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1. 2005

1.1 April

1.1.1 The Death of Pope John Paul II (2005-04-04 10:12)

The recent death of the Pope reminds us that, from a historical perspective, the organization
of the Roman Catholic church is important in understanding history. One cannot properly
understand historical phases and events, like the beginning and rise of the university and
concepts of Scholastic philosophy, or understand historical persons, like Rene Descartes
or Emperor Joseph II or Empress Maria-Theresa or Metternich or Edmund Burke, without
understanding this institution.

This is true, no matter what your own personal belief system is.

There are several different belief systems which are crucial for understanding world his-
tory:

Ancient Pagan Polytheism - Human Sacrifice
Judaism
Christianity

Under the heading of "Christianity", several sub-categories merit study:

Early Christianity (Syrian, Persian, Ethiopic )
Roman Catholicism
Lutheranism
Post-Luther Protestantism

These are the major religious influences which have shaped the world in which we live,
both in the present, and over the past 4,000 years. Can you define and describe the terms on
the lists above?

1.1.2 What Does It Mean To Be Human? (2005-04-06 08:32)

We human beings are diverse: different languages, religions, and races. Yet we all share some
of the same features which make us human. All of those features together are what we call
“human nature”. Humans are different from animals in several ways: for one, we can deny
our desires. If an animal is hungry, it eats, and cannot stop itself; if an animal desires sexual
activity, it performs that action, and cannot do otherwise. But a hungry human can decide
to wait, and eat later; or even go on a “hunger strike”. This is what makes us human: the
ability to say “no” to our drives, instincts, and desires. What if, in the middle of a delicate
brain operation, the surgeon suddenly became hungry, and walked out of the hospital to get a
hamburger?
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1.1.3 Hobbes, Kant, and Wittgenstein (2005-04-06 12:02)

In our Humanities course, we read Hobbes. We don’t read or discuss Kant or Wittgenstein, but
they are two important philosophers who lived later than Hobbes, and whom we would discuss
if we had more time!
Anyway, Hobbes has one idea whichmakes him similar to these other two: Hobbes says that we
must “captivate our understanding to the words; and not to labor in sifting out a philosophical
truth by logic, of such mysteries as are not comprehensible, nor fall under any rule of natural
science.” What does he mean?
He means that we can’t rationally or logically discuss some parts of human life and some
aspects of this universe. Human reason, Hobbes believes, is extremely powerful, but there
are a few things that it can’t do. And so we are left with some mysteries in life which we
contemplate, but about which we cannot reason. Luckily, we can at least reason about why
can’t reason about them!

1.1.4 Perfect? (2005-04-12 06:38)

The cause of much misery throughout history has been the idea that human beings, either
individually or as the collective human race, are perfectible . Everyone dreams of a perfect
society, and can describe what it might be like, but some people believe that it is possible in
this world. Others recognize that humans, although they may be very good, are never quite
perfect, and that there will be no perfect society, and no perfect human beings, in this life. As
for the next life ... well, we’ll leave that discussion for another time!

But, to get specific (which is, after all, what it takes to get a good grade on your essay
test!), we see Metternich saying that the twenty-five years of bloodshed and chaos (ten years
of French Revolution and fifteen years of Napoleonic rule) which dominated European history
was caused largely by "presumption; the natural effect of the rapid progression of the human
mind towards the perfecting of so many things." What he’s saying is this: our minds constantly
turn toward the idea of perfection - we image the perfect weather, the perfect music, the
perfect school, the perfect car, the perfect vacation, etc. But we are carried away by passion,
which makes us forget that the world, and the human beings in it, are good, but not quite
perfect, and that they are essentially imperfect, i.e. by nature imperfect, and thus cannot be
ultimately perfected. We can always make the world a better place, but we can never make it
a perfect place. So Metternich concludes, "one must not dream of reformation while agitated
by passion; wisdom directs that at such moments we should limit ourselves to maintaining."

Edmund Burke had a similar view: given the reality of the world’s imperfection, the practical
way of organizing human society will be found "in compromises sometimes between good and
evil." Human societies face different problems, and we cannot fix each one perfectly: "it is
better that the whole should be imperfectly and anomalously answered," i.e., on average we
can do a good job taking care of the problems which face society, but not a perfect job.

1.1.5 What is the Purpose? (2005-04-12 10:20)

Why does society exist? Why do people form towns, cities, states, and countries? Well,
different thinkers give different, but similar, answers.
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John Locke says, "the great and chief end, therefore, of men uniting into commonwealths, and
putting themselves under government, is the preservation of their property." In that sentence,
Locke not only says something about the purpose of governments, but also hints about a
social contract.

Hobbes, in reviewing different forms of government, speaks of "their aptitude to produce the
peace and security of the people; for which end they were instituted."

What subtle differences, or similarities, do you see between Hobbes and Locke? What
was happening during Locke’s life? What happen during the lifetime of Hobbes? Certain major
events in English and European history may have shaped the slight differences in their views.

1.1.6 Locke’s Legal Impact (2005-04-13 14:24)

John Locke made contributions to both pure philosophy and to political philosophy.

Locke’s purely philosophy ideas dealt with empiricism , distinguishing between an object’s
primary and secondary qualities, a rejection of innate ideas, and his famous " tabula
rasa " metaphor: humans are born like "blank pieces of paper", so that the source of all our
knowledge is, and must be experience.

Politically, Locke is known for locating the source of sovereign authority in the people;
the legitimacy of a government comes from the consent of the governed. He also stressed
property rights, and one’s duties to society.

There is a connection between Locke’s purely philosophical thoughts and his political
doctrines: given that human beings are born as "blank slates", then Locke would never allow
the defendant in a criminal trial to excuse himself from responsibility for his crimes because
"he was born that way". Locke would argue that one could not claim an in-born factor which
would cause one to become a thief, murderer, arsonist, or rapist. There would be no genetic
determiner of behavior, as a consequence of the denial of innate knowledge.

Locke would be likely to allow a the attorney defending the accused to claim that "envi-
ronmental factors added up to make him that way": negative factors in an individual’s
experiences could, perhaps, drive that individual to develop " mal -adaptive coping mech-
anisms". These, developed subconsciously or semi-consciously or unconsciously, would be
neither fully responsible moral choices nor innate/genetic determinations of behavior.

So Locke’s abstract philosophical psychology could have a very practical impact in the
courtroom.

1.1.7 Who Really Won the Cold War? (2005-04-21 18:58)

The "Cold War" is generally considered to be that era from 1945 until 1990, when there were
extreme tensions between the USA and the USSR. It was called "cold" because there was
never a direct military confrontation: the US Army never fought the Soviet army directly.
There were "proxy wars" between nations which were associated with the US and the USSR; in
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this way, they fought indirectly.

The fall of the Soviet Union in 1989/1990 lead to increased freedom for millions of peo-
ple in several different nations, but who gets the credit for "winning" the war?

Historians do not agree; a number of different individuals are named as those who "won"
the Cold War: President Ronald Reagan; Polish leader Lech Walesa; and Pope John Paul II.
Other historians say that not one individual, but movements of people, were the "winners":
in East Germany, there were student movements in Leipzig and Dresden which undermined
the authority of the communist dictatorship. In Romania, groups met on a regular basis in
churches, in direct defiance of communist directives. These groups can be seen as the ones
who made the decisive difference.

So it is not clear who "won" the Cold War for the free countries. But, in any case, it re-
mains an interesting phenomenon, because both the USA and the USSR engaged in huge
weapon building programs, but these weapons were never used. The fact that hundreds and
thousands of very powerful atomic weapons were built but never used demonstrates the
power of the concept of " deterrence ": by building powerful weapons, one can ensure peace
and justice, because no nation would risk the horrifying destruction which would be the result
of such an armed confrontation.

In our era, after the Cold War, we live with terrorism; terrorism is conducted by small,
quasi-political organizations, not by legitimate nation-states. The tactic of deterrence does
not work as well against terrorist organizations as it does against sovereign states.

1.1.8 Reacting to the Industrial Revolution (2005-04-27 13:43)

Yes, the Industrial Revolution was a big deal in history. Not merely because steam, coal,
and iron changed the way, and the quantity, in which goods were manufactured, but also
because it changed the way in which people lived. The focus for the ordinary person changed
from rural to urban, from self-sustaining semi-independence to economically integrated
inter-dependence, from the gentle rythms of sunrise/sunset and the four seasons of the year
to the demanding harshness of the factory’s whistle which marked the exact beginning and
end of one’s exhausting shift.

These large and dramatic changes in ordinary life for millions of people triggered vari-
ous reactions. Much of the intellectual, artistic, and political life of the 19th century can be
seen as various reactions to the Industrial Revolution.

The Romantic poets reacted by escaping: writing verses about knights riding across country-
sides with blue skies and green grass, while living in a grey and smoke-filled urban landscape.

John Stuart Mill, and the modern political liberalism associated with his name, called for
reform programs in order to make the lives of the working millions more humane.

Marx and the various socialist and communist movements of the era called for revolu-
tion, not reform; only a complete overthrow of the economic structure would satisfy them.

William Blake, in a category of his own, wrote verse, not in order to escape the misery,
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but to record it accurately, unflinchingly capturing the images and misery.

Kropotkin and Bakunin, reacting less to the Industrial Revolution and more to the politi-
cal harshness of their own government, called for anarchy, setting off a wave of terrorism
which included bombs (which exploded unexpectedly in ordinary peaceful cities, killing people
who were going about their daily lives) and assassinations at the end of 19th century and into
the first few years of the 20th century.

1.2 May

1.2.1 J.S. Mill, Liberalism, and Nationalism (2005-05-02 14:52)

The first wave of nationalism to sweep across Europe, prior to 1815, was a unifying reaction
to Napoleon’s invasions, conquests, and attempted conquests.

The second wave was the liberalist wave, a type of nationalism encouraged by the liber-
als as a reaction against the established and re-established legitimate powers institutionalized
by the Congress of Vienna. The Liberals saw nationalism as the freedom of an ethnic group to
express its identity, in defiance of any monarchy or other established authority. A nationalist
state’s legitimacy arises from the ethnic identity of the people, replacing the older legitimacy
which arose from the hereditary claims of a dynasty. John Stuart Mill and his Liberals saw
nationalism as the vehicle by which the masses could express themselves. For this same
reason, Metternich opposed it.

The third wave of nationalism was more authoritarian; after 1848, this type of national-
ism gave authority to governments to take steps in order to avoid another series of attempted
revolutions.

1.2.2 Two Teams Butt Heads (2005-05-02 17:22)

In European thought, at the end of the 19th century, we find two groups of thinkers who
oppose each other systematically across a number of topics.

On one team, we find a series of "determinists"; deterministic thinkers propose, for our
purposes, the notion that what you are, and what you do, was previously decided, not by
you. Determinism, then, denies that human beings make any significant choices. Marx
represents economic, political, and historical determinism: he says that the future has already
been decided, and it is inevitable that a certain series of economic and political events will
occur, and that the world will arrive at a specific economic and political condition. Darwin
represents biological determinism; the human race, and each particular human being, is as it
is because of genetic and environmental factors. Freud represents psychological determinism:
the choices I seem to make are actually determined by events earlier in my life - my parents
and early childhood experience will dictate whether I choose Coke or Pepsi, Democrats or
Republicans, Protestantism or Roman Catholocism. By denying that human beings make
significant choice, determinists deny any "meaning" to human life, at least as most people
would understand "meaning" - thus, they are ultimately nihilists. This team of determinists is
also a team of materialists: by this we mean that they deny the existence of anything besides
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physical objects. So they would say that there are no such things as ideas, memories, spirits,
minds, souls, emotions, etc. Marx’s materialism causes him to conclude, for example, that we
should get rid of marriages and families, and that men should be allowed to view all women
as their sexual property; since Marx’s economic theories revolve around the ideas that all men
should hold all objects as common property (and that therefore there is then no property), so
his materialism, which views human beings simply as physical objects, causes him to say that
all men should hold all women as common sexual objects (and that therefore there is then
no such thing as marriage or family): this amounts to the assertion that, according to Marx’s
ideas, women are property. Also on this team would be Friedrich Nietzsche, whose message
to the human race is that it is merely an instrument of higher forces and drives in the universe:
human beings should not credit themselves with meaning, value, or dignity.

On the opposite team, we find people like Dickens, whose novel, "A Tale of Two Cities",
revolves around a series of individual human beings who make important and meaningful
choices, and those choices have significant impact on other human beings and on the world.
Dickens is telling us that human beings are not determined like chemistry and physics, but
rather have a freedom to decide; he is telling us that our choices have consequences, which
can be good or bad. Ibsen shows us a family which is falling apart, in which the wife and the
husband fail to show each other the support and warmth which is a real marriage; Ibsen is
showing us why we should reject Marx’s idea that women are property: Ibsen says that a loving
and mutually affirming marriage is possible only when the wife and husband understand that
they can make a meaninful choice to be faithful and supportive to each other. Kierkegaard,
as the founder of existentialism, directs his attention to the individual: meaningful choices,
he says, are made by the individual, not by groups or categories of people; thus I must make
my decisions as a single human being, not as a member of my nation or profession or ethnic
group or political group. Dostoyevsky shows us that, when faced with painful circumstances
(whether the pain be political, emotional, or physical), the human being can triumph by
making an "inner revolution", not an outer revolution; Dostoyevsky is saw help for each human
not in a political movement, but in an internal change.

1.2.3 Nietzsche (2005-05-23 18:27)

Nietzsche’s ideas are many and complex. I’m only going to talk about a few of them today;
there is much more to him.

Nietzsch loved his sister, but he hated most of her views and opinions, and he hated
the man she married, because he had those same views. Nietzsche did not like the fact
that his sister was anti-Semitic, that she was a racist and a nationalist and a vegetarian,
and that she wanted to revive ancient Norse paganism. Nietzsche, contrary to what is often
said about him, opposed anti-Semitism, and did not like the fact that there was a growing
anti-Jewish movement during his time (the late 1800’s). He felt that racism was a shelter
for mediocre people, who could get by if they happened to be of the majority power-holding
race; he felt that mediocre people should be exposed and made to be servants of the better
people, regardless of their race. Nationalism was an exercise of being part of a mindless
"herd", and Nietzsche felt it was bad because it encouraged one to mindlessly follow the
nation, and it (like racism) created a shelter for mediocrity. Oddly, vegetarianism was popular
among both the leaders of the anti-Semtic movements and the early founders of the Nazi party.

Nietzsche, of course, is known for his atheism and his hatred toward Christians and the
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Christian faith. He despised the fact that the Christian faith encouraged people to "molly-
coddle the weaklings", i.e., care for the poor, the orphans, the widows, and the oppressed.
Nietzsche felt that not only should the strong survive (as in social Darwinism), but that the
strong had the right, even the duty, to exploit the weak, and that the proper role of the weak
was to serve those who were by nature simply better.

1.2.4 Confusing Words (2005-05-24 12:01)

Some words seem to mean almost the same thing: Nazi, fascist, totalitarian, nationalist. How
can we sort these out?

Naziism is nationalism plus socialism; therefore, it is a mixture of a moral valuation and
an economic system. Nationalism is a moral value system, in which the existence, growth,
and power of the nation-state is seen as the supreme and ultimate goal; nothing is more
important - not family, not religion. Socialism is an economic system, and there are many
varieties of socialism, but most of them include ideas like redistribution of income, state
ownership of the means of production, regulated markets (i.e., no free market or "laissez-faire"
economy), increased taxes, and so forth. To be sure, some versions of socialism do not include
all those features, but most do.

Totalitarianism means simply total control by the government of all aspects of civil and
private life.

Fascism is a combination of nationalism and totalitarianism.

This is, at least, a starting point for trying to understand the subtle differences between
these various terms. Much more can be said.

1.3 June

1.3.1 Think Before You Speak - Or Write! (2005-06-01 12:06)

One benefit you can gain from the careful study of texts is the habit of considering carefully
the words you will use before you speak or write. You must allow your passion to cool, and
allow your reason to work, if you want to make sense. In a moment of passion, we may say or
write something which seems obviously correct to ourselves, but which later will be seen as
foolish. A recent letter, published in a newspaper, had several paragraphs of heated political
opinion, in the midst of which was buried the sentence: "It doesn’t matter what you believe in,
it matters how you express yourself."

Even a nano-second’s worth of reflection reveals the idiocy of that statement, and it un-
dermined any other good argumentation which the writer may have put forth. Whatever your
opinions, you have an obligation to state them rationally - if you state them irrationally, you
will lose the right to be among educated people.
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1.3.2 The Black Death (2005-06-01 14:07)

Imagine what it must be like when huge numbers of people die from a disease: "crazed
dogs running wild on deserted streets, nighttime fires winking from the crowded fields and
vineyards around the city; dusty, sun-drenched roads filled with sweaty, fearful refugees; sick
stragglers wandering off to nearby woods and huts to die."

The plague which swept through Europe in the 1300’s was a cultural turning point in
many ways. After such devastation, society had to re-build itself, and in so doing, re-designed
itself. Approximately 33 % of Europe died; that would be 25 million people. In some towns, ev-
eryone died; other towns had fewer casualties. Early in the century, earthquakes, floods, tidal
waves, heavy rains, and high winds had hit Europe, leaving crops stunted and waterlogged,
and bringing thousands to edge of starvation; combined with poor sanitation - waste and filth
were everywhere - which made a good home for the rats which carried the sickness, Europe
was a ripe target for a plague. It moved quickly across the continent.

The civil response was helpful, but limited. In England, steady leadership sustained order,
self-control, and lawfulness. In Florence and Venice, public health systems were established
to oversee sanitation and the burial of the dead. But the human and spiritual response was
amazing: in the worst years of the mortality, Europeans witnessed horrors comparable to
Hiroshima and Nagasaki, but even when death was everywhere and only a fool would dare to
hope, the thin fabric of civilization held - sometimes by the skin of its teeth, but it held. Enough
notaries, municipal and church authorities, physicians, and merchants stepped forward to
keep governments and courts and churches running. Human power alone can’t generate that
kind of resiliency: even in the most extreme and horrific of circumstances, people do actually
carry on, powered by the external forces of altruism and faith.

Political and economic conditions changed after the plague: there were fewer people,
more jobs, and a higher standard of living.

1.3.3 King Arthur (2005-06-01 15:51)

In drawing the sometimes not-so-obvious lines between history, legend, myth, and outright
fiction, King Arthur can be a useful example.

Yes, there really was a King Arthur. One of the earliest historians to mention him was
Nennius, a Welshman who wrote around 796 A.D., by which time Arthur was already over
three hundred years into the past. Nennius tells us that Arthur united the Britains, who
missed the unifying if imposed influence of the Romans, against the Saxon invaders. Nennius
contrasts Arthur’s Christian manners with the savage attacks of the pagan Saxons.

The Romans left in the early 400’s, and Arthur seems to have assumed political leader-
ship around 452. There were several decades in which there was no unifying political influence
in Britain, each town caring for itself only. Arthur was needed, because a unified defense had
to be presented to the various Germanic tribes which kept invading: the Saxons, the Vandals,
and Schwaben. Although Arthur worked with heroism, the Saxons ultimately took over the
island.
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Concerning the legends and tales about knights in shining armor, we can probably con-
jecture that Arthur didn’t wear metal armor, might not have had a horse, or even the formal
title of "king", and whatever castles he may have inhabited probably resembled simple, small,
crude stone houses. He’s not the Arthur of the fairy tales, but he played a more than imporant
role in British history.

1.4 July

1.4.1 Do you have a pocket full of art? (2005-07-13 17:38)

The coinage of the United States is an example of the lasting influence of Greco-Roman
classicism. Examine current coins: the Lincoln penny, the Jefferson nickel, the Roosevelt dime,
the Washington quarter, the Kennedy half-dollar, and the new one-dollar coin. The influence of
late Roman portraiture and Greek architecture is evident. The influence of classical symbolism
is evident: what, exactly, is on the back of a dime?

The classical influence in U.S. numismatics has, if anything, only gotten stronger in re-
cent years. While the 19th century and early 20th century displayed some non-classical
themes (the Indian penny and the Buffalo nickel), current designs are almost exclusively
classical in style.

Look at the architectural designs on the back of a penny and a nickel. Can you identify
them by style?

The question is open ... to you.

Numismatic iconography

We’ve discussed the influences on numismatic iconography. Look at the back of a penny and
a nickel. Which type of architecture do you see? What are the symbols on the back of a dime,
and in which style are they engraved? What about the back of the quarter and half-dollar?
What is the “fasces” symbol?

The front side of the penny, nickel, dime, quarter, half-dollar all have portraits. Which
style of portrait is this?

Within the last decade, we have two new coins featuring women: Susan B. Anthony and
Sacagawea have been pictured on one-dollar coins. You might think that this represents
progress for women, but women have been pictured on coins often in the past.

During the first one hundred years of our country’s history, only women were pictured
on coins: no men at all! The first coin to picture a male was a penny around the time of the
Civil War. The first coin to picture a president was not until 1909!

So women were actually more favored than men on coins in the past.

The habit of placing presidents on coins comes from the Romans.
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1.4.2 European Judaism (2005-07-13 17:41)

European Judaism, which by the 10th century was already quite distinct from the forms of
Judaism practiced in Palestine and Ethiopia, was monolithic until the 1600’s. At that point in
the time, the "Hasidic" (also spelled "Chasidic") movement began.

Rebbe (i.e., "Rabbi") Yisrael, called "the Baal Shem Tov" (menaing "Master of the Good
Name") was the founder of the Chassidic movement.

Hassidism was distinguished from the Orthodox Judaism by its mystical and emotional
emphasis. Hassidism has a number of sub-varieties within itself: Breslov, Lubavitch, and
Satmar.

Rebbe ("Rabbi") Nachman of Breslov was the great-grandson "the Baal Shem Tov". Rebbe
Nachman was born in 1772 (1 Nisan 5532) in the Ukrainian town of Medzeboz. He grew to be
an outstanding tzaddik (saint), Torah sage, teacher and Chassidic master. During his lifetime
he attracted a devoted following of "chassidim" (Hassidic followers) who looked to him as their
prime source of spiritual guidance in their quest for God, as "the Rebbe." From the autumn of
1802 until the spring of 1810 Rebbe Nachman lived in Breslov, Ukraine. He then moved to
Uman where he passed away from tuberculosis six months later, at the age of thirty-eight. He
is buried there till today.

Thus, by the mid-1800’s, a variety of forms of Judaism were practiced in Europe. Geo-
graphically, the Hasidic forms were found more in the East, the orthodox more in the west.
The Orthodox Jews in the England, Spain, France, and the Benelux countries (Luxembourg,
Belgium, and the Netherlands) tended to see the Hasids as too emotional, too mystical,
irrational, and a little simple-minded. The Hasids in Eastern Europe tended to the view their
fellow Jews in Western Europe as too cold and formal, and not perceptive regarding spiritual
matters.

As we have seen varieties of Christianity influence history and be influenced by history,
so also with the varieties of Judaism. The East / West divisions can be seen as reflecting
the areas of Europe which were more receptive to Cartesian rationalism, Hume’s Empiricism,
and the Enlightenment, all of which flourished in Western Europe. In Eastern Europe, Hume,
Descartes, and the Enlightenment didn’t makemuch of an impact (in Poland, the Ukraine, etc.).

Much of what we now consider typical, or stereotypical, Judaism is actually European, or
eastern European, culture. When one examines the native Judaisms of places like Ethiopia,
or the Judaisms of those Jews who, for two thousand years, never left Palestine, they seem
almost "un-Jewish" by the standards of American or European culture, because they do not
carry the cultural influences of Europe; yet they are every bit as much "Jewish" as the Jews of
Germany, Poland, and Russia.

Jewish texts in western thought:

Although it is known that there has been far too much persecution of the Jews in Euro-
pean history, the remarkable fact is that for about 1500 years, Jews and Christians co-existed
in Europe rather peacefully, these regrettable times of persecution being exceptions, rather
than the rule.
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One factor which made this co-existence possible was a substantial amount of overlap
between Jewish and Christian belief systems. (Hence the modern phrase, "Judeo-Christian".)
The following excerpt from the Talmud gives us a sample of Jewish thought, which was
incorporated into Christianity:

"He (Rabbi Elazar HaKappar) used to say, The born will die, the dead will come to life,
and the living will be judged - so that they know, make known, and become aware that He is
G-d, He is the Fashioner, He is the Creator, He is the One who understands, He is the Judge,
He is the Witness, He is the Litigant, and He will eventually judge. Blessed be He, for there is
not before Him wrongdoing, forgetfulness, favoritism, or the acceptance of bribes - for all is
His. And know that everything is according to a reckoning. And do not let your evil inclination
assure you that the grave is a refuge for you - for against your will were you created, against
your will were you born, against your will do you live, against your will do you die, and against
your will you will stand in judgment before the King of kings, the Holy One, blessed be He."

Note that Jewish texts often contain the word "God" written as "G-d". This is a literary
mechanism designed to show respect.

Jewish thought:

From the examples of Spinoza and Husserl (to name but two of many), we see that Jew-
ish thinkers were involved in the central questions of the development of European thought.
They brought with them their intellectual heritage.

Although the central text of Judaism is the Tanakh, which is binding upon all Jews, an-
other text, called the Talmud, is also very influential, although it is not technically binding.

The Talmud consists of two parts, first the "mishnah", which is a series of regulations,
and second the "gemorah", which is a commentary on the mishnah. The gemorah ranges
from technical questions about how to apply the laws of the mishnah in various cases, to
more philosophical questions about issues raised, but not directly addressed by, the mishnah.
Because the Talmud, as stated above, is not binding, it has exercised its influence upon the
intellectual tradition by means of its method of discussion, rather than via its direct content,
i.e., the most influential aspect of the Talmud is not what it directly states, but rather the
manner of debate and commentary and analysis which is used in it.

