous. The word ‘capitalism’ here is shorthand for ‘free market’ capitalism or
‘laissez faire’ capitalism, which is significantly different from other types of capitalism.)
During the second half of the nineteenth century, working-class wages and standards of living
improved steadily. Working conditions became more humane. In some cases, the rise of labor
unions made the workers see themselves as parts of, instead of the enemies of, the capitalist
system.
Disappointed socialists and communists began to rethink Marx’s doctrines. How would they
impose their system on civilization, if the spontaneous collapse of the old system didn’t hap-
pen? One answer was the incremental establishment of statist redistribution schemes and the
partial abolition of private property by introducing government ownership of certain industrial
sectors.
If capitalism wasn’t going to cave in on itself suddenly, then perhaps it could be deliberately
weakened so that it crumbled slowly. This tactic is sometimes called ‘Fabian’ socialism, named
after the Fabian Society, a British political group.
The specific actions which would undermine civilization were systems of various redistribution
programs and the nationalization of industries, as historian William Hagen writes:

In 1899, theoretician and journalist Eduard Bernstein challenged the capitalist break-
down theory. He argued that, despite Marx’s forecast, industrialization was neither
eliminating the small-scale property-owningmiddle classes (“petty bourgeoisie”) nor,
despite injustices and inequalities, “immiserating” the working class, whose real liv-
ing standards, in the economically bustling pre-1914 decades, were actually rising
as industrial society matured. Socialists should therefore abandon ideas of utopian
collectivism beyond capitalism — that is, in a future socialism or communism — and
ally with village farmers and small businessmen, and with the educated middle class,
to seek realizable ends gradually by nonrevolutionary means. In Bernstein’s British-
influenced view, socialism would amount in practice to a modern welfare state with
nationalized big industry and finance, but preserving property rights in smaller en-
terprises and family farms.

The implementation of many small redistribution mechanisms would hide the fact that, taken
together, their net impact would be quite large. Government ownership of various industries
and financial institutions would be justified by various ad hoc explanations regarding safety or
efficiency. Thus Fabian socialism is not only a gradualist, but also deceptive.
To make way for such programs, the socialists would need to eliminate the organic functions of
society which naturally and historically had served the same purposes. Private-sector charities,
foundations, community services, volunteerism, etc., would have to be dismantled so that
government-operated social services were seen as the better, or only, option.
The notion that the government can, or should, take over functions previously and tradition-
ally carried out by the private sector is and was like a virus, spreading and replicating itself,
and destroying bit by bit charitable institutions which had so significantly helped people, and
replacing those institutions with inefficient bureaucracies.
To trade the viral metaphor for a fungal one, the slow rot of incremental socialism might yet,
in the dreams of the communists, bring about Marx’s enthusiastically anticipated destruction
of society.
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15.1.1 “Suffer Naught to Vex Thee” — Copyrights and the Use of Primary
Texts (2021-04-11 15:17)

Teaching a Humanities or Western Civ course, an instructor using some of the textbooks on the
market might find his students wrestling with a sentence like “Let not aught vex thee” — in the
Meditations of Marcus Aurelius — and quickly a discussion of late Roman Stoicism becomes a
lesson in Elizabethan vocabulary.
Certainly, it is proper for students to learn to negotiate the language of Edmund Spenser or
John Donne. But Marcus Aurelius didn’t write in Elizabethan English, or any kind of English for
that matter. He wrote in Greek, despite the fact that his mother tongue was Latin.
In some fantasy world, high school juniors and seniors, and university freshmen, might be
able to negotiate the Greek of the Meditations, and negotiate it well enough to engage in the
thought contained in the text, rather than get bogged down in the grammar and vocabulary.
In the real world, students are already quite challenged by the antiquated English of the trans-
lation, and challenged to the point that it impedes their exploration of Aurelius’s mental world.
Which begs the question: Why are students confronted with a translation that hides thought
in obscure language?
In the mid nineteenth century, Britain, and to a lesser extent America, had a bumper crop of
classicists, many of whom brought translations of the Greco-Roman canon to the publishing
marketplace. As a stylistic flourish, these translations were cast in what was already archaic
English. When, e.g, George Long offered his rendering of Marcus Aurelius into English, it was
an English that was already antiquated in the nineteenth century when he published it.
The language was a deliberate affectation, which may or may not have served a purpose when
it appeared, but over a century later constitutes merely an obstacle to the student.
Why, then, would a contemporary publishing company bring to market an anthology containing
texts which are needlessly obscure?
The answer: Copyright fees.
Such textbooks typically contain a large number of short excerpts, including many from classi-
cal Greek and Latin texts, along with medieval writings. Depending on the scope of the work,
texts from the Ancient Near East may be included prior to the Greco-Roman material, and
extracts from post-medieval works afterward.
Major texts from the canon are constantly being translated afresh: The Meditations by Aurelius
were rendered into contemporary American English, e.g., by Gregory Hays in 2002, and by Scot
Hicks and David Hicks in the same year. These texts make the thought of Aurelius accessible
to the students, and allow them to explore the ideas, rather than the vocabulary.
Including these recent translations, however, costs money.
Older translations from the nineteenth century are usually in the public domain, not requiring
modern publishers to obtain permission or pay fees.
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When it comes to textbooks, caveat emptor. Affordable anthologies may be filled with classical
texts translated into an affected antiquated pseudo-Elizabethan English rather than into twenty-
first century American idiom.