Major Jewish intellectuals carried this manner into other fields, such as philosophy, mathemat-
ics, and philology (i.e., the careful grammatical analysis of ancient languages), and thereby
made major contributions to European thought.

The influence of the Tanakh is the opposite: it is its direct content, its assertions, which
are both binding and shaping upon Jewish thought. It has little of the Talmudic manner of
discourse in it. The Tanakh also shaped culture by exemplifying the rules of Hebrew poetry.

One of the more popular sections of the Talmud is called "Avot" ("the fathers"), and it is
a charming, folksy collection of ethical proverbs. Although it is a great deal of fun to read,
study, and discuss, it is actually a-typical, different from the bulk of the Talmud, in that it
does not engage in detailed technical and philosophical discussion. But it is probably the
most-quoted section of the Talmud. Here are some examples:
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Mishna 26: "Rabbi Yossi bar (son of) Yehuda of K’far HaBavli said, ’one who learns from
the young, to what is he compared? To one who eats unripe grapes and drinks wine from the
press. And one who learns from the old, to what is he compared? To one who eats ripened
grapes and drinks aged wine.’"

Mishna 27: "Rabbi Meir (mai-eer) said, ’do not look at the flask but what is in it. There
are new flasks filled with old wine and old flasks which do not even contain new wine.’"

1.5 August

1.5.1 Grendel’s Mom: Messiah vs. Monster? (2005-08-11 17:28)

One of the most striking features of the narrative (you’ll figure out which book I’m discussing
here, so I won’t tell you) is that it is the mother who attempts to avenge Grendel - not Grendel’s
friend, brother, or father. Why the mother?

One answer might lie in the bizarre mix of paganism and early Christianity which char-
acterizes this book; this uncomfortable blend is also found in the Nibelungenlied (a famous
Germanic folktale), and in the ideas surrounding the earliest formulations of chivalry and
courtly love.

Did the author intend to see in Grendel and his mother an inverse image of Christian-
ity? Is Grendel an anti-Jesus figure? If so, then his mother would be an anti-Mary, hence her
otherwise unexpected prominence in the narrative.

Can we find other hints that Grendel might be mirror image of Christ? Grendel crawls
into his grave to die, instead of emerging from it to live. Grendel brings fear and death,
instead of "peace be with you" and life.

Perhaps the author was aware of his clashing mix of violent paganism and altruistic Christian-
ity, and so wove into his story an opposite analogue to a Christ-figure. Is there then also a
Christ-figure in the story? You decide.

1.5.2 Humanistic Reflections (2005-08-11 17:36)

In our Humanities course, we surf speedily along over centuries of thought - philosophy,
religion, literature, art, history, music. What impact does a "humanistic" education have on
the individual?

I’ll note in passing that "humanistic" is a word with varying definitions; take a look at a
dictionary.

Those who lack at least some experience with philosophy, humanism, or any human ex-
pression of wrestling with questions of meaning are prone to be guided by three things:
(1) avoiding clear negative consequences - legal, physical, or economic pain
(2) moving in sync with popular opinions
(3) seeking "what feels good"
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Those three principles are likely to leave the individual stuck in an intellectual nightmare,
whether she or he realizes it or not. The first and third principles will lead the agent to act
in opposition to the principles of those she or he admires: one’s hero or role-model accepts
pain, and is willing to live without "what feels good", in order to achieve higher goals. The
second principle leads to self-contradictio as opinion changes. All three lack any intellectual
justification.

On the other hand, a person with some intellectual foundation in philosophy or "the hu-
manities" will be guided, at least in part, by reflections upon transcendent standards:
truth
beauty
justice
and will work out a course of action which is guided by a logical, rational consideration of what
is entailed by those standard, and what is likely to bring one closer to them, to realize them.

So taking this Humanities Class might just be good for you, after all!

1.6 October

1.6.1 Bach’s Newest CD! (2005-10-04 11:16)

Johann Sebastian Bach was born in 1685, which makes him a little old to be releasing new
CD’s, but somehow, he’s managing.

A researcher was looking through some old papers, and found a two-page, hand-written
aria for soprano and harpsichord, the first Bach vocal work discovered in seventy years. The
text is a twelve-stanza poem, beginning "Alles mit Gott und nichts ohne ihn" (Everything with
God, and nothing without Him). A reviewer has called the music "a reflective, meditative,
soothing piece, as Bach’s church music so often is."

The CD should be available at your local store soon.

1.6.2 The Mystery of Saladin (2005-10-05 16:05)

In the long history of attacks on Europe, starting in the 700’s when Charles Martell ("Karl the
Hammer") defended the European heartland at the battle of Tours (732/733 A.D.) and repelled
the invaders, and lasting at least until 1683, when Vienna was attacked, but not conquered,
the figure of Saladin stands out as one of the most vicious military leaders to attempt to
destroy Europe.

After military confrontations, the standard practice of his troops was to torture and kill
the military prisoners as well as any civilians from the opposing side. Women and children
were no exception, and Saladin’s soldiers used rape to terrorize local populations.

On July 3, 1187, when Saladin’s army attacked a group of Europeans at Hattin, he gave
an order which has been preserved for us in writing: all the Europeans were beheaded; no
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prisoners were taken.

The mystery of Saladin is why, a few months later, in October of 1187, when he cap-
tured the city of Jerusalem, he did not execute the Europeans there. In his long and bloody
career, this was the one time that he choose not to kill the prisoners he had taken. Why?

His magnanimity was actually pragmatism. He had intially planned to put to death all
the Christians in the city. However, when the Christian commander inside Jerusalem, Balian of
Ibelin, threatened in turn to destroy the city before Saladin could get inside, Saladin relented -
although once inside the city he did enslave those Christians who could not afford to buy their
way out of town.

So Saladin made a double profit: ransom from those who could pay, and income made
from selling the rest as slaves.

Balain of Ibelin, by the way, was not a European. He was a native Middle Easterner, but
one who had escaped the forced conversion to Islam being spread by armies like Saladin’s.

Saladin, it seems, was content to put aside his genocidal passions, if he could gain financially
from it.

1.6.3 Merely an "Excerpt"? (2005-10-26 16:31)

This Humanities course is a "survey course" as schools call them. We cover roughly 4,000
years of history between August and May. We touch upon many of the most important people,
books, and events. But we cannot do it in depth: we can merely give you a brief glimpse.
When you get to the university, you can choose to take in-depth classes in these various
subjects, where you will cover much less material, but cover it much more thoroughly.

In such a survey course, one necessary compromise is to read excerpts from famous
texts. There isn’t time to read everything every written by Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Thucydides,
Shakespeare, and all the other pivotal thinkers. So we read only brief selections from their
writings. And this is where you have to do some critical thinking about "spin".

For example, depending on which pages you read, you can make Thucydides seem ei-
ther like a spokesman for noble morality of the ancient Greeks, or a social critic denouncing
their mercenary blood-thirstiness.

Depending on which chapters of the "Republic" you read, Plato can seem either like a
proto-Marxist social engineer, or a other-worldly observer of philosophical abstractions.

So, while you think about what you’re reading, remember to also think about what you’re NOT
reading.
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1.7 November

1.7.1 What do Professors at Duke University say about Humanities?
(2005-11-17 20:03)

A tenured full professor at Duke says that he enjoyed "the Humanities course, which was my
favorite in high school, and indeed may be the most eye-opening class I have ever had."

This scholar graduated from Huron in 1979, and went on to study at Kalamazoo College,
Notre Dame University, and the German Universität in Hannover. He has published books and
articles on Des Cartes, Leibniz, Spinoza, and Malebranche.

1.7.2 So What is a Palimpsest? (2005-11-17 20:06)

In the early Middle Ages, parchment (a type of thin leather from goat or sheep skin) was a
common writing surface. It was relatively expensive, but very durable. We’re talking about
writing books and essays, not letters to Grandma.

If you wanted to write something, but had neither parchment nor money for parchment,
you might take a rough stone and rub it over the surface of an already-written parchment to
erase what was already written there, and then you could write. Centuries later, scientists
discovered that you could, using ultra-violet light in some cases, infra-red in others, still read
what had been erased. In still other cases, chemical reactions or sub-atomic particles could
bring the erased writing back to life.

In this way, books and essays which have been lost for centuries can be recovered ... a
sort of scientific detective work in the service of history and literature.

A "palimpsest" is a piece of parchment which has been erased and re-written. The task
is to figure out what was erased.

Major universities have several palimsest readers, people who do this kind of scientific
investigation.

Would you like to be a palimpsest reader?

1.7.3 Gothic? (2005-11-17 20:08)

As you already know, "Gothic" architecture nothing (or very little) to do with the Goths, a
Germanic tribe which roamed around Europe. But, although the Goths didn’t invent this
architectural style, they had a sophisticated culture of their own.

Historians sometimes picture the Goths as "savage", uncultured, crude, and blood-thirsty. This
is far from true.

By 100 A.D., at the latest, the Goths were literate (i.e., they could read and write). Some
historians believe that they were literate even eariler.
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The earliest Gothic writings are preserved in "runes". Runes, which are now sometimes
used in silly fortune-telling games, are simply the letters of an early Germanic alphabet, which
was used to write Gothic and Scandinavian languages.

By around 350 A.D., the Gothic leader Wulfila (also spelled "Ulfilas" and several other
ways) revised the Gothic spelling and grammar, and created a more modern alphabet for the
language. By 400 A.D., there was quite a literary culture among the Goths. One surviving
work is a commentary on Greek texts.

So the Goths weren’t uncultured. Nor were they savage: when they became Christian-
ized around 300 A.D., they stopped human and animal sacrifice.

So why do we have this image of Goths as "rude and crude"? Perhaps because the ear-
liest historians to write about them were Romans, and these Romans, upset about the decline
of their own empire, needed to find somebody who looked even worse, so as to make the
Romans look good by comparison. Later historians, then, simply relied on the earlier historians,
and painted a rather grim picture of the Goths.

Gothic, as a living and spoken language, survived in isolated, obscure pockets until around
1400 A.D., mainly in small villages around the Crimean Sea.

The U of M, here in Ann Arbor, has two noted Gothic specialists, who are famous around
the world for their expertise in this language. They have published several books on Gothic
grammar.

Is this a future career for you? Would you like to be a specialist in the Gothic language?

1.7.4 Everybody’s a Hypocrite! (2005-11-21 17:17)

History is filled with all sorts of sages who give us moral advice and ethical guidance. But
it seems that each of these sages has his own dirty laundry: Marcus Aurelius gave us an
impassionate personal Stoicism, yet allowed the blood-thirsty polytheists in his empire to
execute Christians by the thousands; Cicero discovered the principle of Natural Law, upon
which most later legal systems are founded, yet was a mercenary lawyer who did whatever
dirty work was needed to win his latest political encounter; Octavian-Augustus, the first Roman
emperor, prevented the empire from social disintegration by strengthening the fellowship of
the basic family unit (mom, dad, kids), yet he may have had a fling or two with a woman who
was not his wife. And so it goes: great moral advice given by individuals who do, in some
situations, the very opposite. They’re all hypocrites! Shall we then simply ignore them and
their advice?

All humans are, however, hypocrites. This is, in fact, part of the human situation: we
are by nature imperfect. And it is this nature which makes us seek, and give, ethical guidance.
So we can’t really blame our philosophers for being hypocrites; in fact, they have to be - if
they weren’t, they wouldn’t be human, and they wouldn’t be able to help us with our dilemmas.

We must separate the advice from the advice-giver; Cicero’s Natural Law, Octavian’s
civil doctrine of marriage, and Aurelius’s Stoicism can help us - but we must, in the same
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breath, condemn their actions even as we embrace their words. And if we condemn their
actions embrace their words, what then shall we do with the men themselves? Neither
condemn nor praise them, but simply view them as our fellow humans, flawed, yet having
those flashes of creative human insight which are, along with our flaws, a necessary and
unalterable aspect of being humna.

1.8 December

1.8.1 Is Marcus Aurelius Important? (2005-12-05 12:15)

Marcus Aurelius wrote a book which remains a best-seller over a thousand years later; in 2003
and 2004, several thousand copies were sold. So is this guy important?

Well, that depends. In the context of Roman history, he is remembered as one of the
"good" emperors; he held the empire together when various social and political forces - not to
mentioned the enemy’s armies - were trying to pull it apart. He did not engage in the extreme
vices of the "bad" emperors: he did not enjoy human torture as a form of entertainment,
organize sadistic orgies, etc. But his career is also located in the era of the final and gradual
decline of empire. Rome was past its prime, and Aurelius was simply doing the best job
he could to manage the empire. His son would prove to be hopelessly wicked and corrupt,
causing further imperial decline. In the big picture of 500 years of imperial history, Aurelius
was probably no more, and no less, important that dozens of other emperors whose names
we find only in small print in seldom-read books. Historically, we might be tempted to say that
he is not that important.

Philosophically, on the other hand, his little book seems to have interested thousands of
readers over the years - readers who may have little or no interest in the history of the
Roman Empire. Philosophically, Aurelius has sparked thoughts in countless minds, and may
be responsible for the fact that Stoicism is still viewed as an important philsophical system.

So is Marcus Aurelius important? Well, the answer may be that he is historically unim-
portant, but philsophically important.

1.8.2 The Punic Wars (2005-12-08 11:07)

Rome experienced three wars with Carthage between 264 B.C. and 146 B.C.; they are called
the "Punic" Wars because the early founders of Carthage were from Phoenicia. These wars
would essentially determine whether Rome or Carthage would be the dominate geo-political
power in the Mediterranean area.
In the first Punic War, Rome, led in part by a military hero named Regulus, won Sicily, Sardinia,
and Corsica.

In the second Punic war, Hamilcar, a Carthiginian leader, consolidated Spain under Carthage’s
rule. His son, Hannibal, attacked a Roman outpost in Spain, and then marched with elephants
over both the Pyrenees and the Alps, and came close to the city of Rome itself. In panic, the
citizens of Rome conducted human sacrifices to convince their idols to defend them. Hannibal
did not take the city, due in part to a tactically disastrous hesitation on his part, and in part to
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the fact that the supply lines which were to bring him more troops and equipment were cut by
the Romans. The Roman officer Scipio Africanus the Elder captured Spain, and then began to
invade northern Africa. Hannibal abandoned his campaign in Italy and went south to defend
the Carthage itself. By the end of this war, Carthage was stripped of its various territories,
and reduced to a small area around the city of Carthage itself. It was forced to pay tribute to
Rome.

The Roman politician Cato the Elder incited Scipio Africanus the Younger to attack Carthage in
the third Punic War. Carthage was completely destroyed by the dominating Roman military.

These wars left Rome as the clear master of the Mediterranean region; world history
would be very different had Carthage won these wars: your computer would have a font called
"Times New Carthaginian", and you would use "Carthaginian numerals".

1.8.3 Cuturally Schizophrenic (2005-12-08 12:49)

Between 50 A.D. and 800 A.D., the Christian faith spread through Europe. The continent had
previously been dominated by various systems of polytheistic paganism. The new faith did
not immediately erase all traces of the earlier belief system. On the contrary, we can see
"split personality" in European culture.

Consider Beowulf: this story reflects much of the blood-thirstiness and lack of regard for
human lift which was the culture of Norse mythology - yet, at the same time, traces of the
Christian virtues of humility and helping other humans are found. So the characters evince
simultaneously desires for blood-revenge and a selfless altruism: a truly mixed lot!

Likewise, the ideology of "courtly love" (which may be only a literary idea, and never
carried out in real life) contains both traces of Christian pacifistic concepts, and traces of the
pagan "warrior-cult" mentality.

The German folktale known as the "Nibelungenlied" was re-written in the 1200’s to in-
clude references to Christian concepts of self-sacrifice to aid others, yet its main plot is one of
pagan revenge and power-seeking.

When reading European literature, it is necessary to unravel the tangled strands of pa-
ganism and Christianity which mingled to yield characters who act in seemingly inconsistent
ways: these individuals seem, at one moment, to be vicious polytheists - at the next moment,
they appear to have the Christian ideal of respect for human life.

1.8.4 Julius Caesar - Hero or Jerk? (2005-12-16 18:45)

The guy who almost was the first Roman emperor was amazingly popular - yeah, that’s right,
Julius Caesar never actually was emperor, but he almost was, and he was really quite well-liked
by the average Roman citizen, at least for most of his career. Toward the end of his life, his
popularity went down a little, because some folks suspected that his loyalties might be split
between Rome and Egypt - or, more accurately, between Rome and Cleopatra, who ruled
Egypt. But, anyway, he was well-liked by most of the people most of the time.
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He worked to keep his popular status by handing out citizenships to some of the resi-
dents of the territories which had been added to the empire - they didn’t resent being
conquered so much, if they could get some benefit out of it. And he made sure that the
average Roman citizen had access to the minutes of the meetings of the Senate.

But this popular guy also had his dark side. In the course of conquering Gaul, he boasted that
he killed a million people, and sold another million into slavery. Now, these numbers might not
be exact - it could be a little more, or a little less. But the bottom line is this: to kill anywhere
near that many people, we’re not talking about soldiers falling in battle. We’re talking about
genocide. We’re talking about killing children, women, cripples, and old folks. We’re talking
about burning entire villages to the ground.

So maybe Julius Caesar wasn’t such a nice guy, after all.

1.8.5 Constantine (2005-12-21 15:34)

So why do they call him Constantine "the Great"? Well, he did manage to unify a Roman
Empire that was threatening to politically disintegrate; he moved the capitol from Rome to
Constantinople (a/k/a Byzantium); he triggered an artistic creative spree of buildings and
sculptures and mosiacs; and, perhaps most significantly, he legalized Christianity - taking this
belief system from an illegal activity punishable by death or imprisonment to an accepted,
and even admired, status within the empire.

Interestingly, Constantine did not illegalize the other belief systems in the empire - those
versions of polytheistic paganism which had been responsible for executing hundreds of
thousands of Christians. Rather, he showed them a type of tolerance which they had never
shown to the Christians. Constantine thereby demonstrated what the Romans could expect
from their first Christian emperor. Given a chance to exact blood revenge from his former
persecutors, he chose not to do so. It is this voluntary surrender of power, the decision not to
oppress, which would characterize a new era. Perhaps this is what makes him great.

1.8.6 An Emperor By Any Other Name (2005-12-22 12:19)

You’ve heard of "Charlemagne", and you’ve heard him mentioned as "Charles the Great" and
even "Carolus Magnus" in Latin. These names are, obviously, all equivalent, but he would
have answered to none of them. He was a Frank, and spoke Frankish until the day of his death.
(His biographer and close friend, Einhard, says that Charlemagne investigated learning Latin,
but decided not to do it.) He hired diplomats to speak in Latin for him.

His name, in the only language he ever knew, was simply "Karl". The Frankish language
is a dialect of German, and a modern version of it is still spoken in the homeland of the
Franks. This region, Frankenland (or "Franconia" in English), constitutes the northern half
of the modern province of Bavaria. As his reputation grew, he became known as "Karl der
Grosse" (properly "Karl der Große"), meaning "Karl the Great".

His people, the Franks, left their name on city of Frankfurt, which means literally "the
ford of the Franks", because that is where the Franks crossed the river during the era which we
call the "migration of peoples" (historians call this the "Völkerwanderung"). There are actually
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three towns named "Frankfurt", separated by several hundred miles. By these town names,
one can re-trace the route of the Franks during the Völkerwanderung. Even Michigan has
its Frankenmuth. The nation of France also bears the name of this Germanic tribe - a bit of irony!

Could it be that he became known as "Charlemagne" or "Charles the Great" because
French-speaking and English-speaking historians didn’t want to admit that the first and most
powerful central European empire was formed and ruled by a German?

1.8.7 Renaissance Conflict! (2005-12-23 12:24)

In Florence, during that time period which we call the "Renaissance", lived the famous speaker
Savonarola (born 1452). He gained his fame as a Christian critic of the popular arts and
entertainment, and began a movement to reform society. Savonarola wanted to reduce the
problems of alcohol abuse, the sexual exploitation of women, and a general attitude of people
wanting to simply be entertained, instead of being productive and constructive and seeking
intellectual challenges.

But Savonarola’s good intentions went bad. At some point, he slipped away from his
original Christian viewpoint, and instead merely claimed to be a Christian, while in fact
actually seeking to control the lives of those around them, by trying to make them conform
to his arbitrary standards. Instead of inspiring people with a hopeful message, he began to
simply place a series of legalistic demands upon them.

What did the good, enlightened Renaissance people of Florence do to Savonarola? They
simultaneously burnt and hanged him!

So, nobody really ends up looking very good in the this situation: Savonarola abandoned his
attempt to help people and sought instead merely to control them. In return, the so-called
"Renaissance" people, known for their "intellectual curiousity", decided to burn him at the
stake. So much for the Renaissance!
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2.1 January

2.1.1 Archeology and History (2006-01-01 20:10)

Archeologists are constantly digging up artifacts which interact with our historical narratives.
These objects, by themselves, give us little information, and can, in fact, mislead us toward
false conclusions about events and people. Taken in the context of text, they can, however,
deepen our knowledge of what has happened and who did it.

("Archaeology" can be spelled with or without the second "a"!)

A recent example: in that highly disputed bit of land called "Israel", "Palastine", "Judea",
or "the Levant", a team of archaeologists has recently discovered the earliest verified Chris-
tian church in Israel. It dates to the early 200’s, and is located in the Valley of Armageddon,
north of Jerusalem. Mosaics and inscriptions identified the site.

Questions quickly come to mind - why would oldest remaining Christian church in Palas-
tine date from the early 200’s, when we know that large numbers of Christians were there as
early as 35 A.D.? Why are the Christian churches in other parts of the world so much older?

Texts give us the answer: during the first decades of Christianity, the followers of Jesus
met in synagogues and in the Jersusalem Temple, because they were still viewed, at that time,
as Jews. Yes, the early Christians were simply one type of Jew. There were several different
varieties of Judaism at that time, and Christianity seemed, at first, simply like one more version
of the Jewish faith. So there were no separate buildings designated as Christian churches.

When the Romans destroyed the Jerusalem Temple, and Christians and Jews were scat-
tered across the Roman Empire, shortly before 100 A.D., the construction of Christian
churches, as distinct from Jewish worship structures begins in larger numbers. So why do we
find that oldest Christian church in Palastine is from around 200 A.D.? Why not one hundred
years earlier?

In fact, there were many churches built a hundred years earlier in the Roman province
of Judea. However, they were destroyed, and are not there for today’s archaeologists to find.

Unlike the early churches in Greece and other areas of the Roman Empire, the churches
in the Levant were the targeted for destruction. In the late 600’s, Islamic armies swept
through the area, destroying both Jewish and Christian worship structures.

That’s why today’s archeologists don’t find old churches in that part of the world.
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2.1.2 Who Killed Jesus? (2006-01-09 18:36)

For the last two thousand years, historians have discussed the death of Jesus. All agree that it
is historically an important event, shaping culture for millenia aftward; but who is responsible
for this murder? This question is somewhat controversial, and has even been considered by
some people to lead to anti-Semitism.

We’ll present four interpretive options:

First, we can see the Roman occupational forces as responsible for the death of Jesus.
He was, after all, crucified by Roman soldiers, under the supervision of a Roman governor; the
records of the event say that Pontius Pilate "turned him over to be crucified." Pilate and his
soldiers can be seen as the killers.

Second, we can see Jesus as a victim of class warfare. The majority of ordinary Jews
were tyrranized by the upper-class Jewish elite. Jesus represented a threat to the power of this
aristocracy, teaching that an ordinary Jew could worship, study, and pray in his hometown
synagogue, and did not need to make piligrimages to Jerusalem’s Temple. This directly
threatened both the economic and spiritual hegemony of the Jersualem power class. The hotel
and restaurant industry in Jerusalem, a huge source of income with the thousands of pilgrims
coming to the city, would evaporate overnight if a religious leader told them that they could
stay home and worship in the neighborhood synagogue; the religious leaders in the Temple
would likewise lose their status as the top-most layer of the spiritual hierarchy. It was these
leaders who demanded that Jesus be crucified, in order to ensure their continued dominance
over the majority of ordinary Jews.

Third, Jesus can be seen as a victim of human nature. The literary critic Rene Girard
points out the societal pattern of finding scapegoats; Jesus made a convenient sacrifice for
the political tensions of the moment.

Finally, Jesus may bear some responsibility - given a chance to offer a defense, Jesus de-
clines to speak, virtually guaranteeing a death sentence. Under this interpretation, it might
seem that Jesus manipulated events toward an outcome that one would normally strive to
avoid.

2.1.3 Pax Romana - NOT! (2006-01-25 13:29)

Most history books list the years from 27 B.C. to 180 A.D., which is from the time that Augustus
Octavian took power until the time that Marcus Aurelius died, as the "Pax Romana" - "the
Roman peace".

In reality, this was an era filled with nearly constant military action. The empire was de-
fending itself against attempted foreign invasions, and also against domestic uprisings in
various provinces and annexed territories. Marcus Aurelius himself spent most of his career,
not in Rome, but fighting in Europe with the army.

Perhaps the reason that this violent and war-torn era was named "the Roman peace"
was because it was a time when, in terms of domestic politics, the authority and the power
of the emperor remained relatively unchallenged. For nearly a century, prior to 27 B.C., the
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Roman world had been savaged by a vicious civil war. Only in comparison with this bloody
power struggle of Roman against Roman could the later era be seen as peaceful.

If not a time of "peace," it could perhaps at least be described as an era of domestic
political stability.

2.2 February

2.2.1 Truth and the Man (2006-02-06 18:41)

Throughout history, the idea of univeral truth has been a tool of the oppressed who seek
freedom. Those who seek to use power ruthlessly have little interest in pursuing absolute
truths; they say or write whatever is useful in terms of reaching their goals as they exploit and
oppress others. Those who suffer injustice at the hands of the power-hungry seek timeless
and objective standards in their quest for liberty.

Oppressors like the Roman governor of an out-of-the-way province ask sarcastically, "what
is truth?", as they do whatever is needed to increase financial revenue and promote their
own political careers, even if it means killing an innocent Rabbi along the way, or executing
thousands. Centuries later, genocidal dictators like Stalin would orchestrate famines in order
to kill millions, and re-write the history books annually to cover their tracks.

The oppressed, like a rag-tag bunch of ex-slaves wandering through the Arabian desert,
form a culture which seeks and values knowledge of what is true, independent of opinion or
belief. This understanding of, and respect for, discovered reality, instead of manufactured
propaganda, would ultimately blossom in the idea that "the truth will set you free."

Historical movements of those seeking freedom are based on the concept of objective
truth, from the American Revolution’s concept that a person’s rights are "self-evident", to
Cicero’s defense against imperialism based on a "natural law"; but those whose desire for
power is absolute and infinite inevitably come into conflict with, and find it necessary to deny,
those truths which are also absolute and infinite - those same truths which are the source of
freedom and justice will be opposed by those whose goals can be achieved only by taking
away freedom and justice.

The search for transcendent truth not only motivates education, but it prevents any one
group in society from imposing its subjective perspective on all the others.

2.2.2 Stereotyping Tolerance? (2006-02-08 17:07)

Public schools are constantly the targets of those who wish to shape public opinion on every
topic from "Coke vs. Pepsi" to abortion. A recent salvo was fired by a group calling itself
the "Southern Poverty Law Center", a name which calls forth sympathy, but which in fact
designates a wealthy group of northern lobbyists. This organization mails a periodical entitled
"Teaching Tolerance", but does this magazine instead engender negative cliches?
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A recent issue addressed the topic of bullying. Nobody likes bullies or bullying. The ar-
ticle was illustrated with five cartoon-like drawings. In each of these, the "bully" was an
overweight white male student, slightly taller than average, with blond hair and blue eyes.
The "victims" of the bully represented the spectrum of race, gender, hair and eye color, etc.,
with one notable exception: none of the victims were white males.

What should we conclude from this?

2.2.3 What are You Worth? (2006-02-14 12:05)

At the very beginning of our Humanities course, we read two samples of law codes from
the Ancient Near East: Hammurabi and Moses. In many ways, these two leaders form a
paradigmatic dichotomy. The Babylonian king Hammurabi sees human life as a commodity,
which has a cash value, and can be traded or taken at will. Moses, leading a group of escaped
slaves out of Egypt and organizing them into their own society, views human life as something
with value and dignity, something which demands respect.

There are many other polarities between these two worldviews, and they continue to-
day.

Hammurabi lives on today, in the words of a Supreme Court Justice, Oliver Wendell Holmes: "I
see no reason for attributing to man a significance different in kind from that which belongs to
a baboon or a grain of sand." Holmes sees human life as merely a series of material objects,
like rocks or dirt. Representing Moses in our era, the Pulitzer-Prize winning author Saul Bellow,
writes that if we agree with Holmes, "our humanity is at risk - it is at risk because the feeling
that life is sacred has died away in this century."

2.2.4 Louis XIV (2006-02-14 12:20)

During the later years of the reign of Louis XIV, a diplomat from Venice visited France and
recorded numerous observations, including: " ... Colbert has increased the treasury by 50
million in secure income; he has actually been the actually cause of the king’s success. But
he is deaf to the miserable cries of the oppressed peoples, and without feelings toward the
misery of the poor, and unapproachable concerning the general appeals for help, in order to
sacrifice for needs and excessive demands of the ruler ... "

The absolutism of Louis XIV drove some of France’s most skilled workers - the Hugonauts and
the Jews - to Prussia, where Hohenzollern dynasty was more welcoming, especially in the
person of Frederick the Great. This absolutism also probably sowed the seeds of the French
Revolution: the people of France had suffered under such harsh rule, and only people who
were very desperate would see the bloody butchery of the French Revolution as an acceptable
attempt at freedom. The burdens which Louis XIV placed upon society evoked the bitterness
of Rousseau’s criticism. The absolutistic attempt to enforce a religious belief system, even
if it were well-intendend, created its very opposite: a nation in which there were nearly no
Christians; France had many churches and priests, but actual Christianity was rarely, if ever,
found.

So absolutism, in addition to being no fun, is ultimately self-defeating.
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2.3 March

2.3.1 Goethe, Faust, and Religion (2006-03-17 14:12)

How can we make sense of Goethe’s seemingly self-contradictory views on religion? On the
one hand, he makes no pretense of being a Christian, and yet on the other hand, he views the
Christian Bible as the source of ultimate spiritual truth. Faust is filled with Biblical allusions.
Christianity has both spiritual doctrines and moral doctrines, and Goethe endorses some of
both. What is he up to?

One possible way to interpret Goethe would be to say that he is making the historical
distinction between Christianity and the church. Christianity is a set of concepts and the
actions entailed by the belief in those concepts. The church, on the other hand, is an
institution. Goethe rejects both Christianity and the Church, but he rejects them separately,
and differently. His rejection of the Church is absolute. His analysis of Christianity is more
tentative and wavering. He seems attracted to some facets of Christian spirituality, but unable
to embrace them.

We can trace these two through history, and see that often, Christianity opposed the
church in many situations. In other situations, Christianity clearly sided with the church. Can
you think of concrete historical examples?

So perhaps this was what motivated Goethe’s somewhat schizophrenic views. Was Goethe
trying to embrace the some of the views of Christianity, reject others, and at the same time
distance himself from the church? Which sentences in Faust would be evidence for this?

Goethe had, in the final analysis, an inability to commit, either to a woman, or to a sys-
tem of belief. He rejected both Christianity and atheism, used the word "pagan" to describe
himself, and was nevery quite able to formulate a specific statement of what he actually did
believe.

When we study about Goethe, we can take two approaches:

on the one hand, we can study about Goethe’s life, his friends and business acquain-
tances, the influential thinkers of his day, and look at photographs of his house and how he
decorated it, and then see how these things influenced, or are reflected in, the text of "Faust".

on the other hand, we can strictly ignore all the background information about Goethe
and the times he lived in, and instead focus on the text of Faust alone, examining it carefully
for clues about what Goethe thought and what he meant.

Which approach is the correct one?

What do the words "isogogics" and "hermeneutics" mean?

2.3.2 J.S. Bach in Michigan? (2006-03-17 17:05)

Once, when an acquaintance praised Bach’s wonderful skill as an organist, he replied with
characteristic humility and wit, "there is nothing very wonderful about it. You have only to hit
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the right notes at the right moment, and the instrument does the rest."

Bach had twenty children. The love he felt for his large family is evident in a heartrend-
ing letter Bach wrote on behalf of an erring son who had incurred large debts and then left his
town: "What can I do or say more, my warnings having failed, and my loving care and help
having proved unavailing? I can only bear my cross in patience and commend my undutiful
boy to God’s mercy, never doubting that He will hear my sorrow-stricken prayer and in His
good time bring my son to understand that the path of coversion leads to Him."

As Dr. Ingram demonstrated in lecture, Bach is one of the most productive, gifted, and
seminal genius-composers in the history of music. One can easily devote years of study in
order to fully explore Bach’s music. We can only have the briefest of introductions to him now,
so please consider examining him more fully on your own later.

There is a book entitled, "Gödel, Escher, and Bach", which explores the relations between
the music of various composers on the one hand, and the concepts of algebra, artificial
intelligence, and visual patterning in art on the other. This book is worth reading, because it
shows the algebraic algorithms which various composers used in their works, and how those
equations also show up in the visual arts (painting, drawing, etc.) and in literature.

Bach borrowed, e.g., the literary structure of chiasmus and created a musical analogue
to it.

But Bach also has a Michigan connection!

Several years ago, a man was looking through some old used books in Frankenmuth,
Michigan. He found and purchased some old German books. When he took them home and
began to read them, he realized that these books were from the personal library of J.S. Bach!
Bach had written many comments and notes in the margins of these books, just as most
students do. The notes have been carefully copied from these books and published in a book
of their own. "Bach’s Marginalia" is an example of the kind of discoveries you can make if you
have a good education and spend your time paging through old books!

At first, it might seem odd that Bach’s book would end up in Michigan. But in the decades after
Bach’s death in 1750, millions of Germans came to the United States. In fact, more people
came from Germany than from any other country. Naturally, these people brought all kinds of
personal possessions with them, including a few old books!

2.3.3 Newton vs. Leibniz (2006-03-17 17:10)

The intense debate between Leibniz and Newton about the nature of space-time has impacted
the nature of physics to this day.

Leibniz said that "space-time" (i.e., space and time) does not have an independent, real
existence of its own. Rather, it exists only relative to objects. If we removed all energy and
matter from the universe, there would be no space or time, Leibniz says.

Newton says that space-time is real, that it has an existence all of its own, independent
of material objects. So Newton says that if we removed all matter and energy from the
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universe, we would be left with empty space and empty time.

Leibniz says that there is no such thing as "empty space-time", and produces the follow-
ing argument for this view. If, Leibniz says, we moved everything in the universe five feet in
one direction, there would be no discernable difference between the state affairs before the
move and the state of affairs after the move. Thus, Leibniz continues, there is no absolute
location, but rather, location is merely relative. Therefore, space-time exists merely relative
to objects, and does not have a real independent existence of its own.

Newton disagrees. Newton says that, if we removed all matter and energy from the uni-
verse, and in its place we placed a bucket of water, and then we gradually begin to spin that
bucket of water, eventually the water would spill over the edge. This would prove that the
bucket is spinning. But, if the universe were devoid of all matter and energy in this experiment,
the bucket would have to be spinning relative to something, and, Newton continues, that
"something" would be the absolute, independently-existing space-time matrix.

Newton later revised this thought experiment to go as follows: in a universe emptied of
all matter and energy, place two rocks connected by a string. If we spin these rocks around
an axis point between them, tension will be detected on the string. This would prove that the
rocks are indeed spinning. But they must be spinning relative to something, which would be
the absolute independently-existing space-time matrix.

A very good account of this debate, describing both sides, can be found the following
book:

Author: Sklar, Lawrence
Title: Space, Time, and Spacetime
Berkeley, Los Angeles, and London: University of California Press, 1974, 1976, 1977
ISBN 0-520-03174-1

The book was written by a professor at the U of M, and is used in U of M physics courses. I
strongly recommend this book. The section on the Leibniz-Newton debate is only part of the
book; it discusses many other topics.

If you are taking a physics course this semester, you might ask your physics teacher about this.

So, who was correct? Leibniz or Newton?

2.3.4 Pretzels, Bagels, and Culture (2006-03-20 08:59)

Approximately two thousand years ago, central Europe was the home of the Germanic tribes.
The Roman expansion in Europe never succeeded in establishing a permanent foothold in the
area north of the Danube and east of the Rhine, leaving this region as one of the few truly
independent cultural centers of Europe.

These Germanic tribes - they were not Germans, though some of them would later be -
gave us many cultural treasures, including literary masterpieces like the Icelandic Sagas, or
the Nibelungen; they also gave us the basis of the English language. English, as students of
Beowulf know, is derived largely from Germanic dialects like Saxon and Frisian, and only a few
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English vocabulary items came from Latin.

These founders of what would later become several nations - Norway, Sweden, Denmark,
Netherlands, Germany, Prussia, Austria, Flanders, Iceland, and kingdoms like Saxony, Bavaria,
Hessen, etc. - were innovators and experimenters. One interesting practice which they began
was the boiling of a solution of lye and water. Lye is a caustic and dangerous chemical, sodium
hydroxide, NaOH. This boiling mixture is toxic if consumed, and causes chemical burns on
human skin. But into this liquid, they tossed lumps of bread dough. Scooping them out of vat,
these lumps were then baked, often with salt. The lye was rendered non-toxic by the baking
and by reacting with the bread dough, but it left a distinctive and pleasurable taste, and a
glossy brown surface.

A few centuries later, the Germanic tribes would be exposed to the belief systems of
Christianity and Judaism. This caused them to give up their habit of sacrificing humans on
stone altars to the Germanic pagan divinities. But they didn’t give up their lye.

Those Germanic tribes who converted to Christianity began to form their bread dough
into the distinctive shape we now know as a "pretzel"; the Jews who settled in the area learned
the practice from their Germanic neighbors, but opted for a simpler, circular shape - a bagel,
from the Germanic word meaning "circle".
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2.3.5 The Massacre at Chios (2006-03-24 09:02)

The French painter Eugene Delacroix immortalized the Massacre at Chios; this is one of
his most famous paintings. The painting was originally exhibited in 1824, and purchased at
that time by Charles X, king of France, for the Louvre museum. As a work of art, the painting
has earned a place in history.

The picture also serves as a history lesson. The Massacre at Chios occurred in 1822.
The Islamic armies of the Ottoman Empire were attacking Greece. These armies, launched
from Turkey, encountered the small island of Chios on their way to Greece. Here, it became
clear what their intent was. The island was not only a military objective, but also an example
of the kind of human subjugation envisioned by the Muslim attempt at expansion. The women
of the island were subjected to systematic mass rape; large numbers of the population were
executed.
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The events at Chios awakened Europe to the inhumane terror which was threatening,
once again, to invade. Delacroix’s painting was a wake-up call.

2.4 April

2.4.1 Procter and Gamble and Racism and Class Warfare (2006-04-24 07:55)

Before we go any further, this posting is NOT asking anybody to boycott anything. I am not
writing about the Procter and Gamble corporation; I am writing about the private activities
of the owners and operators, and their families. You may go ahead and buy your soap in peace.

One of the founders of P &G was Clarence Gamble. In addition to selling soap, Mr. Gamble
was also a hard-core racist. Having made his millions, he sought ways to fund his quest for
racial purity. Enter Margaret Sanger and her organization, Planned Parenthood. She devised
a scheme known as the "Negro Project", with the stated goal of reducing the birthrate among
African-Americans. Gamble funded it generously.

This was part of a larger social movement at the time known as "Eugenics", the desire
and attempt to control human breeding so that only the "best" and "fittest" people would
procreate. There were various forms of Eugenics, from state eugenics (controlled by the
government in the interests of the state), to vicious quests for "racial purity". Margaret Sanger
would go on to be invited by the KKK to speak at one of their rallies; she happily accepted the
invitation, and considered her speech there a success.

The Gamble family’s racist quest continued into the next generation: Sarah Gamble Ep-
stein, Clarence’s daughter, publicly defends and supports the government of mainland
communist China and its program of forced abortion against the will of pregnant women. She
states that Americans should be "praising China for looking forward", and that Chinese women
should know that it is "both patriotic and beneficial" to cooperate with the government’s
program of involuntary abortions.

Other financial leaders were involved in funding racist schemes: the Carnegie Institute,
founded by industrialist Andrew Carnegie, funded the work of Charles Davenport, who took
eugenics into the sphere of government policy. Following the ideas of Francis Galton, who first
proposed the intentional breeding of humans, Davenport, and his assistant, Harry Laughlin,
encouraged the U.S. government to reduce the immigration quotas for those seen as "racially
inferior", including Jews. This was during the 1930’s, when Hitler was gearing up for the
Holocaust, which would begin in 1938. Jews who might have lived were denied admission
to the U.S. and forced to remain in Germany. Laughlin praised the Nazi policies of enforced
sterilization and breeding, and received an honorary doctorate in eugenics from the Nazi
government.

Wesley Smith, an opponent of eugenics, writes that "eugenics springs from a poisoned
intellectual well. The very idea that we have the right to decide which human traits to enhance
and which to eradicate is what leads to trouble. Social pressures can oppress even without
formal government actions. Besides, if the new eugenics became popular, it wouldn’t take
long for politicians to get into the act." The "new eugenics" to which Smith refers are the
attempts at genetic engineering, combined with decisions based on pre-natal testing.
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Author Harry Brunius asks, "what is the foundation of human dignity ... ? Or, more pre-
cisely, what is the ... basis for individual rights ... ?"

2.5 May

2.5.1 Edmund Burke and Richard Nixon (2006-05-24 08:10)

What does the U.S. president from 1969 to 1974 have to do with the Irish-English political
philosopher who analyzed the American and French Revolutions? Nixon’s administration was
brought down in a scandal, and he became the first - and, so far, only - president to resign.

Reflecting on Nixon’s demise, one of his aides later commented that these events evoked
from him a "frank acknowledgement that of the human disposition to make wrong moral
choices and inflict harm and suffering on others." The official concluded that this observation
is "empirically validated by thirty-five centuries of recorded human history."

Responding to those who hope to refine our political system so that such scandals never
happen again, he said, this "worldview has proven to be utterly irrational and unlivable. The
denail of our sinful nature, and the utopian myth it breeds, leads not to beneficial social ex-
periments but to tyranny. The confidence that humans are prefectible provides a justification
for trying to them perfect ... no matter what it takes. And with God out of the picture, those
in power are not accountable to any higher authority. They can use any means necessary, no
matter how brutal or coercive, to remold people to fit their notion of the perfect society."

Not only can we not fine-tune our system in order to avoid all future mis-uses of power,
but it is exactly such an attempt which leads to the abuse of power, because this attempt to
protect people from bad rulers is carried out by giving total control to the rulers.

The notion that humans and human society are perfectible entails, and is entailed by,
the denial of any concept of natural law and the rejection of any standards of good and
bad. But it is exactly this concept and these standards which have "historically proven to
be the most dependable defender of human liberty," according to Nixon’s assistant. "The
commitment to a higher law," he continues, puts one "on the front lines in resisting laws or
actions contrary to that law." It was Nixon’s belief in the ultimate value of his own ability to
organize a good society, his belief that his programs would be a great step forward for the
nation, which caused him to decide to violate laws; if Nixon could truly create a little piece of
utopia, then it would be OK to break a law or two to achieve this, right?

This "view was argued eloquently by the British statesman Edmund Burke during a fa-
mous 1788 debate in the House of Lords over the impeachment of the governor general
of India. The governor general had claimed a right to arbitrary authority over the unruly
nationals, arguing that they were, after all, used to despotism. Burke replied with these
wonderful words: ’My lords, the East India Company have not arbitrary power to give him [the
governor general]. The king has no arbitrary power to give. Neither your lordships, nor the
Commons, nor the whole legislature, have arbitrary power to give. Arbitrary power is a thing
which no man can give ... We are all born, high as well as low, governors as well as governed,
in subjection to one great, immutable, preexisting law ... This great law does not arise from our
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combinations and compacts; on the contrary, it gives to them all the sanctions they can have.’"

Burke, and Nixon’s aide who here quotes him, points out the two-fold danger of utopian
thinking: first, it justifies "by any means necessary" thinking, for if we can truly create a
wonderful utopia here and now on earth, then it would certainly be worth breaking a few rules
to get there, or even killing a few people to create a paradise for the human race; second, it
places absolute power in the hands of a few people, or even one person, who has the alleged
vision and knowledge about how to create this utopia, because that person has to control all
the variables of society carefully and precisely in order to form the perfect organization.

Behind this kind of thinking, Nixon’s aide continues, is the "notion that human nature is
essentially good ... Utopianism says: if only we create the right social and economic struc-
tures, we can usher in an age of harmony and prosperity. But Christians can never give their
allegiance to utopian projects."

Burke had a realistic view of human nature. Humans are wonderful, rational, skilled, and
creative, but they are not perfect. Humans will, from time to time, fail. They will sometimes
choose evil instead of good. They will sometimes seek to harm instead of help, sometimes be
selfish instead of selfless.

Burke rejected the type of view held by Hobbes, in which human nature is only selfish
and violent; but he also rejected the views of Rousseau, which said that humans are nat-
urally good. Burke saw humans as amixed picture, sometimes doing good, and sometimes evil.

If we lose sight of the fact that humans are limited, if we trust too much in human plans and
project, we end up at Watergate: Nixon’s aide momentarily lost sight of those basic principles
we call "rule of law" and "natural law", and followed the president into the scandal; when it
all came undone, he commented that "the human propensity to evil and disorder must be
hemmed in by law and tradition." Burke would have agreed.

2.6 June

2.6.1 Avoiding Fascism (2006-06-01 10:35)

In the course of analyzing fascism, we noted that fascism avoids free market capitalism. This
kind of laissez-faire economics is not compatible with the fascist’s desire for control.

We also learned that fascist politics are dominated by militarism; instead of the political
process directing the military, the military controls the political structure. In the words of the
famous French leader during World War One, "war is too important to be left to the generals."

These two general principles can be applied to the United States. If we continue to al-
low our economy to function freely, without interference or regulation by the government, and
if we make sure that our politicians direct the military, instead of the military directing the
politicians, then we can avoid fascism.
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2.6.2 Who Are You? (2006-06-08 06:42)

When asked, "who are you?", many people will reply with "I work at IBM," or "I live in Detroit,"
or "I write software," or "I come from Wisconsin." But these answers don’t really address the
question. (You may recognize the comedy bit from the movie "Anger Management".) If you
tell me what you do, or where you live, that doesn’t really tell me who you are.

In Denmark, in the 1840’s, the philosopher Soren Kierkegaard struggled with this ques-
tion. He decided that the real answers to these questions lay in the meaningful and significant
choices you make. Who you are is shown by how you make decisions, and the most conse-
quential decisions are made in the context of relationships. Kierkegaard would happily grant
that, if you are standing by yourself in front of a machine, faced with the question of "Coke or
Pepsi?", you can indeed make a free choice; but it is not a significant choice. The meaningful
decisions are those which impact other humans, and which impact your relationship to those
other humans. Those decisions reveal who you are.

So Kierkegaard would answer the question "who are you?" by saying, "I am a friend, a
brother or sister, a son or daughter, a neighbor, etc." The answer to "who are you?" is not
found in your education, your job, or your athletic record. It is found in the way you interact
with other humans. Granted, you may interact with them in the course of your job, your
education, or your athletic involvement.

Kierkegaard also points out that the ultimate relationship is one’s relationship to God.
The manner in which you deal with God shows something about who you are. Kierkegaard is
known as the founder of existentialism.

2.6.3 Arguing about Darwinism (2006-06-08 08:09)

Most of us are by now familiar with the usual discussions about evolution: the hard-core
Creationists dogmatically assert that the universe as we know was created in six twenty-four
hour days, six thousand years ago; the hard-core Darwinists dogmatically assert that life was
spontaneously generated out of lifeless random chemicals billions of years ago. This type of
debate has been going on for approximately two hundred years now.

Is there a third option? Increasing numbers of professors are embracing a view which,
through observation and induction, frames the hypothesis that life is not the result of random
coincidences.

At universities and colleges like Princeton, Stanford, Berkeley, MIT, Vanderbilt, Duke, Tu-
lane, and all eleven of the Big Ten schools, professors in departments such as Astro-Physics,
Biology, Chemistry, Mathematics, Genetics, Embrology, Dendrology, Bio-Chemistry, and
Quantum Mechanics are being attacked by university presidents and administrators because
they are skeptical about Darwinism.

Five hundred of them signed a petition, stating that they "are skeptical of claims for the
ability of random mutation and natural selection to account for the complexity of life. Careful
examination of the evidence for Darwinian theory should be encouraged."

Althought they are being punished for questioning the claims of Darwinism, this group
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of researchers may be opening up a "third option" in a debate that has been locked up
between two sides.

2.6.4 The Other Van Gogh (2006-06-13 13:17)

Most of us are familiar with Vincent van Gogh, the Dutch painter. Less famous is his relative,
Theo van Gogh, the Dutch filmmaker, who was brutally murdered on November 2, 2004.

Theo van Gogh was murdered because of his art. He had made a documentary film
about the treatment of women in Islamic societies. He questioned whether it was appropriate
for Muslim leaders to continue to repeat advice, found in the Qur’an, that husbands should
beat their wives if they wives fail to obey. Theo van Gogh also documented how Islam
prevented women from attending school and gaining an education.

On the morning of his death, Theo was riding his bicycle to work. Muslim gunmen, who
were waiting for him, opened fire; he was hit several times, and fatally wounded. Not content
with killing him, the assassins stabbed him with a knife, and then used the knife to attach
a five-page note to Theo’s body. The note stated that the governments of Europe were the
object of "jihad", and listed specific government leaders in Holland who would be targeted for
assassination.

It seems that more than one member of the van Gogh family produced turbulent art,
and faced a tragic death.

2.6.5 Playing Victim (2006-06-14 08:18)

One distinctive aspect of our civilization is its concern for those who are vulnerable in society.
Our culture has been marked by this trend ever since Moses, who gave special legal advan-
tages to the weaker classes: widows, orphans, the poor, and the foreigners. This is the basis
for many aspects of modern social structures, including welfare systems, and extends even
to sports: American love to "root for the underdog" when a lesser-known team takes on a
powerful opponent.

As Nietzsche pointed out, other cultures do not share this inclination: other cultures con-
sider it appropriate to exploit the poor and weak, and to take advantage of those who are
vulnerable. Outside of our civilization, it is considered an unusual thing to want to help those
in need. Some varieties of Hinduism and Buddhism even reject the idea of relieving the
suffering of others, because they have been fated to endure such suffering to pay off the sins
of their previous lives. By helping them, you would be helping them to unjustly escape their
punishments, and condemning them to suffer more in the next life because they didn’t suffer
enough in this one.

Although it is generally a good thing that our society wants to help those who are de-
fenseless, there is one drawback: our society can be fooled into helping those who merely
claim to be victims, but who in reality suffer no disadvantage.