15.2 May

15.2.1 Bossuet Replies to Hobbes: A Kinder, Gentler Absolutism
(2021-05-24 13:43)

Although forms of absolutism have been around since the beginnings of recorded history,
Thomas Hobbes is one of the most prominent formulators of modern political absolutism, along
with Jean Bodin.
In 1651, Hobbes published Leviathan, his most famous book. The usual understanding of his
political theory is drawn from the first half of the book. Hobbes presents what he considered to
be a logical argument, the conclusion of which is that society needs to be ruled by an absolute
monarch.
As envisioned by Hobbes, the absolute monarch should have limitless and unconditional power,
or very nearly so. Hobbes views anarchy as an imagined natural state of humans prior to the
formation of a commonwealth. In this primal state, human life is “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish,
and short,” in one of his most famous phrases. Government arises as the result of a social
contract, in which each individual, simultaneously with other individuals in the same society,
cedes power to the monarch.
The fact that this cession is done simultaneously in a mutually-agreed-upon act is what puts
the “common” into commonwealth. But once made, this social contract is irrevocable.
By 1679, the Leviathan had been on the market for twenty-eight years, variously loved and
hated. The common understanding of the book, based primarily on the first half of the text,
was established as the received view of Hobbes.
It was in 1679 that Jacques-Benigne Bossuet began to write his Politique tirée des propres
paroles de l’Écriture sainte. This book was his systematic exposition of political absolutism.
Bossuet, born in 1627, was younger than Hobbes, who’d been born in 1588.
Responding to Hobbes, Bossuet hoped to formulate a version of absolutism which was perhaps
more humane than the version found in the Leviathan. To do this, Bossuet looked to place
limits and conditions on the power of the monarch.
“The king of Hobbes is a less restrained and probably harsher ruler than Bossuet’s,” writes
historian Eugen Weber.
Bossuet begins by stating that “royal authority is sacred,” paternal, and “subject to reason.”
Each of these constitutes some limiting factor. There are limits on how kings may use power,
and on the purposes for which they use power, as Bossuet writes:

The kings must respect their own power and use it only to the public good. Their
power coming from above, as we have said, they must not believe that it belongs
to them to be used as they please; but they must use it with fear and restraint, as
a thing which comes from God and for which God will call them to account. Kings
should therefore tremble when using the power that God has given them, and think
how horrible is the sacrilege of misusing a power which comes from God.
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By labelling royal power as “paternal,” Bossuet places upon monarchs the moral obligations
and duties of parenthood. Parents are ethically responsible to care for their children, and by
observing the care that they give, parents are judged as good or bad. Kings, as “paternal”
rulers, are subject to a similar evaluation.
Bossuet further requires that monarchs use their power only in ways which are “salutary to
mankind.” He admonishes kings to “use” their power “with humility.” He points out that kings
have power ab alio — from outside themselves — and that therefore it is entrusted to them,
yet it is not inherently or intrinsically theirs, even if it is innately theirs. Bossuet writes that
kings “are endowed with” power “from outside.” Concerning power, he states:

Fundamentally, it leaves you weak; it leaves you mortal; it leaves you sinners; and
burdens you with greater responsibility towards God.

A further bridle on royal power is Bossuet’s demand that it is subject to reason. Although it will
be a large interpretive question as to exactly which royal actions are rational and which are not,
it is nonetheless clear that this is intended by Bossuet to be some form of limit on monarchical
action.
Bossuet is clearly differentiating himself from Hobbes. Although Bossuet had begun writing the
book in 1679, he added sections to it between 1700 and 1704. Parts of the text are therefore
more than half a century later than the Leviathan.
Although raw temporal dislocation does not prove that Bossuet’s theses are different from
Leviathan’s, it does show that Bossuet had ample time to reflect both on Hobbes and on the
historical events of that half century.
In any case, it is plausible to argue that Bossuet’s monarch is not as invincible as the monarch
in the first half of Leviathan. Bossuet boldly places limits and moral boundaries on monarchs
in a way which Hobbes does not.
There is a less common understanding of Hobbes — a reading which includes the second half
of Leviathan in addition to the first half — and this less common interpretation would yield
a monarch who is more clearly under a moral yoke and less likely to engage in capricious
actions to which his subject must unquestioningly submit. More emphasis on the second half
of Leviathan might yield a kinder, gentler Hobbes — one who’d be in some ways similar to
Bossuet’s vision of a more benevolent ruler.
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	2017
	January
	The Enlightenment's Political Project (2017-01-26 14:31)
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	April
	Societal Development: Iceland (2017-04-25 13:26)
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	May
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	July
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	April
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	May
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