To be sure, it is not really a big problem if a man takes a meal from a homeless shelter
when he’s actually not so poor. It may be immoral, but society isn’t harmed by his deception.
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He has exploited our society’s desire to help the weak, but the damage to society at large is
not great.

Another example of this principle is the trend of faking "hate crimes". Desiring to help
those who are oppressed by racism or cultural prejudice, our society wants to prevent crimes
based on a person’s skin color or nationality. But some individuals have seen a chance
to exploit this system by filing reports of crimes which never took place, in order to gain
sympathy for themselves and their political causes.

In U.S. News and World Report, the University of Georgia revealed that a resident assis-
tant in a dormitory had filed nine police reports, claiming to have been the victim of nine
separate attacks because he was a homosexual. When the police began to investigate the
incidents, he confessed that he had faked them, because he wanted to create the impression
that homosexuals were victims.

The French newspaper Le Groupe National carried the story of Edward Drago, a student
at the College of New Jersey, sent death threats to himself, and to a homosexual student
group to which he belonged. He confessed to faking the death threats, trying to get publicity
for his student club.

At St. Cloud State University in Minnesota, a lesbian student used a razor blade to cut
her own face; she reported to the police that she had been attacked. When the police discover
that she had faked the attack, she told the U.S. News and World Report that she had done it
in order to help raise funds for a pro-homosexual student group.

The same article revealed that a lesbian at Eastern New Mexico State University told
the police that her name had been posted by an "anti-gay hate group", and that she had then
later been physically attacked because her name was publicized. The police discovered that
she had posted the list herself, that there was no "anti-gay hate group", and that she had
faked the physical assalt as well.

In joint reporting between World magazine and AZcentral web news, it was revealed
that a lebsian had hired a homosexual man to beat her, so then she could tell the police that
she was the victim of a "hate crime".

In a California high school, a student faked a series of "gay-bashing" incidents, including
grafiti on lockers and cars, and eggs being thrown at students and their houses. The Los Ange-
les Times discovered that these actions had actually been done by the school’s Gay-Straight
Alliance.

Because this tactic of gaining sympathy is based on our culture, it is found outside the
U.S. in other countries which share our cultural roots. In England and Europe, the police have
reported faked hate crimes.

One of our civilization’s strengths is its conern for the down-trodden, and we should not
give up this precious aspect of our society. But we must be aware that it can be exploited by
political groups, who present themselves as vicitms in order to gain sympathy - and power.
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2.6.6 Judging the Quality of a Speech (2006-06-15 07:14)

On November 19, 1863, President Abraham Lincoln gave his famous Gettysburg Address, a
speech which is not only significant because of its historical context at the turning point in one
of the most important wars in the history of the world - and the single most noteworthy war in
the history of the United States - but which is also a masterpiece of language.

Lincoln was sandwiched between several other speeches which were given that day by
other politicians. These other speakers each spoke for approximately an hour, making a long
day of it. Lincoln, by contrast, probably took about two minutes for his oration!

Editorializing about the event, The Chicago Sun wrote: "The cheek of every American
must tingle with shame, as he reads the silly, flat, and dishwatery utterances of the man who
has to be pointed out to intelligent foreigners as the President of the United States."

Today, textbooks around the world cite Lincoln’s work as a paradigmatic example of the
English language!

2.6.7 Categorizing Worldviews (2006-06-15 07:39)

Different scholars develop various systems for keeping track of beliefs; here’s one:

You can picture this as a 6 x 10 grid, with six worldviews on one axis, and ten topics on
the other. Each cell in the spreadsheet would then contain a statement about what one of
those worldviews has to say about the topic.

The six worldviews are: Christianity, Islam, Secular Humanism, Cosmic Humanism, Marxism-
Leninism, and Post-Modernism.

The ten topics would be: theology, philosophy, ethics, biology, psychology, sociology,
law, politics, economics, and history.

Try to sketch this chart for yourself, and fill in the cells. Then ask yourself: Could there
be more worldviews? Who are the authors and texts that define each worldview? Are there
better ways to keep track of worldviews?

2.6.8 Jewish Women - Makers of History (2006-06-15 07:46)

To consciously scan history for women who made a difference is a project worth doing; whether
or not there is some patriarchal bias in history, the point stands as valid that history has been
shaped by men as well as women. This is true in all areas of history; today we’ll draw our
examples from Jewish events. Some reminders:

It was a woman who ...

Risked her life to protect Moses at a time when Egyptians were engaging in "ethnic cleansing"
by killing Hebrew baby boys.
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Protected the Israelite spies in the city of Jericho, gave them information, and helped
them to escape, making possible the Israelite invasion.

Led the Israelites to victory in battle, advising and eventually replacing the military leader
Barak.

Kept the prophet Elijah alive by giving him provisions when there was no other food to
found.

Crystalized the concept of devotion in the words, "wither you go, I will go, and your God
will be my God."

Risked her life, confronting the Persian king to whom she was married, to save her na-
tion from destruction.

Was cited by Jesus as demonstrating altruism when she donated an absolutely small,
but relatively large, sum.

Shattered an alabaster container to pour perfume on Jesus, a radical act at the time.

Wetted the feet of Jesus with her tears, in a symbolic gesture.

Embraced the concept of mystery and elucidated the concept of the divine incarnation.

The women listed above changed history, and had they not played the roles they did,
our culture and civilization today would different beyond recognition - all manner of art, music,
philosophy, and politics would have taken radically divergent paths without the influence of
these historic Jewish women.

2.6.9 The Queen and the Philosopher (2006-06-19 08:28)

One of the most famous rulers of Sweden was Queen Kristina (often spelling in the English
way, "Christina"). She not only governed Sweden during an era that was historically important,
but she also interacted with some of the most important people of her time.

In 1646, she began to write letters to Rene Descartes, the French thinker who almost
single-handedly began modern rationalist philosophy. They discuss love, ethics, God, and
creation; she is interested in his Roman Catholic views: she is, like 99 % of Swedes, Lutheran.

In 1648, she will play a leading role in the negotiations which bring an end to the Thirty
Years War, and bring peace to Europe. The negotiations are held in a church in Germany.
Some people praise her for bringing peace; others will condemn her, because the war ended
badly for Sweden. Until this time, Sweden had been very powerful in European politics and
economics; after this time, Sweden will be less significant.

In 1650, Queen Christina invites Descartes to Stockholm, so that they can discuss phi-
losophy together. She wants to meet with him every morning at 5:00 am in a poorly-heated
room in her palace; in order to do this, he must arise at 3:30 am, because the house where is
he staying is more than an hour’s journey away. He contract pneumonia and dies.
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After a series of secret letters to Jesuits, discussing the Roman Catholic faith, she abdi-
cates in 1654, and travels to Rome, where she officially converts to Roman Catholocism and
meets with the pope in 1655. She will remain active in European politics, travelling through
France, Sweden, Italy, and elsewhere. She will continue her interest in philosophy, and the
impact of philosophy on astronomy, carrying with her the influence of Descartes.

2.7 July

2.7.1 The Most Superlative (2006-07-11 10:37)

It is not unusual to hear or read statements like, "Alexander the Great was an excellent tactian
and strategist" or "the Magna Carta was formative" or "the Thirty Years War was devastating."
These types of propositions are routine in history, and are no problem, if you can support
them by citing specific facts: "Alexander the Great was an excellent tactician and strategist
because he managed to invade and conquer Greece, Persia, and Egypt" or "the Magna Carta
was formative because it has shaped not only the government of England, but also the
governments of several other nations (USA, Canada, Australia), and has exerted this influence
continually over the last 800 years" or "the Thirty Years War was devastating because more
people died in it than in any other war prior to 1914." General statements are fine, if they are
supported by specific facts.

What are, however, much more problematic, are superlative generalizations. To say that
"Alexander the Great was the most excellent tactician and strategist" is very hard to prove:
what about Napoleon or Ulyses Grant? To write that "the Magna Carta was the most formative
political document every written" is difficult to support: what about the Ten Commandments,
or the Declaration of Independence?

So be very careful when using superlatives: "the most" or "the greatest" can get you
into trouble. Much safer are "one of the greatest" or "one of the most"; but they still need to
be supported by citing details.

2.7.2 The Home of Modern Science (2006-07-11 16:01)

What we call science, or, more properly, natural science, has been around at least since
Aristotle started organizing categories of animals and thereby founded biology.

But science was re-started, and what we call modern science arose and found its home
in Europe during the late Middle Ages and Early Modern Era. Astronomy, physics, chemistry,
biology, and the mathematical infrastructure needed to form them constituted a new era in
scientific thinking, an era which continues to this day. But why did this happen in Europe, and
not somewhere else in the world?

European culture in the late Middle Ages had reached a point, after several centuries, at
which it could clearly formulate six ideas which contributed to a scientific mindset:

[1] The physical world is real, not an illusion. Many non-European cultures had embraced a
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philosophy which taught that the physical world is an illusion. Eurpean philosophers taught
that the world is real and can be known. This assumption primed Western thinkers to value
the physical world and to consider it worthy of study.

[2] Nature is good but not divine. Many primitive cultures held animistic beliefs, which
taught that the world is the home of the divine or an emanation of God’s own essence.
Consequently, they believe that nature is alive with sun gods, river goddesses, and astral
deities. Eurpean philosophers taught that the sun and the moon are not gods; historians call
this the "de-deification" of nature; nature is not to be worshipped, it is to be studied.

[3] Nature is orderly and predictable. Another unique contribution of European thought
was the ideas of the laws of nature. Nobody had ever before used the word "law" in relation
to nature. Many other cultures had regarded nature as mysterious, dangerous, and chaotic.
Early scientists acted on the belief that nature is orderly, before they had amassed enough
evidence to prove it. Modern physics is based on the ideas that the universe is rational
because it is understandable, uniform because law like gravity operate in the same way on
different planets, and organized according to the laws of mathematics.

[4] Humans can discover nature’s order. Early scientists acted on the hypothesis that
the order in nature can be discovered by the human mind. The ancient Chinese, by compar-
ison, believed that the order of nature was inscrutable to the human mind; so they never
developed science as a self-correcting, experimental enterprise.

[5] We need to experiment. The ancient Greeks had organized natural sciences, like
Aristotle’s biology, as a largely reflective effort. They thought about biology, but they did not
investigate biology.

[6] The order in nature is mathematically precise. Modern science depends on the idea
that the order in nature is precise and can be expressed in mathematical formulas; European
thought did not see nature as random or haphazard, but rather structured and organized by
equations.

These six ideas formed a culture which was the ideal place for a new set of scientific
breakthroughs. This is how culture relates to science.

2.7.3 Jus Primae Noctis (2006-07-13 10:34)

From opera (Mozart’s The Marriage of Figaro) to Hollywood (Braveheart), the notion of jus
primae noctis has been a great dramatic device, because it inspire’s the deepest sense of
outrage at injustice in the viewer, and the dramatic energy is enough to propel the plot
forward. It is part of the larger pattern of many great dramas to posit a horrific injustice, which
energizes the forward action of the storyline as the protagonists attempt to restore justice.

For those who don’t know, jus primae noctis is a legal term for the right of the local no-
bility (usually a count, or a duke, or a baron; originally a feudal lord in earlier times) to be the
first man to sleep with any girl on the night of her wedding before she is allowed to sleep with
her husband.

Despite the depth of the outrage which this phrase invokes, and despite the high profile
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which it has attained in literature and other art forms, one question remains: did this ever
actually happen in real life?

According to most historians, the answer is no. Although history knows many examples
of aristocrats who used their influence to seduce, or rape, girls in their territories, there seem
to be no recorded examples of a royal who attempted to codify this as law, or who attempted
to systematically carry out this idea. It seems to be a powerful, but ficticious, literary invention.
Sociologists have noted that, if anybody had ever actually tried to institute this as a legal
practice, he probably would have been quickly assassinated.

2.7.4 Evaluating a Pope (2006-07-14 06:13)

For more than a thousand years, popes have been playing an influential role in world history.
From the Reformation to the Fall of the Iron Curtain, the top officer of the Roman Catholic
church is a player in culture and civilization. Some popes are very famous, others almost
unknown. But how do you evaluate a pope?

Well, if you happen to be an actual, practicing Roman Catholic, as opposed to those mil-
lions who merely called themselves Roman Catholics, you’ll have to figure this out on your
own. Because as an "insider", you will evaluate a pope as an internal matter, from within the
framework of the Roman Catholic church. I can’t help you on this one.

I, the author of this blog, happen to be an outsider, i.e., I am not a Roman Catholic, and
so have an external perspective on a pope. So, if you happen to be an outsider as well, how
do we evaluate a pope?

The first step is to gather information. This is not easy, because almost everyone who
writes about a pope has a "spin" which they are trying to inflict on the reading public. Anything
written from within the Roman Catholic church will give us glowing reports about the pope,
making him seem like Superman, talented and skilled in every manner, and seemingly without
flaw. Most articles written from outside the Roman Catholic church are from organizations,
like Time, Newsweek, or The New York Times, which have the clear purpose of opposing the
pope, and so will make each of his actions seem like a blunder or mistake, and interpret every
speech as proof of either ignorance or ill will.

How, then, can we accurate information about a pope, if the sources are explicitly skewed,
either for him or against him?

The clearest picture of a pope can perhaps be gained by letting him speak for himself.
Every recent pope has written a number of books, both before and after becoming pope.
These texts will show us what was on his mind, and will show us if he changed his mind in any
way after becoming pope. Admittedly, such documents may difficult to read, but getting to an
actual, objective truth is usually hard work. Reading propaganda is easy.

So, ignore the books written by monks and nuns, designed to make a pope look good;
and ignore The Chicago Tribune, USA Today, and the TV reports on ABC, NBC, CNN, and CBS,
which are composed to make the pope look bad. Both are equally biased. Instead, see what
he himself has written.
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2.7.5 Patterns in History (2006-07-20 14:05)

Over the years, different historians have found - or have claimed to find - recurring patterns
in world history. Alexander Fraser Tyler, also known as Lord Woodhouselee, a Scottish history
professor, writing in the 1780’s, examined the rise and fall of Athens, and concluded: "A
democracy is always temporary in nature; it simply cannot exist as a permanent form of
government. A democracy will continue to exist up until the time that voters discover that
they can vote themselves generous gifts from the public treasury. From that moment on,
the majority always votes for the candidates who promise the most benefits from the public
treasury, with the result that every democracy will finally collapse due to loose fiscal policy,
which is always followed by a dictatorship."

Tyler continued, noting that civilizations tend to develop until they hit their high points,
and remain at that high point for an average of two centuries: "The average age of the world’s
greatest civilizations, from the beginning of history, has been about two hundred years. Dur-
ing those two hundred years, these nations always progressed through the following sequence:

1. From the bondage of supersition, myth, and pagan magic into the freedom of spiri-
tual faith.

2. From spiritual faith into great courage, motivated by that faith.

3. From courage to liberty, bought and protected by that courage.

4. From liberty to abundance, attained by diligent application of that liberty.

5. From abundance to complacency.

6. From complacancy to apathy.

7. From apathy to dependence.

8. From dependence back into bondage."

Do you agree with Tyler’s analysis? Can you think of specific, concrete examples in an-
cient or modern history to support his general conclusions?

2.7.6 Definitions are Everything! (2006-07-23 07:25)

What do Jesus and Karl Marx have in common? Well, to start with, they were both Jewish, and
they both were Communists. That may startle you, but this shocking statement also depends
on how you define "Jewish" and "Communist" - and reminds us that definitions are the key to
understanding confusing episodes of both history and philosophy.

Jesus was spiritually, culturally, and genetically Jewish; Karl Marx merely happened to
have Jewish grandparents; so they were both "Jewish", but in very different senses of the
word. Jesus inspired his followers to put their money and material possessions into a common
treasury, and share equally from it; this would qualify him as a "Communist" - but in a very
different sense than Marx. Marx’s version of Communism relied on the government as the
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ultimate power, on material objects as the ultimate reality, and on atheism as the ultimate
belief. Jesus, to say the least, was not an atheist.

Many politicians are debating about "immigrants" now - but we must first define whether we
are talking about legal or illegal immigrants.

Biologists are discussing "stem cells" these days - but are they examing those taken
from adults, or from unborn babies?

It is precisely in these topics - the most emotional, passionate, and political themes -
that we must focus most carefully on the definitions of words. Only then can we speak more
rationally.

An atheist once attacked a philosopher with the often-repeated question, "can you really
prove that God exists?" The philosopher, tired of the game, returned with a question, "can you
even define the word ’God’?"

2.7.7 Going Native (2006-07-25 15:20)

When the British oversaw an empire "on which the sun never sets" - meaning that, because
it had large territories around the world, it was always daylight somewhere in the empire -
they used the phrase "going native" to describe a certain phenomenon: when an Englishman,
sent to work in one of the colonies, would be begin to adapt himself to the ways of the local
cultures. An British man who began to dress according to local fashions, converse with the
natives, eat their type food, perhaps marry a local woman, learn their languages, and - the
ultimate step - begin to identify with them instead of with his fellow Englishmen and to see
things from their point of view, they said that he had "gone native."

Now, to be sure, this was sometimes a negative evaluation, and sometimes merely a
neutral observation.

The British Empire has faded away, but this concept can help us to understand a cur-
rent situation.

The politics of the Middle East are very complicated, and it would be foolish to think
that they could be completely explained in one small blog posting. How can one ever
completely analyze the intricacies of Lebanon, Palestine, Israel, Syria, Arabia, Jordan, Iraq,
Iran, and Egypt, with their various languages, cultures, religions, and histories? No, I will not
present a comprehensive examination of the entire political situation in the Near East.

But I will examine one small part of this big puzzle.

In 1948, when the modern state of Israel was organized, it was done for several differ-
ent reasons: one of them a hope to transplant a handful of European Jews, and with them,
the western concept of democracy, and of a democratic republic; the hope was that these
concepts would take root in the Middle East, and spread the notion of this type of government
and society. The dream was that the Near East would begin to look like Europe, and that the
nations there would begin to operate on a basis which would allow them to make peace with
each other, and with the rest of the world, and to enter into a more normalized relation with
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the states in the rest of the world. The modern state of Israel was supposed to be a "seed" of
a modern democracy republic in the region.

That was one thought behind the founding of the nation. There were others, perhaps
more important, or at least more dominate, which we will not discuss here.

How did matters fare? Well, there will be different interpretations of the last fifty years
of world history, but one interpretation is to say that some of those European Jews, who
were to plant democracy in the region, "went native" - that is to say, instead of changing the
region, the region changed them. They may have adopted the ancient attitudes of the Near
East, attitudes alien to democratic republics, even alien to the peculiar way in which western
civilizations value human life, and value peace over war.

The Middle East, at war for centuries, is, or has become, comfortable with war as a way
of life; this is a a worldview which is at odds with Eurocentric ideologies, a worldview in which
human life is not necessarily extremely valuable.

Have some of the citizens of modern Israel adopted this viewpoint - have they "gone
native"?

2.8 August

2.8.1 Tristan and Isolde (2006-08-07 06:03)

The ancient story, and recent film, about Tristan and Isolde is one well worth studying. This
narrative has inspired poets, composers, and painters over the centuries, leaving us with
many different versions of the same basic plot.

But don’t be confused: this is not merely a love story. This is an account of the politi-
cal upheavals caused by the fall of the Roman Empire, and of the beginnings of English
national identity. The effort to unite a handful of independent tribes into what would become
England, and the struggle between these collected tribes and the Irish, formed the geo-politics
of Europe for several centuries. Understanding this story is understanding what England is,
how it arose, and what the authentic English identity was prior to 1066. But 1066 is another
story.

2.8.2 Peace in the Middle East? (2006-08-07 06:11)

The recent "heating up" of military action in the area of Israel and Lebanon has brought the
ancient conflicts of the Middle East to the forefront again.

Many American politicians are debating about the best way to make peace - but their
debates are founded on the presupposition that peace is possible in this situation, and that is
an assumption which we must examine more carefully.

First, let’s define peace. If, by that word, we mean merely the absense of violence, the
lack of shooting, then, yes, peace in the Middle East is possible. Either by diplomacy or by
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force, it is possible to create a cease-fire, an uneasy and tenuous truce; this can be done by
the involved parties themselves, or by external forces. It has been done before.

But if we mean, by the word peace, something more than an imposed restraint on mili-
tary action, if we mean, perhaps, the creation of a political stable equalibrium, and the
conviction on the parts of all involved parties that an even-handed solution to the underlying
conflicts has been reached, then one begins to wonder if "peace" is at all possible in the Middle
East.

Remember that this recent round of fighting is simply a continuation of fighting that has
been going on since 1948. Remember that the fighting that began in 1948 is merely a
continuation of the fighting that has been going on since around 1500 B.C.; indeed, the
ancient accounts are shockingly similar to today’s headlines: the same towns and countries
are mentioned, armies move along the same roads.

For those who want to reduce all Middle Eastern conflict to the Israeli situation, remem-
ber that this part of the world has hosted nearly ceaseless conflict over the last fifteen
centuries between Arab nations, between Islamic nations, even when there was no Jewish
state present, even when the number of ethnic Jews living in the region was insignificant, and
even when Europe and America didn’t intervene in any way.

This part of the world is used to constant warfare as a way of life. They have fought for
centuries. One wonders if any rational articulation of the reasons is at all still possible.

Thus it may be foolish to think that the United Nations, or the United States, can inter-
vene with a "peace plan", and resolve the tensions and create a non-agressive co-existence.

Why has a reasonable and fair peace been possible in Europe following WWII? Europe
has enjoyed sixty years of peace, interrupted only by the civil war as Yugoslavia disintegrated
into six or seven separate nations. The periodic attacks by Soviet soldiers on unarmed civilians
were not military wars, but massacres, and fall into a different category. Why the stability and
peace in Europe, but not in the Middle East? For the answer, we must examine the underlying
cultures and worldviews.

2.8.3 A Short Snooze for a Short Emperor: Napoleon’s Naps (2006-08-12 20:52)

From the time of his self-appointment to the first consulship in 1799, Napoleon had constructed
for himself folding field-bed out of iron. On all campaigns and field manouvers, he took one
along: either a small one on the back of a mule, or a larger one on a supply wagon. But even
when he slept on something more comfortable, Napoleon slept only a short time. Allegedly, he
never remained in bed for any longer than four hours at a time. He didn’t like those who slept
for long periods of time. Sleep experts celebrate him today as a pioneer of the "power-nap",
an energizing short snooze. Accordingly, Napoleon is supposed to have slept briefly several
times a day - for example, when commanding. Sometimes even during a battle!
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2.8.4 The Backwards Revolution (2006-08-21 19:43)

Sometimes, revolutions fail to make things better; in 1959, the Cuban Communist revolution
rejected American-style democracy, and promised to make things better for the "common
working" man. What happened after that?

Many economic and social indicators have declined since the 1959 revolution. Pre-Castro Cuba
ranked third in Latin America in per capita food consumption; today, it ranks last. Per capita
consumption of cereals, tubers, and meat are today all below 1950’s levels. The number of
automobiles in Cuba has fallen since the 1950’s - the only country in Latin America for which
this is the case. The number of telephone lines in Cuba also has been virtually frozen at 1950’s
levels. Cuba once ranked first in Latin America and fifth in the world in television sets per
capita. Today, it barely ranks fourth in Latin America and is well back in the ranks globally.

Cuba’s rate of development of electrical power since the 1950’s ranks behind every other
country in Latin America except Haiti. Cuba is the only country in the hemisphere for which
rice production today is lower than it was four decades ago.

Cuba’s infant mortality rate of 32 per 1,000 live births in 1957 was the lowest in Latin
America and the 13th lowest in the world, according to UN data. Cuba ranked ahead of
France, Belgium, Germany, Israel, Japan, Austria, Italy, Spain, and Portugal, all of which would
eventually pass Cuba in this indicator during the following decades. Cuba’s world ranking has
fallen from 13th to 24th during the Castro era, according to UN Data.

Japan, with four cars per 1,000 inhabitants in 1958, was far behind Cuba (24) that year,
but by 1988, Japan’s number had grown to 251, whereas the figure for Cuba remained frozen
at its 1958 level. Similar comments could be made for Portugal (increased from fifteen in
1958 to 216 in 1988), Spain (increased from six to 278), and Greece (increased from four to
150). Indeed, Italy’s 29 cars per capita was not far ahead of Cuba’s 24 in 1958, but by 1988,
Italy boasted 440 cars per capita, whereas the figure for Cuba was unchanged from the 1950’s.

Today, Cuba has only three telephone lines per 100 people, placing it 14th out of twenty Latin
American countries surveyed in 1994 and far behind countries that were less advanced than
Cuba in this measure in 1958, such as Argentina (today 14 lines per 100 inhabitants), Costa
Rica (13), Panama (11), Chile (11), Venezuela (11), and several others.

During the late 1950’s, Cuba ranked second only to Uruguay in Latin America, with 169
radios per 1,000 people. (Worldwide, this put Cuba just ahead of Japan.) At that time,
Argentina and Cuba were very similar in terms of this measure. Since then, the number of
radios per capita in Argentina has grown three times as fast as in Cuba. Cuba also has been
surpassed by Bolivia, Venezuela, El Salvador, Honduras, and Brazil in this indicator.

Cuba had 45 television sets per 1,000 inhabitants in 1957, by far the most in Latin America and
fifth in the world, behind only Monaco, the United States, Canada, and the United Kingdom. In
fact, its closest competitor in Latin America was Venezuela, which had only sixteen television
sets per 1,000 people. Today, Cuba has 170 televisions per thousand, behind Uruguay (232
per capita), Argentina (220), and Brazil (209). Of these three countries, Uruguay in 1957 had
less than one television per 1,000 people, and Argentina and Brazil each had five per 1,000
people.
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Although Cuba has never been a regional leader in public electricity production per capita, its
relative ranking among twenty Latin American countries has fallen from eighth to 11th during
the Castro era. In fact, in terms of the rate of growth for this measure, Cuba ranks 19th of
twenty countries in the region, with only Haiti showing less accelerated development.

Cuba is the only country in Latin America whose production of rice has fallen since 1958, when
it ranked fourth in the region in production of this staple.

Cubans had a choice of 58 daily newspapers during the late 1950’s, according to the
UN statistical yearbook. Despite its small size, this placed Cuba behind only Brazil, Argentina,
and Mexico in the region. By 1992, government controls had reduced the number of dailies to
only seventeen.

2.8.5 Statistics, Statistics! (2006-08-27 06:08)

Most of us, at one time or another, have heard something like this: "in the Middle Ages, the
average life span was shorter than forty years; today, life expectancy often reaches as high
as the mid seventies."

Makes us sound pretty cool, right? I mean, with all our modern technology and science,
and good medical care, we’re much better off!

Well, not really.

Notice the slightly different wordings: "average life span" and "life expectancy". These
are, to statisticians, two very different things.

Average life span is simply the arithmetic mean of a group of human beings, for exam-
ple, those living in Europe in the Middle Ages. Some of them died as small babies, others
lived to be 100 years old or more, and most were between those two extremes. Add them up,
divide, and you have the average. You learned to do that in some math class.

But "life expectancy" is a little trickier. For example, the generation of Americans who
fought World War Two is now over eighty years old. We look around, and see many of them
still living; others have died only recently, having made it into their seventies. And so we say
that this generation had a pretty good "life expectancy". But their average life span was much
shorter. We forget about the hundreds of thousands who actually died in the 1940’s, fighting
in the Pacific against Japan. When they are factored into the group, we find that the average
life span is much shorter than the life expectancy. Remember, many of those soldiers who
died were under twenty years of age.

Your life expectancy is defined, roughly, as how long you can expect to live if you have
already made it to a certain age, say 20 or 30, and if there are no major unforeseen catastro-
phes, say like a war or an earthquake.

It’s not meaningful to compare a modern life expectancy to a medieval average life span.
That’s comparing apples to oranges.

Given that the modern life span is shorter than the modern life expectancy, maybe we’re not
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so much better off than those folks in the Middle Ages after all.

2.8.6 The REAL Martin Luther King (2006-08-27 06:32)

It is most appropriate for students in the Humanities to note a national holiday, Martin Luther
King’s birthday, because Rev. King was a diligent student of the humanities.

Originally born as Michael King, Jr., in 1928 (his father was named Michael King, Sr.),
the father and son both changed their names to "Martin Luther" after studying the works of
the German Reformer. One can only imagine how profound the impact of Luther’s books was,
if they caused father and son to change their names. This is truly a gigantic historical leap -
from Germany in 1517 to Atlanta, Georgia in the 1940’s.

King went on to do graduate research at Boston University. His dissertation, over 200
pages long, was an analysis of the writings of a German philosopher named Paul Tillich. King’s
research required him to have reading knowledge of German, Latin, Greek, and Hebrew. King
analyzed Tillich’s concept of God, and compared it to the way other philosophers viewed
God. King was looking for the perfect balance between a "transcendent" view of God and an
"immanent" view of God; the transcendent view is more cosmic and eternal, and immanent
view is more personal and relational. King believed that a balanced view of God - not moving
to either extreme - would improve both individuals and societies.

Too often, the television gives us the impression that King’s main activity was giving
speeches and marching. In reality, he spent years of his life in libraries. King’s ideals of
equality and non-violence came from studying texts.

Paul Tillich was a major influence on King. King also read books by Ghandi; Ghandi, in
turn, had been educated in England. It was from England that Ghandi brought to his native
India ideals of non-violence and equality, and began to criticize India’s "caste" system.
Ghandi wanted a "Magna Carta" for India. It’s ironic that to get from England to America,
these ideas went through India. Ghandi wanted to import the British ideas about the dignity
and value of every human life, and about civil justice, into India. He probably did not fore-
see, at least initially, that they would be then exported to other countries, especially to the USA.

King had also read Thoreau and Emmerson, who in turn had been educated in the semi-
naries of New England, mainly at Harvard, where the Bible was studied in the context of
its original Greek and Hebrew grammar, and in the context of rise and fall of the major
ancient empires. This mixed approach - a personal commitment to valuing each human life,
a geo-political context of major world powers, and the careful examination of text - would be
formative.

So we see what a wide range of texts and authors are wrapped up in the influences
which enabled King to take his remarkable place in American history. We see, in his words
and writings, how a Humanities education can be powerful.
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2.8.7 The Many Sides of John Locke (2006-08-28 12:11)

The writings and ideas of John Locke stand as some of the most brilliant in English history.
They are marked by, among other things, their variety.

One aspect of Locke’s thought is political; he is famous for his significant influence on
the Founding Fathers and their creation of the United States Constitution. A different side
of Locke is seen in his purely philosophical essays, in which he ponders questions of human
consciousness, perception, and knowledge; his formulations of empiricism and the process by
which the mind turns sensations into ideas remain influential to this day.

These two facets of Locke are connected by a third and a fourth.

One connection is the legal implication of Locke’s empiricism; if each human being is in-
deed born as a "blank slate", then the legal defense - used by, e.g., a kleptomaniac caught
stealing - of "I was born that way" is illegitimate. Locke denies the existence of innate ideas.

A second connection between Locke’s politics and his purely philosophical ideas is the
implication of religious belief. Locke took great pains to show that the majority (not all) of
humans arrive at their religious beliefs rationally, and that, therefore, we can also rely on the
majority to vote on laws that are, on average, good laws. Locke said that, because religious
beliefs are most central and essential to human thought, then their rationality ensures the
rationality of other human thought. He also pointed out that those occasional instances of
irrational religious belief are usually due to a lack of information or a lack of study, and can be
corrected by exercise of the rational faculties of the mind upon substantial bodies of fact.

2.9 September

2.9.1 Which Sargon? (2006-09-10 05:28)

The Ancient Near East included three different rulers, all named Sagon:

The first reigned from approximately 2350 until 2300 B.C., and gained control of both Sumer
and Akkad; he united them to form Babylonia, and his empire included all of Mesopotamia,
and had significant influence to regions well beyond that area.

The second reigned around 1850 B.C., ruled Assyria early in its heyday.

The third also ruled Assyria, between 722 and 705 B.C., and was responsible for the fi-
nal wave of attacks on the North Kingdom of Israel, conquering its capitol city Samaria; the
Hebrew author Isaiah gives us information about him.

Three men, with the same name, in different countries, living over a thousand years
apart!
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2.9.2 Surprise! (2006-09-22 07:07)

Historians and scientists love to surprise people. For example, most people know that
Cleopatra was the queen of Egypt, but did you know that she wasn’t Egyptian? She was
actually Greek, the descendant of one of Alexander’s Macedonian generals; she and her
family spoke Greek, and didn’t consider themselves Egyptians, although they would engage in
the traditional ceremonies of the Pharaohs in order to get the popular support of the Egyptians.

But some reporters go too far in their desire to surprise readers, when the actually fal-
sify sources, and create fictions, merely so that they can say something unexpected. For
exampel, the actress who played Jan Brady in the famous TV series did not die of a drug
overdose; she’s alive and well. But the story about her was created those desiring to surprise
an audience.

More serious examples have been uncovered by The Washington Time, in January of
2002:

Hoping to close two national forests, government scientists planted evidence that
the forests were inhabited by an endangered species of lynx.

The scientists’ dishonesty undermined a three-year study and confirmed suspi-
cions that some government scientists fake studies is order to control environmental
policy.

Another example from American history:

Emory University historian Michael Bellesiles apparently believes so strongly in gun
control that he invented a history for the purpose of undermining the Constitution’s
Second Amendment, the right of citizens to own guns.

Professors Bellesiles’ politically correct book, Arming America, was awarded
the Bancroft Prize, a prestigious award for historians. But scholars examining the
work say Mr. Bellesiles’ conclusions are based on made-up and nonexistent sources.

Mr. Bellesiles aruges that gun ownership was so rare among early Americans,
even on the frontiers, that no one would have cared enough about the right to give
it constitutional protection. He claims to have studied many wills and to have found
scant evidence of guns being bequeathed to heirs.

When skeptical scholars checked his sources, they found he claimed to have
studied wills of people in Colonial Rhode Island known to have died without wills! He
also claims to have studied probate records in San Francisco for the years 1849-59.
However, the city’s librarians say no such records exist. They were destroyed in the
1906 earthquake.

Most historians and scientists are honest. But we need to think critically, especially when they
are writing about issues related to modern politics. They might be so interested in keeping
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tourists out of national forests, or in eliminating the Second Amendment, that they falsify data
to support their points. When science meets politics, look for fake evidence; when history
intersects with controversial issues, watch for falsified sources.

2.9.3 The Gospel of Whom? (2006-09-27 08:10)

The manuscript known as “The Gospel of Judas” has recently been featured in TV shows.
Although researchers have studied this document for decades, it has suddenly become
popular in the electronic media, after the technical scholars in the university have concluded
that it contains little historical information about the actual events of the first century.

The life of Jesus took place in a Hebrew culture in the first century, and the most reli-
able documents about that era are written by first-century Hebrews; the “Gospel of Judas” is
a Greek document, written several centuries later.

Clearly, Jesus remains a controversial and influential figure in history; but whatever their
personal beliefs, historians simply seek the most reliable texts about the life of any famous
person. There are always plenty of spurious sources concerning any historical event or person.

In recent lectures and articles, James Voelz (Cambridge University, England) and Jeffrey
Kloha addressed four aspects of the gospel of Judas manuscript:

1) How the manuscript is portrayed in the media: the “popular media” of TV, radio, and
internet isn’t allowed to take the time to do a careful historical analysis of the manuscript,
because people want “entertaining” news.

2) Basic features of the manuscript: written much later than the historical accounts of
the life of Jesus, it couldn’t possible have been written by an eyewitness to the events. Instead,
it relies upon tradition.

3) Gnosticism as a point of reference for the manuscript: “Gnosticism” is belief system,
a mixture different Greek philosophical ideas, combined with a few ideas from Judaism and
Christianity – interesting ideas, but they can’t be the ideas which were being discussed in
Jerusalem in first century, because they are ideas from a later era.

4) The manuscript and canonicity: this manuscript, known to ancient authors and mod-
ern scholars, was never taken seriously because of its obvious flaws. Rejected by serious
researchers, the TV industry picked it because it is entertaining, if untrue.

“There is nothing of the historical Jesus, the Jesus that walked the earth, in this docu-
ment,” commented Kloha. “It is important that we know about this document since people
are watching and reading media reports about it and being influenced by them.” Instead of
a factual account of the actual events that happened during the life of Jesus, this document
presents a series of Greek philosophical idea that flourished during the later years of the
Roman Empire. Modern archaeology and ancient texts give us some core facts about events
in Jerusalem during the first century; the “Gospel of Judas” is clearly a combination of later
traditions.

The gospel of Judas was featured in a National Geographic Society television documen-
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tary. It is dramatically different from the four gospels that are contained within the New
Testament and purports to provide a secret account of a revelation that Jesus spoke with the
disciple Judas Iscariot.

“Jesus is never described as ‘the Christ’ in this manuscript,” commented Kloha. “Instead, an
individual named Seth is referenced as the Christ.”

In describing the media’s portrayal of the document, Voelz stated, “They are conveniently
omitting a lot of information that would put the manuscript in a bad light. It is important for
people to know how odd this document is.” The ideas presented in the “Gospel of Judas” are
not the ideas of either Jews or Christians in the first century; the concepts of “Messiah” are
different.

There are other documents about these events which are simply more reliable, more
accurate, and older, having been written by eyewitnesses to the events in question.

2.9.4 The Gospel of Whom? (2006-09-27 08:10)

The manuscript known as “The Gospel of Judas” has recently been featured in TV shows.
Although researchers have studied this document for decades, it has suddenly become
popular in the electronic media, after the technical scholars in the university have concluded
that it contains little historical information about the actual events of the first century.

The life of Jesus took place in a Hebrew culture in the first century, and the most reli-
able documents about that era are written by first-century Hebrews; the “Gospel of Judas” is
a Greek document, written several centuries later.

Clearly, Jesus remains a controversial and influential figure in history; but whatever their
personal beliefs, historians simply seek the most reliable texts about the life of any famous
person. There are always plenty of spurious sources concerning any historical event or person.

In recent lectures and articles, James Voelz (Cambridge University, England) and Jeffrey
Kloha addressed four aspects of the gospel of Judas manuscript:

1) How the manuscript is portrayed in the media: the “popular media” of TV, radio, and
internet isn’t allowed to take the time to do a careful historical analysis of the manuscript,
because people want “entertaining” news.

2) Basic features of the manuscript: written much later than the historical accounts of
the life of Jesus, it couldn’t possible have been written by an eyewitness to the events. Instead,
it relies upon tradition.

3) Gnosticism as a point of reference for the manuscript: “Gnosticism” is belief system,
a mixture different Greek philosophical ideas, combined with a few ideas from Judaism and
Christianity – interesting ideas, but they can’t be the ideas which were being discussed in
Jerusalem in first century, because they are ideas from a later era.

4) The manuscript and canonicity: this manuscript, known to ancient authors and mod-
ern scholars, was never taken seriously because of its obvious flaws. Rejected by serious
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researchers, the TV industry picked it because it is entertaining, if untrue.

“There is nothing of the historical Jesus, the Jesus that walked the earth, in this docu-
ment,” commented Kloha. “It is important that we know about this document since people
are watching and reading media reports about it and being influenced by them.” Instead of
a factual account of the actual events that happened during the life of Jesus, this document
presents a series of Greek philosophical idea that flourished during the later years of the
Roman Empire. Modern archaeology and ancient texts give us some core facts about events
in Jerusalem during the first century; the “Gospel of Judas” is clearly a combination of later
traditions.

The gospel of Judas was featured in a National Geographic Society television documen-
tary. It is dramatically different from the four gospels that are contained within the New
Testament and purports to provide a secret account of a revelation that Jesus spoke with the
disciple Judas Iscariot.

“Jesus is never described as ‘the Christ’ in this manuscript,” commented Kloha. “Instead, an
individual named Seth is referenced as the Christ.”

In describing the media’s portrayal of the document, Voelz stated, “They are conveniently
omitting a lot of information that would put the manuscript in a bad light. It is important for
people to know how odd this document is.” The ideas presented in the “Gospel of Judas” are
not the ideas of either Jews or Christians in the first century; the concepts of “Messiah” are
different.

There are other documents about these events which are simply more reliable, more
accurate, and older, having been written by eyewitnesses to the events in question.

2.10 October

2.10.1 Sampling Errors (2006-10-17 14:47)

When we study the culture of a different time or place, we read their books, view their
paintings, hear their music, and so form for ourselves a concept of what that society was like.

But how much material do we need to form an accurate view? Consider the following:

Shakespeare wrote approximately 154 sonnets, give or take. If I’ve read only one of
them, can I make generalizations about them? What if I’ve read ten? Or twenty? He wrote
around thirty-eight plays; if I’ve studied one of them, is that enough to form an impression of
what his plays are like?

Sophocles penned about 123 plays; if I’ve read only two of them, can I make categori-
cal statements about what the average Sophocles play is?

The statue of the Minoan Snake Goddess, with her eye-catching topless outfit, is much
studied. But that is only one single statue, from a culture that made thousands of statues.
Can I make generalizations about their statues from only this one? Or make generalizations
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about their religions, or about the roles which women played in their society?

Think of it this way: imagine yourself studying history 4,000 years from now, and read-
ing about life in a typical North American city in our era. If you were to read only one magazine
from this time, and use it to try to form a general idea about our culture, what would happen
if that one magazine were Sports Illustrated? Or Vogue? Or Playboy?

Clearly you need several samples, and various samples, to gain a more accurate concept of
society.

2.10.2 War in Ireland (2006-10-17 15:04)

The Irish seem to have been at war, off and on, forever, or at least for the last few centuries.
Certainly, in the last few years, there have been periodic terrorist or guerilla-style attacks
between the those in the northern part of the island, and those in the southern part.

The newspaper and TV routinely report these conflicts as the struggle between the Protestant
and Catholic parts of Ireland. To be sure, southern Ireland is largely Roman Catholic, and
northern Ireland is mainly Anglican. But is that really what the conflict is about?

Remember, Christianity in Ireland split into the two group in 1532, when Henry VIII started the
English Reformation.

But the warfare in Ireland has been going on since the 1100’s, and perhaps even ear-
lier, when there was no religious division on island.

The fighting is Ireland is about the same things that most other wars are about: land,
power, and money. It is not a religious war.

2.10.3 Anti-War Protest? (2006-10-18 15:01)

The Crusades were not popular among the Christians of Europe, even if they were considered
a military necessity as a counter-attack against the home base from which surprise attacks
and invasions had been launched against sleepy and unsuspecting places like Spain, France,
Hungary, Yugoslavia, and Austria.

During the Middle Ages while the Just War Theory - a debate about when or if a war
was ever part of "justice" - was becoming more developed and Crusades were happening.
Peace movements among Christians flourished. Francis of Assisi may or may not have been a
pacifist, but he lived as if he were. A peace movement known as the "Great Alleluia" involving
thousands of people took place in northern Italy in the 13th century, lead by an energetic
priest who went from town to town, preaching in public. In 1233 the movement had grown to
such proportions that 400,000 people gathered to demonstrate for peace and reconciliation.
Another Italian peace movement known as the "Bianchi" moved about in thousands from city
to city. Peacemaking was their major work. One chronicler notes that by the time one of these
processions reached Rome its numbers had swelled to 200,000. Various groups of monks and
priests opposed the Crusades, sometimes with words, and sometimes with actions.
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Popular opposition to the Crusades spread, sometimes for these spiritual reasons, and
sometimes for more worldly reasons: the Crusades cost money, and the soldiers who were
part of them behaved like pagans. Yet the public tolerated these Crusades, even if they didn’t
like them, because it was understood that the alternative was a massive invasion by the
Islamic armies into Europe.

People remembered how a Muslim army took over almost half of France, burning the
wheatfields and houses, raping and killing the villagers, before Karl Martell and his army were
able to turn them back. Those horrifying memories made the Crusades seem like a necessary,
if unpleasant, defensive move.

2.11 November

2.11.1 The Origins of an American Political Party (2006-11-11 12:31)

The Republican Party was born in the early 1850’s by anti-slavery activists and individuals
who believed that government should grant western lands to settlers free of charge. The
first informal meeting of the party took place in Ripon, Wisconsin, a small town northwest
of Milwaukee. The first official Republican meeting took place on July 6th, 1854 in Jackson,
Michigan. The name "Republican" was chosen because it alluded to equality and reminded
individuals of Thomas Jefferson’s party. Jefferson had called his political party the "Democratic
Republican" party. The name "Republican" also reminded voters of the grand era of Rome,
before it became an empire. At the Jackson convention, the new party adopted a platform and
nominated candidates for office in Michigan.

In 1856, the Republicans became a national party when John C. Fremont was nominated
for President under the slogan: "Free soil, free labor, free speech, free men, Fremont." Even
though they were considered a "third party" because the Democrats and Whigs represented
the two-party system at the time, Fremont received 33 % of the vote. Four years later,
Abraham Lincoln became the first Republican to win the White House.

The Civil War erupted in 1861 and lasted four grueling years. During the war, against
the advice of the Democrats, Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation that freed the
slaves. The Republicans of the day worked to pass the Thirteenth Amendment, which outlawed
slavery, the Fourteenth, which guaranteed equal protection under the laws, and the Fifteenth,
which helped secure voting rights for African-Americans.

The Republican Party also played a leading role in securing women the right to vote. In
1896, Republicans were the first major party to favor women’s suffrage. When the 19th
Amendment finally was added to the Constitution, 26 of 36 state legislatures that had voted to
ratify it were under Republican control. The first woman elected to Congress was a Republican,
Jeanette Rankin from Montana in 1917.

Presidents during most of the late nineteenth century and the early part of the twenti-
eth century were Republicans. The White House was in Republican hands under Presidents
Eisenhower, Nixon, Ford, Reagan and Bush. Under the last two, Ronald Reagan and George
H.W. Bush, the United States became the world’s only superpower, winning the Cold War from
the old Soviet Union and releasing millions from Communist oppression.
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Republicans have supported these ideas: Individuals, not government, can make the
best decisions; all people are entitled to equal rights; and decisions are best made close to
home.

The symbol of the Republican Party is the elephant. During the mid term elections way
back in 1874, Democrats tried to scare voters into thinking President Grant would seek to run
for an unprecedented third term. Thomas Nast, a cartoonist for Harper’s Weekly, depicted a
Democratic jackass trying to scare a Republican elephant - and both symbols stuck. For a long
time Republicans have been known as the "G.O.P." And party faithfuls thought it meant the
"Grand Old Party." But apparently the original meaning (in 1875) was "gallant old party." And
when automobiles were invented it also came to mean, "get out and push."

2.11.2 Women Enter American Politics (2006-11-11 13:22)

In 1917, Jeannette Rankin, a Montana Republican, became the first woman to serve in the
House. Committed to her pacifist beliefs, she was the only member of Congress to vote
against entry into both World War I and World War II.

Shortly after Ms. Rankin’s election to Congress, the 19th Amendment was passed in
1919. This means that the first woman was elected to Congress before the right to vote
was even given to women! The amendment’s journey to ratification had been a long and
difficult one. Starting in 1896, the Republican Party became the first major party to officially
favor women’s suffrage. That year, Republican Sen. A. A. Sargent of California introduced a
proposal in the Senate to give women the right to vote. The proposal was defeated four times
in the Democratic-controlled Senate. When the Republican Party regained control of Congress,
the Equal Suffrage Amendment finally passed (304-88), over the objections of the Democrats.

When the amendment was submitted to the states, 26 of the 36 states that ratified it
had Republican-controlled legislatures. Of the nine states that voted against ratification, eight
were controlled by Democrats. Twelve states, all Republican, had given women full suffrage
before the federal amendment was finally ratified.

2.11.3 Movies and History (2006-11-11 13:33)

For better or worse, Americans gain a significant and increasing percentage of their knowledge
of history from movies.

Learning history from movies can be helpful, but there is an even greater need for criti-
cal thinking than when learning from books.

Certainly, history books can be loaded with "spin" - history is told in a certain way to
advance the author’s political agenda.

But movies are subject to double spin - they have the same political spin as books, and
then a second layer of spin is added because the movie needs to be entertaining. Movies
may contain historical inaccuracies, not only beause of the filmmaker’s political views, but
also because the filmmaker may change the events simply to make them more entertaining.
©2021 river-rat-humanities.blogspot.com 69



BlogBook 2.11. NOVEMBER

People going to see movies demand to be entertained, but they don’t care if they’re accurately
informed. Recent films about the Trojan War and Alexander the Great demonstrate this
sufficiently.

The informed viewer can exercise critical thinking by watching two different films about
the same historical events.

Cleopatra, for example, was the subject of a 1963 film by Elizabeth Taylor, and a 1934
film by Claudette Colbert; view them both, and you’ll hopefully "cancel out" the spins of the
various screenwriters.

Likewise, Marie Antoinette was the subject of a 1938 film by Norma Shearer, and a 2006 film
by Kirsten Dunst. Both are informative.

In either case, it helps to read even a brief, half-page encyclopedia article about the
people and events concerned. Reading even a little before the film not only makes you
understand it better, it helps you to enjoy it more, because you understand.

More recent events in film include the movie "End of the Spear" (made in 2005), which
depicts the murders in the Amazon Basin of several Americans; the same situation was filmed
as "Beyond the Gates of Splendor" in 2002. Both films seem fairly accurate.

2.11.4 Roman Civil War (2006-11-15 09:31)

The late Roman Republic was plagued with civil wars for approximately a century. What made
these bloody conflicts possible?

The Roman civil wars were very different than the civil war in the United States. The
Roman internal conflicts were not about political issues or moral principles. The Roman civil
wars were about personalities.

The typical Roman soldier had a primary loyalty, not to the Roman Republic, but to his
general and officers. If two generals decided to compete for power, a civil war arose. This
pattern culminated in the Battle of Actium.

2.11.5 Progress with Stem Cells? (2006-11-18 07:02)

Stem cells are producing promising results these days. Adult stem cells, that is. For people
with blocked arteries, a growth factor called GMCSF, when injected into the body, stimulates
bone marrow to release more stem cells and enables new arteries to be grown. Tests have
shown a 60 percent improvement in blood-vessel function as a result.

Blindness caused by outside factors often cannot be repaired with corneal transplants,
yet stem cells offer new hope. While not yet producing perfect vision, patients can become
self-dependent again. They are able to see well enough to do the basic tasks of life.

Tests in mice have yielded a way to spur the growth of neural stem cells in the brain -
possibly paving the way to treating or curing Parkinson’s, Alzheimer’s and multiple sclerosis.
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Key in all three of these stories is that using one’s own stem cells, rather than those of another,
prevents the body’s immune system from rejecting them, much like a transplanted organ. It
is becoming clear that the hope for an Alzheimer or Parkinson cure comes from adult stem
cells, not embryonic ones.

Outside the U.S., in Portugal, physicians have actually succeeded in partially regenerat-
ing various internal human organs, using adult stem cells.

Meanwhile, we’re still waiting for a any success story from the use of embryonic stem
cells. We’ll try to keep you posted.

2.12 December

2.12.1 A 4,000-Mile Journey to Nowwhere - The Harrowing Journey of Exile
under Stalin (2006-12-01 12:49)

Josef Stalin is known as the brutal Soviet ruler, responsible for the deaths of millions of
Russians, Poles, Ukranians, Jews, and Germans. What is not so well-known is that also
arranged for the deaths of millions of Koreans, long before the Korean War. Researchers at
the University of Michigan havemade a documentary film about Stalin’s mass killing of Koreans.

In 1937, Vladmir Tyan watched as soldiers shot his father and older brother. He had no
time to mourn. Chased from their house, the rest of the family lived on the street for three
days. Then they boarded a train.

“You’d hear in the neighboring car the cries of children, the elderly, and the sick,” Dekabrina
Kim recalls. “They took out the dead, and no one knew where they were buried.”

“The train went to a dead halt, and we were told it was our stop,” says Sergei Yun. “Each family
dug a hole to live in. There were no trees or charcoal. We lived that way for two or three years.”

The victims’ stories describe what occurred when Stalin deported some 180,000 Soviet
Koreans that he dubbed “unreliable people.” Evicted from their homes and farms and locked
into crowded cattle cars headed for Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan - remote destinations nearly
4,000 miles and one month away - they found themselves on desolate lands without housing.

MAKING HISTORY PUBLIC

These stories are largely unknown outside of Central Asia, and only a small number of
scholarly documents have shed light on this chapter of Stalin’s Great Terror. “Few knew that
this 1937 episode served as the opening salvo for a series of similar
ethnic cleansings and deportations that involved Germans, Jews, Ukranians, Poles, Tartars,
and Chechens,” says Meredith Jung-En Woo, an LSA political science professor. With David
Chung, co-director of LSA’s Archive of Diasporic Korea and lecturer at the U of M, Woo is
making this historical event better known to the world. Determined that LSA would be the
site of the world’s first digital archive on the history of these Soviet Koreans, Woo and Chung
traveled to Kazakhstan. The team bought Soviet and Kazakh newsreels and film footage, and
scanned family photos, letters, and official documents. They did extensive interviews with
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survivors and their children, exploring the memories of the old and the challenges the young
still face.

“Time was running out,” says Woo, “because the last survivors of the deportation, well
into their seventies and eighties, were dying.” “With materials as compelling as these, a
documentary film practically forced itself on us,” says Woo. With seed money from the U of M,
they expanded the project.

The film is the harrowing saga of Koreans who were deported from the Soviet Far East,
where they had lived in farming and fishing villages, enjoying their own theater, schools, and
Korean language newspaper. Told through the eyes of deported Koreans, the film is also a
story of multiethnic and multicultural Kazakhstan struggling to forge a new national identity in
the aftermath of independence from the Soviet Union - and the place of the Korean-Kazakhs
in this struggle. “We have our own soul, our own aura, and you can’t confuse us with anyone,”
second-generation deportee and musician Jacov Khan says in the film. “We certainly all feel
some envy when looking at Korean-Koreans or Kazakh-Kazakhs,” adds second-generation
deportee Svetlana Nigai, who now lives in Almaty. “They have their own mother land. When
people ask us what our native language is, we say Russian. But when they ask our nationality,
that is a tougher question to answer.”

2.12.2 What Does Wikipedia Have to Say about the Renaissance?
(2006-12-07 15:55)

Giorgio Vasari was the first to coin the term Renaissance, in 1550, though an awareness of
the ongoing rebirth in the arts had been in the air earlier. Since that time, historians have
differed in their interpretations of the meaning of Renaissance. Many historians now view the
Renaissance as more of an intellectual and ideological change than a substantive one. Marxist
historians, for example, hold the view that the changes in art, literature, and philosophy
affected only a tiny minority of the very wealthy and powerful, leaving the lives of the great
mass of the European population unchanged.

Many historians now point out that most of the negative social factors popularly asso-
ciated with the "medieval" period - poverty, ignorance, warfare, religious and political
persecution, and so forth - seem to have actually worsened in this era which saw the rise of
Machiavelli, the Wars of Religion, the corrupt Borgia Popes, and the intensified witch-hunts of
the 16th century. Many people who lived during the Renaissance did not view it as the "golden
age" imagined by certain 19th century authors, but were concerned by these social maladies.
Significantly, though, the artists, writers, and patrons involved in the cultural movements in
question believed they were living in a new era that was a clean break from the Middle Ages.

Johan Huizinga (1872–1945) acknowledged the existence of the Renaissance but ques-
tioned whether it was a positive change. He argued that the Renaissance was a period of
decline from the High Middle Ages, destroying much that was important. The Latin language,
for instance, had evolved greatly from the classical period and was still a living language
used in the church and elsewhere. The Renaissance obsession with classical purity halted its
natural evolution and saw Latin revert to its classical form. Robert Lopez has contended that
it was a period of deep economic recession. Meanwhile George Sarton and Lynn Thorndike
have both argued that scientific progress was slowed.
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Historians have begun to consider the word Renaissance as unnecessarily loaded, imply-
ing an unambiguously positive rebirth from the supposedly more primitive Middle Ages. Many
historians now prefer to use the term "early modern" for this period, a more neutral term that
highlights the period as a transitional one that led to the modern world.

2.12.3 Persia or Iran? (2006-12-08 10:45)

We tend to think of Iran as one of the large Islamic countries in the Middle East, but that per-
specitve is relatively recent in history. The area has been known as Iran for only a few years, but
for centuries it has been called Persia. For 600 years, its most popular religion was Christianity.

Persia is home to two large groups of Christians, the Assyrian Church of the East and
the Syriac Orthodox Church. Although these churches were originally maintaining ties with the
Christian churches in the Roman Empire, they were indeed quite different from the churches
in the Roman Empire. One reason for this is language.

Another factor that the churches within the Persian Empire did not maintain such close
ties with their counterparts in the Roman Empire, was also the continuous rivalry between
these two great empires. And quite often, Christians in Persia were (often falsely) accused of
sympathizing with the Romans, even though the Roman Empire was persecuting and killing
Christians, while the Persian Empire embraced Christianity. In Persia, unlike Rome, it was both
legal and popular for people to leave Zoroastriansim (the mythological belief system of Persia
prior to Christianity).

But it was not until the Council of Ephesus in 431 A.D. that the vast majority of Chris-
tians in Persia broke their ties with the churches in the Roman Empire.

Most of the Christians in the Sassanid empire lived on the western edge of the empire,
predominately in Mesopotamia, but there were also important communities on the island
Tylos (present day Bahrain), the southern coast of the Persian Gulf, the area of the Arabian
kingdom of Lakhm and the Persian part of Armenia. Some of these areas were the earliest to
be Christianized; the kingdom of Armenia choose the Christian faith sometime before 100 A.D.,
and became the first independent Christian state in the world in 301 A.D.; while a number of
Assyrian territories had almost become fully Christianized even earlier during the 1st century,
they never became independent nations.

Most Christians in the Persian Empire belonged to a number of predominately Christian
ethnic groups. Some of these groups were the Assyrians, the Arabs of southern Mesopotamia,
the Armenians, as well as some smaller ethnic groups such as the Syriacs. The latter group was
taken to Persia as prisoners of war from the many conflicts with the Roman Empire. Conversion
was common among ethnic Persians and other ethnicities residing in the empire. Among them
were certain small Caucasian and Kurdish tribes which had converted to Christianity.

For approximately 600 years, these groups lived as Christians. In 651 A.D., the first wave
of "jihad" from the Islamic Caliphate swept across Persia in a fourteen-year-long bloodbath.
Christians could flee, convert to Islam, become enslaved, or be killed. Eventually, the name
"Iran" would replace "Persia" as the usual name for the region.
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3.1 January

3.1.1 Getting Married in Somalia? (2007-01-10 07:56)

The Associated Press recently (11/11/2006) that the Islamic government of Somalia has made
it illegal, punishable by death, to get married without the explicit prior consent of the parents
of both the bride and the groom, no matter how old they may be. "It is against the teaching
of our religion and parents do not approve of it," said Sheik Mahad Mohamed Sheik Hassan,
chairman of Somalia’s Islamic court. The fact that the title "Sheik" occurs twice indicates his
high governmental position.

The Muslim government has also banned movies, live music, and sporting events. So-
malia is currently in the midst of a civil war. Both sides, however, seem to embrace the view
that Islamic law should control society.

3.1.2 God at the U of M Hospital (2007-01-21 15:58)

During these first few years of the twenty-first century, research hospitals, like Ann Arbor’s U
of M, having been looking ever more closely at the link between spirituality and wellness.

To be sure, no simple link exists: we cannot simply assert that those who sharpened
their spiritual awareness don’t suffer from the same health problems as everybody else. They
get sick and die like the rest of us.

But it is also indisputable that some fascinating correlations exist among the realms of
faith and health. The mediator between those two is sometimes psychology. All three play
a role in a recent dissertation, "God in Fatherlessness", submitted in June 2000 by a staff
member at Michigan’s hospital.

There exists, on the one hand, the established connection between fatherlessness (through
death, divorce, or a father who is physically present but emotionally unavailable) and a
decreased ability to engage spiritually. On the other hand, there are the indirect links between
spirituality and health.

The recent dissertation adds to this already complex mix the notion that fatherlessness
pushes the fatherless toward the conclusion that the absent father is "negatively intended";
one possible conclusion is that the fatherless are nudged, not only toward mere atheism, but
toward a view that God is somehow malicious.

Final conclusions in these questions will be found only after much more research, but
this will clearly be a major field of medical exploration as the century moves forward.
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3.2 February

3.2.1 Dhimmi (2007-02-06 10:01)

The term "dhimmi" refers to a non-Muslim person in a country which has been occupied by
Islamic armies. This word, and the concept for which it stands, shaped history in southeastern
Europe for several centuries.

Muslim armies steamrolled over North Africa, the Middle East, and Spain for five cen-
turies after the death of Muhammed in 632 A.D.; magnificent basilicas and monasteries in
Egypt, Syria, and Mesopotamia were left in smoking ruins by Muslims from the eighth to the
tenth centuries.

Spain was pillaged and devastated many times: Zamora in 981, Barcelona in 987, Santi-
ago de Compostela in 997. In 1000, Castile was ravaged, its Christian and Jewish populations
either killed, or enslaved and then deported. This was the fate of the dhimmi.

3.2.2 Culture and Creativity (2007-02-06 10:07)

Whether you call it "Western Culture" or "European Civilization" or simply the "Judeo-Christian
Tradition", including much of North America and places like Australia, this stream of history
has been an incredibly creative one.

According to the second Arab Human Development Report, which was written in 2003
for the United Nations Development Program by a group of courageous Arab social scientists,
between 1980 and 1999, Arab countries produced 171 international patents. South Korea
alone during that same period registered 16,328 patents. Hewlett-Packard registers, on
average, eleven new patents a day. The average number of scientists and engineers working
in research and development in the Arab countries is 371 per million people, while the world
average, including countries in Africa, Asia, and Latin America, is 979, the report said. This
helps to explain why although massive amounts of foreign technology are imported to the
Arab regions, very little of it is internalized or supplanted by Arab innovations. Between
1995 and 1996, as many as 25 percent of the university graduates produced in the Arab
world immigrated to some Western country. There are just 18 computers per 1,000 people
in the Arab region today, compared with the global average of 78.3 per 1,000, and only
1.6 percent of the Arab population has Internet access. While Arabs represent almost five
percent of the world’s population, the report said, they produce only one percent of the books
published. Of the 88 million unemployed males between fifteen and twenty-four worldwide,
almost 26 percent are in the Middle East and North Africa, according to an International Labor
Organization study (Associated Press, December 26, 2004).

This trend continues despite the fact that the Arab nations are wealthier than not only
the average nation, but also wealthier than even the average developed nation. In fact, Arab
wealth allows them to enjoy the fruit of Western technology: in Dubai, what will soon be the
world’s tallest building is being built - with engineers and architects from Europe and America,
who quickly discovered that local builders were not up to the task.

The excess of wealth in the Arab nations is used to enjoy Western technology, but not
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to help or advance human needs: when the Tsunami struck a number of Islamic nations,
disaster relief and humanitarian aid came largely from Europe and America, with only a trickle
from the Arab world.

In contrast with the West, Arabic culture seems to have shut down its creative capabili-
ties.

3.2.3 Which Cultures Wage War Against Women? (2007-02-20 10:33)

Leading Demographer Warns UN About Global War on Girls - (NEW YORK — AP) At the UN
this week, renowned scholar Dr. Nicholas Eberstadt of the American Enterprise Institute
(AEI) warned delegates of the growing global gender imbalance due to prenatal sex selection.
Calling the trend a “Global War Against Baby Girls”, Eberstadt delivered extensive statistics
on the rise of “son preference” in every part of the world.

Refuting the assumptions that preference for baby boys is a localized cultural phenomenon
or due solely to coercive population programs, Eberstadt’s research reveals that imbalance is
due to several factors: an existing preference for sons, a decrease in overall fertility, and the
exponential increase in the use of technology which facilitates sex selection in the prenatal
stages. He also emphasized that a rise in education levels does not slow the problem and in
some cases is associated with a stronger tendency to choose boys.

According to Eberstadt, natural birth rates are about 105 males for every 100 females
born. Some regions of the world are experiencing upwards of 115 boys born for every 100
girls, some are as high at 150 boys born for every 100 girls. He warned delegates that this
could just be the beginning and that the world is “moving to the realm of science fiction” as
the ratio of baby boys to baby girls was already at levels “beyond nature.” Citing a recent
study, Eberstadt said that even now there are 20 million “missing” baby girls in Asia alone,
that sex-selection has permanently skewed the demographic balance of China and is in the
process of skewing the demographic balance of India. He also showed the way that the
trend has crept into Eastern Europe and Latin America, and that almost every African state is
showing signs of vulnerability to the phenomenon.

Since 1994, the UN has recognized that “son preference” is discriminatory to women
and girls and the Beijing Platform for Action lists female infanticide and prenatal sex selection
as incidences of violence against women.

The recent Violence Against Children (VAC) study released earlier this year made no mention
of the problem of sex-selection whereby parents are forced or coerced to choose one or
two children and almost inevitably choose boys. The 139-page in-depth Violence Against
Women (VAW) study also released this year only referred to prenatal sex selection three times.

A delegate at the lecture said, “This is astonishing. The research clearly shows that this
is a growing problem all over the world. It is our job as delegates to seek solutions.”

Experts say solutions will be hard to come by. Eberstadt pointed out that when South
Korea made sex selection illegal, the practice skyrocketed. Experts also point out that a
rising imbalance of boys to girls will lead to trafficking in women and could contribute to an
increasing national security concerns.
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3.2.4 Boyle’s Ideal Gas Law and Newton’s Gravity (2007-02-20 15:30)

Although the laws of motion and universal gravitation became Newton’s best-known discov-
eries, he warned against using them to view the universe as a mere machine, as if akin to a
great clock. He said, "Gravity explains the motions of the planets, but it cannot explain who
set the planets in motion. God governs all things and knows all that is or can be done."

His scientific fame notwithstanding, Newton’s study of the Bible was among his greatest
passions. He devoted more time to the study of the Scriptures, Alchemy, and the Christian
faith than to science, and said, "I have a fundamental belief in the Bible as the Word of God,
written by those who were inspired. I study the Bible daily." Newton himself wrote several
books about the Bible, based on his knowledge of Hebrew grammar. Newton also placed
the crucifixion of Jesus Christ at 3 April, AD 33, which is now the accepted traditional date.
His ability to calculate this date so accurately was due to careful cross-referencing between
events in Roman history, events in the New Testament, and careful astronomical observations.
Despite his focus on theology and alchemy, Newton tested and investigated these ideas with
the scientific method, observing, hypothesising, and testing his theories. To Newton, his
scientific and religious experiments were one and the same, observing and understanding
how the world functioned.

Newton may have rejected the church’s version doctrine of the Trinity. His studies of
Hebrew texts may have led him to a different understanding of the nature of God’s personali-
ties.

In his own lifetime, Newton wrote more on religion than he did on natural science. He
believed in a rationally immanent world. Thus, the ordered and dynamically informed universe
could be understood, and must be understood, by an active reason, but this universe, to be
perfect and ordained, had to be regular.

Newton and Robert Boyle’s mechanical philosophy was promoted by rationalist pamphle-
teers, and was accepted hesitantly by orthodox preachers as well as dissident preachers.
Thus, the clarity and simplicity of science was seen as a way to combat the emotional and
metaphysical superlatives of atheism, and, at the same time, to demonstrate the possibility
of a "natural religion." The idea of a "natural religion" is a religion which can be understood
inductively from experience, a religion which is reasoned deductively from general principles
of human knowledge. A "natural religion" is usually contrasted with a "revealed religion",
which is based upon the careful study of a text. Newton seems to have engaged in both types
of religion, and his books had the effect in England of encouraging both types, even though
they sometimes competed with each other.

Boyle, who worked to ensure that the Bible would be accurately translated into different
Asian languages by competent linguistic scientists, developed a mechanical conception
of the universe, most famously with his "ideal gas" law. Newton gave Boyle’s ideas their
completion through mathematical proofs and, perhaps more important, was very successful
in popularizing them. Newton refashioned the universe into a world crafted by a God that
designs along rational and universal principles. These principles were available for all people
to discover, allowed man to pursue his own aims fruitfully, and to improve, but not perfect,
himself with his own rational powers.

Newton saw God as the master creator whose existence could not be denied in the face
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of the grandeur of all creation. The laws of physics are the God’s thoughts, which He imposes
on the world. In the Resurrection, Newton saw an absolutely "unique event" - a phrase which
carries special importance in physics, because most events are not unique, being in principle
reproducible by the re-application of the laws which produced them the first time.

The law of gravity became Sir Isaac Newton’s best-known discovery. Newton warned
against using it to view the universe as a mere machine, like a great clock.

Though he is better known for his love of science, the Bible was Sir Isaac Newton’s greatest
passion. He devoted more time to the study of Scripture than to science; he wrote more books
about religion than about math or physics.

Newton’s conception of the physical world provided a stable model of the natural world
that would reinforce stability and harmony in the civic world. Thus there is a social and
political aspect to Newton’s thought, but he did not write much about it.

Both Newton and Robert Boyle wrote substantial books about their faith, and worked to
ensure that Bibles were distributed among the poor. Boyle’s "ideal gas law" was for him a
symbol of the perfect organization of the universe, which he said could only arise from a
logical intelligent design.

3.2.5 Private Sector Charity Trumps Government Aid (2007-02-22 08:57)

In modern political and social thought, the role of governmental assistance in various areas
of life has grown. A large segment of the population in modern industrial and post- industrial
nations expects, and views as proper, the taxpayers to fund efforts in education, health care ,
anti-poverty efforts, the arts, and other projects.

Such governmental intervention has proven, however, to be both weak and counter-productive.

Weak, inasmuch as private-sector efforts are both better-funded and more effective. When
the government sends hundreds of millions to help Tsunami victims in southern Asia, charities
send billions more than any world government could hope to send. When the government
offers a few beds for the homeless in downtown Ann Arbor, private organizations offer dozens
more.

What do these agencies all have in common, these agencies who offer help which is so
much more effective than any government program? They receive no taxpayer funds. They
are supported entirely by freewill donations from private citizens.

Many, but not all, of these agencies are "faith-based" - mainly churches. Ironically, American
churches sent billions of dollars to the Tsunami victims, who were mainly Muslim and Hindu:
because one principle of the Christian faith is to help all human beings, not simply those who
share your faith. By contrast, the wealthy Muslim nations of Middle East, like Saudi Arabia,
sent almost no assistance to Tsunami victims, even though they are members of the same
Islamic faith.

Are there numbers to back up these claims? Americans give more money to charities,
per capita, than any other country. Americans give over $300 billion annually to registered
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charitable organizations - and billions more to other charities. That’s over $1,000 per person.
Consider that many people under the age of 18 are not able to give large sums: that means
that the average wage-earner is giving even larger sums.

In addition, Americans donate millions of hour of labor to charities: Ann Arbor’s home-
less program relies of hundreds of hours of volunteer work each week.

3.3 April

3.3.1 Mill or Blake - Natural or Revealed? (2007-04-19 09:43)

One of the big debates in 19 th century was about the (no surprise ) the character of religion.

J.S. Mill is an example of is called "natural religion" - meaning that using reason alone,
in a priori thought, we can learn about God: who he is, what he does, what he’s like. Mill had
a lot of company. The idea of "natural religion" was shared by people like Rene Descartes
and Thomas Paine. This type of religion is based only on those facts about God which human
reason can deduce from pure logical thought. Mill’s personal version of natural religion had
two interesting features: a great emphasis on hope, and a reminder that there is nothing
which forces God to give us a life after this one.

J.S. Mill’s essay, “Theism,” is a short work began in 1868 and unfinished when Mill died
in 1870. Mill thought that belief in a creator of great power was supported by the design
argument, and one could certainly erect the superstructure of hope upon the base of a belief
in a creator who would extend human existence beyond the grave: "Appearances point to the
existence of a Being who has great power over us — all the power implied in the creation of
the Cosmos, or of its organized beings at least — and of whose goodness we have evidence
... ; and as we do not know the limits either of his power or of his goodness, there is room
to hope that both the one and the other may extend to granting us this gift provided that it
would really be beneficial to us."

Mill continues: "Hope with regard to the government of the universe and the destiny of
man after death ... is legitimate and philosophically defensible. The beneficial effect of such
a hope is far from trifling." (Mill 1874: 248-9)

On the other hand, people like William Blake embraced what we call "revealed religion"
- being skeptical about the powers of human reason to answer all questions. This was a
more widely-held view than "natural religion," endorsed by most ordinary people, as well as
physicists like Isaac Newton and chemists like Robert Boyle. They thought that human reason
was a good and powerful tool, but questioned whether it could know everything, or be the
only source of knowledge. In addition to reason, they saw revelation as a source of truth and
knowledge - studying sacred texts.

Blake attacked the institutional church, while enthusiastically endorsing the Christian
faith. Blake described the ‘everlasting Gospel’, which he saw as the original revelation that he
believed Jesus preached. Jesus, for Blake, symbolises the vital relationship and unity between
divinity and humanity. One of Blake’s strongest objections to traditional churches is that he
felt they encouraged the suppression of natural desires and discouraged earthly joy. Blake
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believed that the joy of man glorified God and that stale religions which deny earthly joy are
opposed to God.

These two alternatives - "natural religion" and "revealed religion" - have caused creative
thinking in debates over the last two or three centuries. Which one do you like?

3.4 May

3.4.1 Analyzing Augustine (2007-05-07 12:28)

Augustine of Hippo (354 A.D. to 430 A.D.) is one of the most complex authors of his era. An
African, he is part of the Roman Empire; a Christian, he was educated in pagan philosophy.
His books deal with a wide variety of topics, and sometimes with more than one topic at the
same time. He is defends the Christians who have been blamed for the fact that the Goths
from northern Europe attacked and trashed Rome in 410 A.D.; the Roman polytheists said that
the presence of Christians had angered the pagan gods and weakened the city. Augustine
points out that the City of Rome would have been trashed even worse if the Christian churches
hadn’t protected both the pagan and Christian citizens of Rome.

Augustine uses the metaphor or image of two cities in his writings, but it is difficult to
exactly define what they represent. The two cities are, of course, not actual physical cities,
but symbols, for those who embrace Christianity as compared to those who cling to paganism.
Alternatively, the can be interpreted, not as those two groups of people, but rather as two sets
of ideas, and the interplay between them.

He is realistic enough to say that you will never have a society which is 100 % pagan or
a society which is 100 % Christian, so the two groups have to cooperate, and they have
common goals which will help them do this. Augustine pleads for tolerance: the pagans
should stop killing the Christians, and stop blaming them for Rome’s misfortunes, and simply
allow the Christians to live peacefully within the Empire. Augustine echoes, in this way, the
Emperor Constantine, who essentially founded the idea of tolerance, when he decided that
Jews, Christians, and pagans would all be allowed to study their ideas in Roman society.

Augustine also says that simply being a member of the church doesn’t guarantee that a
person really has a Christian spiritual desire for peace. Being a Christian is studying and
believing the distinctive ideas presented by Jesus (that each human life is valuable, that peace
is better than war, etc.); being a Christian is different than merely being a member of a church.

As part of the Christian tradition, Augustine embraces the whole idea of God’s unearned
favor toward people; nobody earns God’s gifts, and the thing that will really get a person into
trouble is if she or he thinks that he or she is good enough to earn God’s favor. Admitting that
you’re not perfect (says Augustine) is the basis for Christianity. These concepts apply equally
to all people, making Christianity a user-friendly religion.

Augustine criticizes the pagans for thinking that earthly peace can be achieved by hu-
man intellect and abilities. Rather, he says, peace has a spiritual origin beyond human beings.
Human beings, trying to use their own powers, are imperfect and insufficient to create peace.
Augustine is pointing out that human reason is good and powerful, but it is not perfect,
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and there are somethings that human reason can’t do. We need to be honest enough with
ourselves to admit that we have limits. Centuries later, Augustinian philosophers, who formed
one part of the Scholastic movement in the Middle Ages, will apply these ideas in a new setting.

Augustine points out the need the balance both the Christian impulse for societal involvement
(helping the poor, founding schools, etc.) and the Christian impulse for meditation and
contemplation: both are good, he says, but we should not have too much of either.

The future of human history is, then, societies continually trying to find peace and jus-
tice, and sometimes succeeding more, and sometimes succeeding less, depending on how
the mix of people works together.

3.4.2 What is Luther Really Doing? (2007-05-11 09:36)

Some historians have characterized the struggle between Martin Luther and Pope Leo X as a
struggle between "Papal Authority" and "Individual Experience / Revelation".

The same conflict can be described in a different way: "Is the ultimate source of author-
ity in the Pope or in the Text?" Behind the different wordings lie two different notions of what
Luther was really doing.

For the Roman Catholic Church in the 1500’s, the Pope was the final word: what he
said, was to be considered as the final decree on any topic.

For Martin Luther, the Text (i.e., the Hebrew and Greek documents which we call " Tanakh "
and "New Testament") was the final word. Since we can all (hopefully!) read, we can each
individually have access to the text for ourselves. It is in this sense that Luther stressed
"individual experience."

Luther is sometimes mis -understood in this matter of "individual experience" - he was
not a mystic, although there were many mystics in Luther’s time. Luther did not want to
place too much emphasis on individual spiritual experiences or revelations, because they
retain a mainly subjective element. Rather, Luther located authority in text, because this
made it objective. The letters on the page are the same, no matter who reads them!
Certainly, there will remain a certain amount of subjectivity, as each person reads a text
slightly differently. But the essence of text is objective, and that is what Luther was looking for.

The subjective side of Luther, then, lies in the fact that he empowers each individual to
study the text and draw meaning from it; and as different individuals examine the same text,
different interpretations will arise.

The objective side of Luther is seen in the fact that he views the text as the location of
truth, publicly accessible to all; the ink on the page does not change, even if the readers do.
The text is an objective fact.

So is Luther an objectivist or a subjectivist ? Or both?
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3.4.3 The Congress of Vienna - Again (2007-05-11 09:44)

Why do we keep returning to the topic of the Congress of Vienna? This brief event, in a beau-
tiful German-speaking city, not only solved a series of social and political problems which had
plagued Europe for the preceeding twenty-five years; it not created an international structure
which preserved peace for several decades; it also symbolized and articulated a deeper and
more abstract philosophy and view of human nature and human society.
The underlying attitudes which led to the outcomes of the Congress of Vienna were the ideas
presented mainly by Metternich at the Congress, and by Edmund Burke years earlier. They
were reacting to 25 years of continuous violence (10 years of French Revolution and 15 years
of Napoleon). The attitude was never again can we allow so many people to die, either in mass
executions at home (the Revolution), or in battle in foreign countries (Napoleon). In order to
prevent this, they had to combat the attitudes which led to the Revolution, and those attitudes
were the attitudes which Metternich and Burke opposed in their writings. The Revolutionaries
said that you had to work for a perfect society, but Burke and Metternich said that perfection
was impossible in this life, that you should settle for 99 %, and perfection will come in the next
life. The Revolutionaries said that you should make sudden radical changes, Burke and Met-
ternich said that you had to respect tradition, because it represents the accumulated wisdom
of human reason and human experience, so be slow and cautious when making changes. In
practical terms, then, this meant that the Congress of Vienna wanted to make stable legitimate
governments which might change slowly over time to adapt to new circumstances, but which
would not make sudden revolutionary changes.
Reacting to the Congress of Vienna, there were those eventually came to disagree with it:
J.S. Mill and Liberal movement of the 1800’s who wanted free markets; the Nationalists who
wanted the people of each nation to be free to express their collective identity and not be
restrained by traditional governmental structures; and the Communist/Socialists, who thought
that the changes and problems inflicted on society by urbanization and the industrial revolution
required different political approaches.
So the Congress of Vienna is important, not only because it solved a specific set of diplomatic
problems and preserved peace, but also because it symbolizes an outlook: the ideas, philoso-
phies, views, opinions, and goals of Metternich and Burke, of a Europe tired of the bloodshed
andmass murder which arose from the French Revolution and from Napoleon. Their plan was to
stabilize Europe by restoring the legitimate governments, and by balancing the power among
England, Russia, Prussia, Austria, and France, so that none would exercise hegemony over the
others.
Equally historic are the movements which emerged, in part, as reactions against the Congress
of Vienna: nationalism, J.S. Mill’s liberalism, socialism/communism etc.
Liberals were freemarket people back then; nationalists viewed the identity of the nation as
coming from the people, not the monarchs, but the Congress of Vienna supported the monar-
chs.

3.4.4 The Other "September 11th" (2007-05-30 14:10)

The date September 11th is clearly engraved on our minds as the date of the terrorist
attacks in New York, Pennsylvania, and Washington. Whether you characterize the Islamic
terrorists as "non-Christian" or "anti-Christian", in either case, they believed themselves
to be attacking a nation which they believed to be spiritually corrupt. They were attacking
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a nation whose core values (freedom, equality, individualism) were opposed to their worldview.

But there is another September 11th, over a century earlier. In 1857, a group of Chris-
tian families were making their way westward as part of a wagon train. Consisting largely of
farmers with their wives and children, they had begun in Arkansas, and were mid-way through
Utah on their journey toward California. Unfortunately for them, this was at time when the
Mormon Church (also known as "Latter-Day Saints") was feeling somewhat paranoid toward the
ordinary population of the United States. Convinced that these peaceful civilians posed some
threat, the wagon train was attack at a location known as "Mountain Meadows", where over one
hundred men, women, and children were slaughtered. Only a few infants remained alive. The
Mormons had been ordered not only to attack the Christians, but to ensure that all of them died.

Whether in 1857 or in 2000, September 11th reminds us that the worldview of Western
Civilization - a worldview that values each human life greatly and equally - is a culture which
will has been attacked by other traditions - traditions which don’t place much emphasis on the
dignity of the individual human.

3.5 June

3.5.1 Population and Economics (2007-06-02 12:26)

A steadily growing population provides the most fruitful economic environment. We learn this
by studying the alternatives: an unsteadily growing population is synonomous with lurches in
supply and demand, leading manufacturers into erratic business cycles; a population which
does not grow at all cannot support the "legacy" costs of retirees, and more importantly, leads
to excess management at top levels; a population growing too quickly leads to inflation and
shortages; a shrinking population creates a local exodus of talent, and a global shortage of
labor.

So the best route to prosperity is a steadily growing, slowly growing, population.

But would that lead to global over-population? Not at all. Since the writings of Thomas
Malthus, the question of over-population has resurfaced time and again. Yet we see that, at
the present time with earth’s population over six billion, we are currently producing too much
food, not too little. Food shortages and starvation are not caused by over-population, but by
bad government. Likewise, resource management informs us that clean water and air can
support billions more than are currently living on the planet. A population of twenty or even
thirty billion is easily sustainable, with proper environmental stewardship. The vast amounts
of uninhabited, but habitable, land ensure that we could avoid over-crowding. We are nowhere
near the "carrying capacity" of our habitat. We simply need better use of resources.

3.5.2 Creating Fear (2007-06-13 08:01)

We have learned that one common technique used by would-be fascists or totalitarians is the
exploitation of fear. If a large segment of the population is sufficiently afraid of something,
they will be willing to give power to a leader who promises to protect them from what threatens
them.
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If there is no great threat to a nation, unscrupulous leaders can still create fear among
the people, and then use that fear to gain power. But the fear must be great, because it has
to be powerful enough to convince most of the people to give up most of their rights to a
dictatorship: hence the advent of doomsday scenarios.

If a political movement succeeds in convincing the citizens that there is some terrible
fate ready to happen to them, like "global warming" or "climactic instability", and illustrate
these fears with notions of catastrophic floods, storms, and droughts, then the votes might be
scared enough to turn over their civil liberties to politicians who promise to save them from
these terrible threats.

Beware the politician who creates fear!

3.5.3 New Ways to Oppress (2007-06-13 08:09)

Although African-Americans have gained much in the area of civil rights over the last 150
years, racists keep trying to find new ways to oppress them.

Day Gardner is an African-American political activis, and she reports the following statis-
tics:

34 % of all abortions performed in the U.S. are performed on African-American women.

African-Americans make up approximatley 15 % of the U.S. population

98 % of abortionists who performed these procedures are white

over 90% of the donations to Planned Parenthood’s abortion clincis are come fromwhite donors

She concludes that abortionist "are trying to suggest that we fix societal problems by re-
ducing the number of black Americans through abortion." She reminds us that it was Margaret
Sanger, the founder of Planned Parenthood, who managed to get large donations from white
people by promising to reduce the African-American population. In short, she points out that
rich white people donate money to pay rich white physicians to perform abortions on poor
black women to make sure that there are fewer and fewer African-Americans.

Day Gardner is an administator at Georgetown University’s medical center, and a lobby-
ist in Washington, D.C.

3.5.4 Sir Salman? (2007-06-23 14:23)

In the current era, receiving knighthood from the Queen of England is a purely symbolic
gesture; there is no military or political power attached to the office. Why, then, would several
governments respond with "diplomatic threats" (an oxymoron), and riots erupt in different
cities, when a poet was recently knighted?

Because that author is Salman Rushdie. For those of you with bad memories, Rushdie
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became famous, or infamous, in the 1980’s, when he wrote a book which questioned some of
the beliefs of Islam, and was somewhat skeptical of the Prophet Mohammad . In 1988, several
Islamic governments issued orders to have Rushdie killed, and rewards were offered to any-
one who killed him. He went in to hiding, and was protected by various European governments.

In mid-June 2007 Rushdie was given the title of knight by the British Queen. This action
brought much criticism around the world in many countries with Muslim majority populations.
Soon after the news of the knighthood was released protests against the honour were held
in Malaysia and Pakistan where effigies of Rushdie were publicly burnt. On June 19, 2007,
governments in both Pakistan and Iran summoned their British ambassadors to officially
protest the award.

After Friday prayer services on June 22, 2007 Prominent cleric Hojatoleslam Ahmad Khatami
spoke to worshipers by broadcast on state radio from Tehran. He addressed the death
sentence issued by the Ayatollah in the 1980’s against Rushdie, saying "In the Islamic Iran
that revolutionary fatwa of Imam [Khomeini] is still alive and cannot be changed."

On June 18, 2007 Pakistan’s parliament passed a resolution condemning the knighthood
and demanding the British revoke it. The resolution was passed unanimously, then the Reli-
gious Affairs Minister told the parliament that "insults to Islam were at the root of terrorism",
and said "if someone committed a suicide bombing to protect the honour of the Prophet
Mohammad, his act was justified."

It seems that the governments of Iran and Pakistan (among others) are more willing to
kill, than to allow anyone to voice questions about Mohammad , or skepticism about Islam.

3.5.5 Samuel Adams: Beer, Jesus, and Revolution (2007-06-25 10:59)

As early as July 1765, Samuel Adams, known mainly for brewing beer in Boston, was identified
as a leader in the revolutionary movement which would eventually demand - and get -
independence from England.

It was Adams - before Patrick Henry, Thomas Jefferson, or Thomas Paine - who decided
that the colonies could establish their own nation. He was the first American of any real
prominence to dispute Parliament’s right to tax the colonies.

Samuel Adams was a pious churchgoer who fashioned his arguments with scrupulous
devotion to legal precedent, who urged his fellow citizens to refrain from violence except in
self-defense, and whose aims, while ambitious, were also finite.

Unlike the French revolutionaries, Adams was no ideologue. In the beginning, his goal,
it seems, was simply to ensure that Massachusetts merchants could operate without interfer-
ence from Parliament or the Crown and without taxes to which they had not consented. As a
producer and seller of ale, he had a direct interest in free trade. Such freedom of commerce, it
turned out, required political independence, which Adams promoted. He sought no overthrow
of established values, however. He wished Boston to become a "Christian Sparta."

Adams was well versed in history, literature, philosophy and legal theory, in addition to
being recognized as one of the very best beer-brewers.
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To his political opponents, Adams once wrote, "Do you think that your pen, or the pen
of any man, can un-Christianize the mass of our citizens, or have you hopes of converting a
few of them to assist you in so bad a cause?"

3.6 August

3.6.1 Junk Science? (2007-08-25 18:02)

Living in a world which, despite a strong post-modern leaning, is still largely modern, most
of us have been educated to have a deep respect for the finding of science. But what,
exactly, qualifies as "science"? Images of university researchers in which white lab coats,
and computers churning out reams of statistics, come to mind. But beyond the physical
appearances, there are also the phrases, which at least sound profound, about an "objective
spirit of rational inquiry." And, to be sure, the great minds of people like Robert Boyle, Isaac
Newton, and Michael Faraday deserve our respect, in part because of their noble minds, and
in part because their findings have stood the test of time.

Sadly, however, there is a far-less-than-honorable industry, known as "junk science,"
which peddles propaganda disguised as intellectual effort.

How can you distinguish "junk science" from the real thing? There are a few clues: first,
"junk science" will deal only with topics with immediate political or economic value, not with
truth for truth’s sake; second, it is funded by individuals or groups with a stake in the outcome;
third, it proceeds with an agenda.

Consider a researcher trying to arrive at the most accurate possible value for the atomic
weight of copper to fifty decimal places. This is not a social "hot button" topic; let us assume
that the scientist doesn’t have any preconceptions about the answer; it will be funded by
those who desire only to have an accurate body of information for chemistry and physics. This
is not "junk" science.

On the other hand, consider those who are paid by political parties and governments,
not to find out "if" there is global warming, but rather accumulate evidence to persuade voters
that there is global warming. Or those who are supported by governments and political parties,
not to objectively and calmly compare Darwinism and Intelligent Design Theories, but rather
to undermine and discredit those who question Darwinism. Likewise those who are paid, not
to find out what causes some people to engage in homosexual behavior, but rather to support
political policies about homosexual activities. None of these are intellectually respectable,
and are in fact merely cleverly disguised propaganda. Whatever the word "science" might
mean, these last three examples are not it.

One more example: medical research into the efficacy of various drugs is often funded
by those who desire a certain outcome from the trials. Such experimentation, and the analysis
of the resulting data, is often subject to financial, not scientific, pressures.

So, the next time a politician, a newspaper reporter, or an "expert" on TV or the Inter-
net begins to tell you that there is "scientific" support for some view or opinion, beware!
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3.6.2 History or Propaganda? (2007-08-29 06:15)

In history class, we learn about ancient cultures, read their writings, and generally form some
opinion of them. A straightforward process, right? Well, not always.

When we read what these people left behind, it is not always simply a record of their
activities. For example, a guy named Pericles gave a famous funeral speech, and Thucydides
recorded that speech for us in his book about the Peloponnesian War, written shortly before
395 B.C. In that funeral speech, a glowing description of the Athenian society is given. The
Athenians of the era between 450 B.C. and 400 B.C. are, according to Pericles, noble, virtuous,
democratic, fair, just, creative, artistic, intellectual, diplomatic, etc. Who wouldn’t like Athens?
But that speech was propaganda, given during a war, designed to promote a certain image
for Athens. When we read how Athenians really described themselves, we see that their
government based itself on practices like extortion, blackmail, bribery, intimidation, and
ruthlessness toward any sign of weakness.

Or consider the Romans. We might read the speeches of Cicero, where he describes the
virtues of the Republic, which is, in his speeches, the fairest and most just system of govern-
ment ever devised. Cicero’s praise for the Roman system is foreshadowed by similar phrases
in the books of Polybius, and seem to be embodied in the books of Marcus Aurelius, who, living
long after the fall of the Roman Republic, appeared to carry on the tradition of Stoic virtues
in the Roman Empire. But again, this is propaganda: reading more carefully, we see that
Polybius points out the corruption and flaws of the Republic and its politicians, and Marcus
Aurelius acted in ways that direct contradict the peaceful and fair tone of his Stoic writings: he
sat at his desk and calmly signed orders to have thousands of women and children executed,
for no other reason than that they were Christians.

The lesson? Even when you’re reading an ancient book, be aware that it might be shrewd
propaganda. The ancient Greeks and Romans spent a lot of time and effort trying to advertise
themselves. They wanted to make themselves look good.

Imagine, for a moment, that you lived a thousand years from now in the future. Looking
backward as a history student, you might study the two most hateful and cruel governments
of our era: the Nazi government which oppressed Germany, and the Soviet government which
enslaved Russia. We know the unspeakable atrocities which these two systems committed
and the millions of deaths which they inflicted on innocent civilians. Yet, if all you read was
the propaganda which they wrote about themselves, you might walk away thinking that they
were nice guys!

3.6.3 Mephibosheth - Friend or Foe? (2007-08-30 06:18)

Odd and amazing events took place among the monarchs of the Ancient Near East; often,
the events are clearly understood, but interpretations offer more than one possible reason for
them.

When Saul was king of the Israelites, his son Jonathan was a friend of David. Now, David had
been designated as the next king, taking away what might seem to be Jonathan’s rightful
inherited title. Jonathan didn’t seem to mind too much, but his father Saul did, and tried
unsuccessfully to assassinated David on several occasions. Both Saul and Jonathan were killed
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in battle, leaving the way open for David to ascend to the throne.

David now being king, he thinks kindly of his old friend Jonathan, and shows hospitality
to Jonathan’s only surviving heir, a son named Mephibosheth, who happened also to be
physically disabled. David invites Mephibosheth to live near him in the capitol city and even
dine with him at the king’s table in the royal palace. What a nice guy David was, to show such
kindness to the handicapped child of his dead friend!

Or is there another way to view these events?

Not only in the Ancient Near East, but in any government which functions by hereditary
monarchy, rulers, and those who want to be rulers, must carefully watch networks of extended
family members. With Saul and Jonathan dead, anyone who wanted to opposed David’s
rule, and perhaps start a revolution, might very well look to Mephibosheth as figure around
which to gather a political movement, being the heir to Saul’s dynasty. As long as he lived,
Mephibosheth represented a possible threat to David’s political power, and even to David’s
life, inasmuch as any revolutionaries who would use Mephibosheth as a symbolic rallying point
wouldn’t hesitate to attempt an assassination. So David’s kind invitation to Mephibosheth
might simply have been a way for David to keep an eye on Mephibosheth, to prevent him from
starting any political activities, and to see who might be in contact with him.

As a logical extension of this type of thinking, later on, when David’s sons have reached
adulthood, they also will become leaders of subversive political groups who attempt to
assassinate David and grab power. Sons leading movements to assassinate their own fathers?
Yes, again, this is a pattern found among hereditary monarchies.

Two thousand years later, in a typically dysfunctional royal family in England, these same
dynamics will take place, as three sons of Henry II attempt to assassinate their father, and
each other, supported at times by their mother; in return, Henry will consider assassinated his
own sons, and have his wife placed in jail for a number of years.

The net effect of hereditary monarchy is to cause close family members to consider as-
sassinating each other!

3.7 September

3.7.1 Steps to Fascism? (2007-09-11 10:51)

Psychologist and author R.J. Lifton has analyzed the mental adjustments which people make
when forced to live in a totalitarian state - the way in which they attempt tomake peace with the
fact that they must do things which they find to be immoral: a soldier ordered to kill civilians, a
teacher forced to present political propaganda to his class. The clearest examples are Stalin’s
Soviet Union, Mao’s China, and Hitler’s Nazi Party.
Lifton did a psychological study of the doctors who worked under Hitler’s rule, and identified
five steps by which they were seduced into silence, instead of protest:
First, there was coercive sterilization: Those who were to be sterilized included patients suffer-
ing from: mental deficiency, schizophrenia, manic depressive insanity, epilepsy, Huntington’s
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chorea, hereditary blindness, hereditary deafness, grave bodily malformation, and hereditary
alcoholism.
Second, killing of "impaired children" in hospitals.
Third, killing of "impaired" adults.
Fourth, killing of "impaired" inmates of concentration and extermination camps.
Fifth, mass killings.
Do we find eerie parallels to events in our own society? Consider: In the early to mid-1900s,
forced sterilization was legal in sixteen states. Private individuals and prominent foundations
supported the creation of the Eugenics Record Office to promote eugenics in American society.
Eugenics is "the study of hereditary improvements of the human race by controlled selective
breeding." Later, Jack Kervorkian assists over 100 people to kill themselves, Oregon institutes
legalized physician-assisted suicide legislation. From 1998 to 2004, 208 persons with terminal
illnesses have killed themselves. Eighty-seven percent cited the fear of losing autonomy as
one of their concerns, and the death of Terry Schiavo in Florida is brought about through de-
hydration and starvation by discontinuing the administration of nutritional substances. Finally,
New Jersey becomes the first state to legalize (and fund) human cloning experiments. The
only reason for having these human cloned embryos is to terminate them in embryonic stem
cell research experiments. Experience has shown that cloned animals are "impaired" and it
is believed that cloned human beings would be just as impaired: "A review of all the world’s
cloned animals suggests that every one of them is genetically and physically defective. Ian
Wilmut [lead scientist on the Dolly cloned sheep project] said, ’There is abundant evidence
that cloning can and does go wrong and no justification for believing that this will not happen
with humans.’" The Sunday Times of London reported that "gene defects emerge in all animal
clones," indicating that anyone willing to make a human clone would be knowingly imposing
a defect upon that human, and would be equally ready to exterminate that human for being
defective.
Lifton comments: "The Nazis based their justification for direct medical killing on the simple
concept of ‘life unworthy of life’. While the Nazis did not originate this concept, they carried it
to its ultimate biological, racial, and ‘therapeutic’ extreme." Have these terrifying views, that
human life has little value and can be terminated at will, crept into our culture?

3.7.2 Muhammed on a Personal Basis (2007-09-11 15:23)

So who was this guy, who started Islam? Exiled from his home tribe, he formed an army:
"there were epic battles with the Quraysh and other tribes, and Muhammed was a fighter
and tactician." His military abilities, both to lead soldiers, and to use sword himself, became
legendary. After the battle of Badr , he ordered the unarmed prisoners to be executed. He
ordered several poetesses and poets in Medina to be killed, because they had expressed doubts
about him. He organized the murders of several hundred men in the town of Banu
Qurayza , suspecting them of disloyalty.

His family relationships were sometimes problematic: desiring "the wife of his adopted
adult son," he took "her to be his fifth wife." He seemed to have a total of somewhere between
eleven and thirteen wives, of who the youngest was engaged to him at age six, although she
did marry him until she was nine years old.
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(Quotes from Karen Armstrong at the University of London, and Laurie Goodstein of the
New York Times .)

3.7.3 Paul or Saul? (2007-09-11 15:45)

You have to feel a little sorry for him - so many people hated him and tried to kill him during
his life, and in the nearly two thousand years since he died, they’ve continued to accuse him
of simply being nasty!

But, according to Harvard professor Harvey Cox, and Garry Wills, a professor at North-
western University, "Paul was neither an anti-Semite nor a misogynist ... Paul frequently
commends women leaders in the congregations and proclaims that in these new messianic
congregations there should be ’neither male nor female, neither slave nor free.’" What about
those claims that Paul was anti-woman? It’s true that he commands that women should
always wear headcoverings in certain meetings, but he also gave orders about what men
should and should not wear: everybody needed to dress appropriately, both men and women.

Paul simply wanted to "tell Jews everywhere that the messianic era they had prayed for
had dawned and that a certain rabbi from Nazareth, slain by the Romans as a threat to their
empire and raised from the dead by God, was the long-anticipated Messiah ... the hour had
now come ... to welcome the gentiles into the covenant." Paul was an expert in that covenant,
having worked in the San Hedrin (the Jewish high counsel) as an assistant to one of the San
Hedrin’s members; Paul knew the Jewish writings - the Tanakh and the Talmud - in great detail,
being himself one of the most orthodox Jews.

This new religion would grow rapidly: "the time was ripe for just such a message. With
the Roman pantheon in decay - dismissed by thoughtful people as mere superstition - and
with Roman society rife with moral decay, Jewish monotheism and morality held a powerful
attraction. Large numbers of gentiles were already attending synagogues but hesitated to
undergo the circumcision and dietary restrictions required for conversion. At the same time,
many Jews were looking for a more universal expression of their faith, in keeping with the
emerging cosmopolitan culture. Paul’s message attracted both. He taught that God had given
his law to both Jews and gentiles, the former in the Torah, the latter by nature. All had fallen
short, but now all were forgiven and called to constitute a single new and inclusive community."

Although extremely well-educated in matters of spirituality, Paul was not ignorant of pol-
itics: "the Roman Empire was not just the background of Paul’s life and work but shaped his
every word and deed. The empire was shaky, and Paul discerned its inner rot. He saw his
task as preparing infrastructure that would replace it when it collapsed. Thus he gave the
congregations he organized a political, not a religious name: ecclesia , meaning an official
assembly of citizens. When these upstarts insisted that there was someone higher than
Caesar to whom they owed supreme loyalty, Roman officials saw that they threatened the
symbolic capstone of the whole system. The empire executed Peter and Paul, and Jesus before
them, because the imperial elites did not view their movement as a harmless, otherworldly
cult but as a real and present danger."
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3.7.4 The Compton Effect (2007-09-11 16:18)

Arthur Compton studied at the University of Wooster in Ohio, and was later professor of
physics at Washington University in St. Louis, Missouri. He earned the Noble Prize in 1927
for discovering the "Compton Effect" which dictates the amount of change in an x-ray beam
when it passes through matter.

Compton was intensively active in the Presbyterian Church. Explaining his work in physics,
he said, "a supreme intelligence brought the universe into being and created man. It is
incontrovertible that where there is a plan there is an intelligence - and orderly unfolding of
the universe testifies to the truth of the most majestic statement ever uttered." He went on:
"beyond the nature that science teaches is the Spirit of God that gives order and meaning and
purpose to human life."

"Compton scattering" (or "the Compton effect") is the decrease in energy (increase in
wavelength) of an X-ray or gamma ray photon, when it interacts with matter. Inverse Compton
scattering also exists, where the photon gains energy (decreasing in wavelength) upon
interaction with matter. The amount the wavelength increases by is called the Compton
shift. Although nuclear compton scattering exists, Compton scattering usually refers to the
interaction involving only the electrons of an atom. The Compton effect was observed by
Compton in 1923; he earned the 1927 Nobel Prize in Physics for the discovery.

Compton scattering is of prime importance to radiobiology, as it happens to be the most
probable interaction of high energy X rays with atomic nuclei in living beings and is applied
in radiation therapy. In material physics, Compton scattering can be used to probe the wave
function of the electrons in matter in the momentum representation. Compton Scatter is
an important effect in Gamma spectroscopy which gives rise to the Compton edge, as it is
possible for the gamma rays to scatter out of the detectors used. Compton suppression is
used to detect stray scatter gamma rays to counteract this effect.

Inverse Compton scattering is important in astrophysics. In X-ray astronomy, the accre-
tion disk surrounding a black hole is believed to produce a thermal spectrum. The lower
energy photons produced from this spectrum are scattered to higher energies by relativistic
electrons in the surrounding corona. This is believed to cause the power law component in
the X-ray spectra (0.2-10 keV) of accreting black holes. The effect is also observed when
photons from the Cosmic microwave background move through the hot gas surrounding a
galaxy cluster. The CMB photons are scattered to higher energies by the electrons in this gas,
resulting in the Sunyaev-Zel’dovich effect.

3.7.5 John Macquarrie, R.I.P. (2007-09-28 06:41)

Philosophers around the world recently mourned the death of John Macquarrie , whose astute
mind helped explain the difficult thoughts of geniuses like Martin Heidegger and Rudolph
Bultmann to the rest of us. Spending most of his career at Oxford, he examined a broad
spectrum of belief systems, from Roman Catholic to Baptist, from Quaker to Lutheran. He was
known both for his fairness and for his profound understanding.

One of his central ideas was that, when a philosopher speaks about God, the words and
sentences must always be understood as somewhat symbolic, and not entirely literal. In
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speaking about the central Being of the universe, human language is simply not capable of
expressing such facts directly. Therefore, the most serious texts will always be not completely
literal. Any text which is understood only on a literal level with either be not very profound,
like the owner’s manual for your DVD player, or will have important hidden truths available
only to the reader who uses a more symbolic method of interpretation.

Macquarrie’s concept is this: to be literal is to be overly simplistic, and understanding the
existence of the universe is not a simple task. Macquarrie hypothesized that God is Being -
using the word "Being" to indicate pure existence - the thing which keeps the universe from
disappearing.

Interestingly, the philosophers who influenced Macquarrie the most, and the ones whom
he most influenced, were the ones with whom he had some disagreement. Heidegger, who
did much to consolidate the concept of "Being," was opposed to much of what Macquarrie
believed, yet Macquarrie appreciated Heidegger’s analysis of this concept. In Europe after
World War II, when so much had been devastated, it became clear to many people that they
had to return to a serious analysis of God and His nature. Macquarrie’s philosophy was one of
several which led the way to hope and a peaceful modern Europe. He was born in 1919 and
died in 2007.

3.8 October

3.8.1 Would You Kill Someone Who Maybe Insulted Your Religion - But
Didn’t? (2007-10-02 09:37)

How eager was Newsweek to print something that would make President Bush look bad? So
eager that this popular news magazine , when it couldn’t find anything damaging enough,
resorted to fabricating stories. In 2005, Newsweek published a story about how interrogators
at the Guantanamo Bay camp were torturing and humiliating the terrorists who were being
housed there. The most graphic story centered around a prisoner who was forced to watch as
a guard allegedly flushed a copy of the Qur’an down the toilet.

Obviously, the Qur’an (or Koran) is the sacred text of Islam, and the thought of it being
abused this way would horrify any Muslim. This would indeed be a cruel act.

But it never happened. Within a week of publishing these stories, Newsweek was forced
to admit that the story had been fabricated - that it simply was not true: a deliberate decep-
tion. What was the impact of Newsweek’s lie?

In Islamic countries around the world, riots had already broken out, buildings and cars
burned or otherwise destroyed, and at least seventeen people killed in the violence.

There are actually two stories here: the first story is about a group of reporters and edi-
tors who were willing to create a story and falsify facts when they needed them for political
purposes. The second story is that even the unproven allegation of disregard for the Koran
seems to be grounds to commit murder. People died because someone heard that something
disrespectful had been done to the holy book of Islam.

©2021 river-rat-humanities.blogspot.com 93



BlogBook 3.8. OCTOBER

What shall we say about the rioters, and their culture, which condones, and even cele-
brates, the wanton murder of innocent people, mayhem and destruction in response to the
alleged and unproven destruction of a book? The question here is one of proportionate
response. If a Koran had indeed been flushed, Muslims would have justifiably been offended.
They may justifiably have considered the perpetrators boors, or barbarians, or hell-bound
unbelievers. They may justifiably have issued denunciations accordingly. But to kill people
thousands of miles away who had nothing to do with the act, and then fulminate with threats
and murder against the entire Western world, all because of this alleged act, is disproportion-
ate.

A few weeks prior to this incident, the government of Saudi Arabia had arrested forty
Christians, and kept them jailed without bail, without any communication to the outside
world, and without even explaining why they were arrested. The explanation finally given by
the Saudi government was that these people had been guilty of discussing religious topics.
Where was the proportionate response? Where were the thousands of people protesting about
freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom of thought and belief? Were there any riots
or killings? No.

There is a cultural divide here: in North America, most citizens have been taught about
peaceful and non-violent civil protest, so when someone called an "artist" chooses to insult the
religious beliefs of millions by creating obscenities out of human urine and a Christian cross,
or out of animal manure and a Bible, the reactions are not violent. Christians are offended and
insulted, because this "artist" has deliberately worked to oppress their beliefs, but there is no
violent reaction.

On the other side of the world, violence is seen as the logical response: we find cul-
tures in which an innocent rape victim is stoned to death by the members of her village.
Rioting and killing are seen as the appropriate way to respond to the idea that someone may
disagree with one’s religious beliefs.

3.8.2 Making the News, or Making it up? (2007-10-17 05:36)

How eager was Newsweek to print something that would make President Bush look bad? So
eager that this popular news magazine, when it couldn’t find anything damaging enough,
resorted to fabricating stories. In 2005, Newsweek published a story about how interrogators
at the Guantanamo Bay camp were torturing and humiliating the terrorists who were being
housed there. The most graphic story centered around a prisoner who was forced to watch as
a guard allegedly flushed a copy of the Qur’an down the toilet.

Obviously, the Qur’an (or Koran) is the sacred text of Islam, and the thought of it being
abused this way would horrify any Muslim. This would indeed be a cruel act.

But it never happened. Within a week of publishing these stories, Newsweek was forced
to admit that had been fabricated - that it simply was not true: a deliberate deception. What
was the impact of Newsweek’s lie?

In Islamic countries around the world, riots had already broken out, buildings and cars
burned or otherwise destroyed, and at least seventeen people killed in the violence.
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There are actually two stories here: the first story is about a group of reporters and edi-
tors who were willing to create a story and falsify facts when they needed them for political
purposes. The second story is that even the unproven allegation of disregard for the Koran
seems to be grounds to commit murder. People died because someone heard that something
disrespectful had been done to the holy book of Islam.

What shall we say about the rioters, and their culture, which condones, and even cele-
brates, the wanton murder of innocent people, mayhem and destruction in response to the
alleged and unproven destruction of a book? The question here is one of proportionate
response. If a Koran had indeed been flushed, Muslims would have justifiably been offended.
They may justifiably have considered the perpetrators boors, or barbarians, or hell-bound
unbelievers. They may justifiably have issued denunciations accordingly. But to kill people
thousands of miles away who had nothing to do with the act, and then fulminate with threats
and murder against the entire Western world, all because of this alleged act, is disproportion-
ate.

A few weeks prior to this incident, the government of Saudi Arabia had arrested forty
Christians, and kept them jailed without bail, without any communication to the outside
world, and without even explaining why they were arrested. The explanation finally given by
the Saudi government was that these people had been guilty of discussing religious topics.
Where was the proportionate response? Where were the thousands of people protesting about
freedom of speech, freedom of religion, freedom of thought and belief? Were there any riots
or killings? No.

There is a cultural divide here: in North America, most citizens have been taught about
peaceful and non-violent civil protest, so when someone called an "artist" chooses to insult the
religious beliefs of millions by creating obscenities out of human urine and a Christian cross,
or out of animal manure and a Bible, the reactions are not violent. Christians are offended and
insulted, because this "artist" has deliberately worked to oppress their beliefs, but there is no
violent reaction.

On the other side of the world, violence is seen as the logical response: we find cul-
tures in which an innocent rape victim is stoned to death by the members of her village.
Rioting and killing are seen as the appropriate way to respond to the idea that someone may
disagree with one’s religious beliefs.

3.8.3 David and ... ? (2007-10-23 14:13)

Archaeologists excavating the Philistine city of Gath have uncovered inscriptions with the
name "Goliath" visible. The name, like the Philistines themselves, has its roots far away from
the Semitic areas of the Ancient Near East; an Indo -European name, it came from an area
probably near Greece.

The Philistines, known for their occupation of the Canaanite area, were actually new ar-
rivals in the region, showing up there around 1200 B.C., when the other groups, such as
Egyptians, Hebrews, Babylonians, and Canaanites, had been there for centuries already.

There is no way to prove that the Goliath in the inscriptions is the same Goliath who
fought a battle with Israel’s king David; the name may have been common at that time, and
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these inscriptions could refer to a different Goliath. The discoveries do, however, bring us one
step closer to re-assembling the historical puzzle of the famous series of Philistine attacks on
the Hebrews.

3.8.4 The KKK and the U.S. Senate (2007-10-23 14:26)

Could it be that a current member of the U.S. Senate has a history of being a member of the
Ku
Klux Klan? Could it be that he was not merely a member, but actually a leader in the KKK,
given the title " Kleagle "? Could it be that he would use the "N-word", a hateful racial epithet,
in front of a reporter, not once, but twice, in the same interview? And why wouldn’t that
reporter, eager to make news, report about this?

Because the senator, Robert Byrd, from West Virginia, has some powerful friends: He
has been photographed, smiling, with his arm around people like Bill Clinton, Hillary Clinton,
Al Gore, John Kerry, John Edwards, and other leaders in his political party.

To be sure, Senator Byrd claims that he ended his membership in the Klan. Maybe he
did, but three years after he claims he stopped his membership, he was still writing letters to
the leaders of the KKK, telling them that "The Klan is needed today as never before and I am
anxious to see its rebirth here in West Virginia ... and in every state in the Union." Why would
the newspapers and TV media not report to the general public about these facts? Because
Senator Byrd is part of the Democratic party, and with friends like Gore, Kerry, Edwards, and
the Clintons , no reporter will take him on.

In the senate, he opposed civil rights legislation to ensure equality in the armed forces,
and he led a strong opposition and filibuster to the Civil Rights Act, which was aimed at
ensuring voting rights for African-Americans, among other things.

3.9 November

3.9.1 Defining Virtue (2007-11-20 11:52)

We have seen that virtue is subject to changing definitions in history: among the Greeks,
virtue was based on superiority, and often no attempt was made to disguise ruthless oppres-
sion, because precisely that was seen as virtuous - and so Thucydides reports the Athenian
delegation speaking to islanders of Melos and threatening them with destruction if they fail
to give in to Athenian demands, and so Alexander builds an empire by attacking, without
provocation , neighboring countries, causing the deaths of thousands - such behavior was
seen by more than a few as virtuous.

Some Romans likewise embraced harshness as virtue - Marcus Aurelius, whose calm
Stoic aphorisms tempt one to picture him as a even-tempered sage, spent almost his entire
career as emperor, not on a throne, but engaged in bloody and vicious battles, and penned
orders for the executions of thousands of innocent men, women, and children, whose only
crime was participating the new religion known as Christianity.
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After Constantine’s example of tolerance, by which he legalized Christianity, and declined to
seek revenge by persecuting the pagans who had been persecuting the Christians, we seen a
shift in ideas of virtue - respect for human life becomes a central ingredient in the common
European notion of virtue.

Yet hints of the old warlike virtue of competitive superiority remain: certainly in the half-
Christian, half-pagan epics like Beowulf and the Nibelungenlied , but even in much more
modern and post-modern examples: Nietzsche praises the virtue of a man who cruelly exploits
any form of weakness in his fellow humans.

In our own time, Hillary Clinton has been praised for "her opportunism, her triangulation,
her ethical corner-cutting, her shifting convictions, her secrecy, her ruthlessness." These
words, which would be perceived as insults according to the common notion of virtue, are
conceived as praise by Maureen Dowd , a supporter of Hillary Clinton, who uttered them. In
announcing what she considers to be Clinton’s virtues, she describes what most people would
call vices: "She is cold-eyed about wanting power and raising money and turning everything
about her life into a commodity."

Perhaps Maureen Dowd and Hillary Clinton would be more comfortable with Octavian
and Themistocles.

3.9.2 The History of Hospitals (2007-11-25 06:04)

Care-giving is rooted in a desire to enhance the well-being of our fellow man. Whether it is
through our own need to be cared for or a loved one’s need, at some point in each of our lives
we can benefit from this practice.

The art of care-giving began as a family effort and over time became institutionalized.
In pre -Christian societies, the infirm were watched over by their family in their own home or
they were expelled from the city. The first modern hospital, including a teaching and research
department, was documented at the Academy of Gundishapur , and operated by the Persian
Christian Church, around A.D. 300-600.

The expansion of the hospital system in Medieval Europe was driven in large part by
Christianity. Before Christianity the Romans might care for each other as part of family-based
obligations. The Greeks did the same. The First Council of Nicaea in 325 A.D. ordered the
construction of a hospital in every cathedral town in the Roman Empire to care for the poor,
sick, widows, and strangers. They were staffed by religious orders and volunteers and were
funded by the same.

Although the first hospital in the United States was constructed much later in Philadel-
phia, Christianity was still the motivating force. Philadelphia grew into the fastest populated
city in the 13 colonies and became a melting pot for diseases because of its ports and constant
stream of immigrants. With the increasing number of poor suffering from physical illnesses
as well as the number of people from all classes suffering from mental illness, Philadelphia
became the perfect place for the nation’s first hospital.

The Pennsylvania Hospital was established in May 1751, the result of a collaborative ef-
fort of Benjamin Franklin and Dr. Thomas Bond, a hometown physician who studied medicine
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in England and France and became inspired by the thriving hospital system overseas. Franklin
was emerging from his youthful flirtation with deism into a text-based spirituality; he authored
and published a hymnbook of liturgies and prayers. Out of this mature world-view, he
understood the necessity of helping the helpless with no expectation of repayment or reward;
hence the desire to found a hospital.

The charter was granted to establish the Pennsylvania Hospital “to care for the sick, poor
and the insane,” and the first patient was admitted in February of 1753. The hospital’s seal,
the image of the Good Samaritan, was inscribed on the plaque outside as well as the phrase,
“Take care of him and I will repay you.”

Although the hospital was created to benefit the community, it was not readily accepted, nor
was any subsequent hospital that was built. In fact, most people found them unfamiliar and
even frightening. People were used to caring for their sick relatives in their homes, and it
wasn’t until the “Spanish flu” epidemic in 1918 that people began to realize the appeal that
mass care hospitals provided. Further promotion for the cause of hospitals came in 1921 when
the editor for a Chicago magazine proposed that hospitals open their doors to the public for
one day so the community could come inside and see them. After becoming more familiar
with the medical advances employed by hospitals, people accepted them, and on May 12,
1921 America celebrated its first National Hospital Day.

The majority of hospitals serve only medical needs, and lack the philosophical guidance
of a larger world-view. Since the late 20 th century, more and more hospitals have been
funded by the state, health insurances, health organizations, and charities rather than
religious orders. Today nearly 6,000 hospitals are in operation with over five million staff
members across the United States. According to Hospital Statistics, these hospitals admit
almost 37 million patients each year, treat another 117 million in emergency departments,
and see another 545 million for other outpatient needs. On any given day, 658,000 patients
fill U.S. hospital beds.

3.9.3 Future Hope (2007-11-29 07:27)

Professor Moltmann lives in Germany. His childhood was spent in the era of atheism shortly
before and during Hitler’s reign. Only as a prisoner at the end of the war did he begin to se-
riously study about God. Since then, he has been a professor of theology at several universities.

He explains the change in terms of time: his early years of atheism and Nazism were focused
on the past and the present, he says, but had no clear vision for the future. Yes, Hitler’s plans
for an empire gave a notion for the short-term future, but the questions which all humans ask
were left unanswered: What happens after I die? What happens after the universe ends? An
physicists from Newton to Einstein to Hawking tell us that the physical universe will indeed end.

Atheism, says Moltmann , may provide a basis for Hitler’s plans of racial supremacy, but
it does not provide a foundation for thinking rationally about the distant future. So Moltmann
began to think about God.

Moltmann’s vision of the next life is that God will "answer the cries of human victims for justice,
without simply meting out vengeance on the perpetrators of injustice," as Peter Steinfels
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summarizes in the New York Times (January 20, 2007). Moltmann’s " eschatological vision
would not involve the retributive justice of human courts, but" a creative form of justice "which
can heal and restore the victims and transform the perpetrators."

Moltmann’s view of the end of this universe, and the beginning of the afterlife, "is not reward
and punishment, but victory over all that is" evil; it will be "a great day of reconciliation."

According to Moltmann , God is not primarily an angry judge, as he is sometimes de-
picted, but rather motivated by love for humans, and a desire to forgive them, and to fix the
problems of the universe.

3.10 December

3.10.1 Sex, Love, and Marriage (2007-12-16 07:09)

Although we think of the three words in the title of this posting as having some general
relationship, it was much less so in certain other cultures.

In ancient pagan societies (Babylon, Egypt, Sumer , Akkad, etc.), marriage had very lit-
tle to do with love. It was a very businesslike arrangement. Women were either sold into the
marriage, or it was arranged for them by their fathers or other male relatives. For the female,
the main benefits - if any - of marriage were that she had a man who was legally obligated
to provide some of the necessities of life for her and the children, and that the marriage
legitimized her status as a mother, and the husband provided some protection from both
physical danger and social disgrace.

For the male, marriage ensured a well-managed household, and a woman who was es-
sentially obligated to be his companion.

How different from our modern conception of marriage! We consider marriage to be a
voluntary agreement to share a lifetime together: an agreement in which both parties respect
and care about each other, a union in which a man and a woman want to provide good things
to each other. When did this change happen?

It started long ago. The Hebrews seem to have been the first to clearly state and em-
phasize the concept of marital love. One of the the world’s oldest love poems, stressing the
union of two lives, is the product of the ancient Hebrew culture. It goes by various names: The
Song of Solomon, the Song of Songs, the Canticle of Canticles. While the Babylonian husbands
were apparently busy ignoring or beating their wives, the Hebrew men were bringing flowers
to theirs.

But how did this idea of marriage as love spread to other cultures? As with many He-
brew ideas, the Christian faith spread this concept around the globe. So much of what is often
considered to be Christian is actually Hebrew.

Before Christianity was introduced into Europe, the polytheistic natives there treated
their women no better than their counterparts in the Ancient Near East, buying, selling, and
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beating them. Now, modern European culture is thoroughly influenced by the Hebrew notion
that marriage is about serving one’s spouse, not about controlling one’s spouse; and, contrary
to all stereotypes, the Christian faith celebrates sex as a beautiful and noble expression of
love between husband and wife.

Was there ever a time or place in which people taught that sex was sinful? Christianity
has never taught that sex between a properly married couple was sinful, if they were showing
care, respect, and affection for one another. There have been some misguided individuals
who thought that sex was sinful, but the Christian faith has always pointed to such an idea
as an error. Sex outside of marriage (either premarital or extra-marital), on the other hand,
has always been considered inappropriate, because of the often disastrous consequences for
those involved.

3.10.2 Into the Mainstream (2007-12-17 20:55)

It’s not unusual or surprising to read that a conservative politician said, "most Americans, too,
are anti-gay marriage and anti-abortion." That’s what we expect, although the wording could
be revised: "in favor of normal marriage and pro-life."

But it is different when those words make it into the mainstream: they come from a na-
tional newspaper columnist, whose work appears in middle-of-the-road, and even some
left-wing, newspaper.

He continues: "in times when football players are murdered in their homes, when Christ-
mas shoppers are gunned down in Heartland shopping malls, more Americans might well be
thinking: President John Adams was right when he said that "we have no government armed
with power capable of contending with human passions unbridled by morality and religion ...
our constitution was made for a moral and religious people."

3.10.3 Opinion Makers (2007-12-22 22:25)

Regularly, celebrities voice their opinions on social and political issues. Movie stars, popular
singers, and professional athletes tell us whom we should vote for, and what we should think
about cultural questions. But who are these people? Why are they qualified to tell us what to
think?

Well, let’s look at some examples. Exactly how much education do these self-appointed
"experts" have?

BARBARA STREISAND - no education after graduating from high school
CHER - finished 8th grade, never attended high school
MARTIN SHEEN - flunked entrance exam for Dayton University
JESSICA LANGE - attended college for the first week of her freshman year, but failed to finish
a semester
ALEC BALDWIN - dropped out of college
JULIA ROBERTS - no education after graduating from high school
SEAN PENN - no education after graduating from high school
ED ASNER - no education after graduating from high school
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MIKE FARRELL - no education after graduating from high school
GEORGE CLOONEY - dropped out of college
SUSAN SARANDON - B.A. in drama

Those listed above have not only told Americans what to think about politics and politi-
cians, but have even ventured to call their political opponents "stupid"!
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4.1 January

4.1.1 Spinning a Coin? (2008-01-06 19:15)

It’s always important to keep our eyes open for "spin" when we talk about history. People tell
historical narratives with a spin, with a slant or bias designed to advance their agendas and
promote their viewpoints. But sometimes it’s not so obvious. Let’s take an example from the
seemingly innocent topic of the history of American coins.

If we consider the four most commonly used coins (quarter, dime, nickel, cent), and we
look at whose picture shows up on them over the years, we might see a trend: in 1950 all
four contained the portraits of men. In 1960 and 1970, all four carried the images of men. By
1980, we see the introduction of a new coin: the one dollar coin carrying the image of Susan
B. Anthony. By the year 2000, we find a coin bearing the image of Sacajawea, who is not only
a woman, but a Native American as well! This narrative shows progress - we’ve gone from all
men, to including women and Indians.

The above paragraph is a narrative, carefully designed to make the "old days" look narrow-
minded and bigoted, and present the current time segment as more progressive. The problem
is, it’s not true. But most readers don’t know that, and don’t detect the "spin" or bias woven
into the narrative.

A more complete version of the story would tell you that only women were pictured on
commonly used coins until 1909: Abraham Lincoln was the first male portrayed on a coin
when the penny began carrying his image in that year. Not only did coins carry the images of
women, but many of them were Native Americans.

Adding those missing facts makes the story look quite different. Now, most people don’t really
care a whole lot about whose picture is on a coin, but this example of how the story is told is
a good example of why we need to be skeptical of anybody’s version of history.

4.2 February

4.2.1 God, Money, Education, and Love (2008-02-06 08:21)

Most people who are marrired, or who are going to be married one day, don’t want to be
divorced. But how can you improve your chances of having a successful marriage?

Researchers investigating marriage and divorce have stumbled upon a peculiar phenomenon.
Couples who attend church together are more likely to stay together than couples who attend
separately. Edna Brown, a former psychology research fellow in U-M’s Institute for Social
Research now at the University of Tennessee, led a team as part of the Early Years of Marriage
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project, which has followed 373 couples since 1986.

Remarkably, though there’s a distinct difference between couples who do and do not at-
tend church together, the study found no difference in divorce rates between those individuals
who attend church regularly and those who never do. A couple’s marital stability, in short,
seems to depend less on whether each individual worships in church or not, and more on
whether they do so together as a couple.

What else contributes to remaining married? For women, the likelihood of staying hitched
increases with education level. For men, income is decisive: the more they earn, the less
likely they are to divorce.

4.2.2 Waiting for the Right Time (2008-02-06 17:14)

The Centers for Disease Control reported in August 2006 that fewer U.S. high school students
are having sex, and the ones who do are less likely to have multiple partners, reports ABC
news. In a 2005 survey, 46.8 percent of students said they engaged in sexual intercourse,
which is down from 54.1 percent in 1991.

Figures for 2007 indicate that more students are waiting until marriage for sexual inter-
course; the reasons seem to be split: some because of fear pregnancy or sexually transmitted
infections, others because they intend to have a satisfying and successful marriage based on
mutual respect.

4.3 March

4.3.1 The World Economy 2008: Factoids (2008-03-05 11:46)

Sun Microsystems, one of the world’s leading computer research and development firms, was
founded by Andreas von Bechtolsheim, who went on to provide the capital for the launching
of Google. Bechtolsheim was born in Germany and studied at the University of Munich.

The global creativity index was created to measure how well different nations create
new technology and business opportunities. The current leaders are Finland, Sweden, the
USA, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium, Norway, and Germany.

Airbus is now the world’s leading manufacturer of aircraft, and Hamburg, Germany, is
now the leading aircraft-production city in the world.

4.3.2 A Recipe for Success in Life (2008-03-16 06:15)

Many people function on a daily basis - whether they consciously express it to themselves or
not - on the following principle: "figure out what you want, and figure out how to get it." This
may seem like common sense; it may seem like the logical way to approach life. However, it
will ultimately lead to a sense of meaninglessness and depression.
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A more effective way to view one’s existence is to ask: "what do other people want or
need, and how can I help them get it?" This is a much more satisfying way to live.

4.3.3 I Hate You, You Hate Me, We’re a Happy Family ... (2008-03-24 08:46)

No, it’s not the Barney show. But it was broadcast around the world on satellite TV. The May 7,
2002, episode of the "Muslim Woman" show, filmed in studios located in Saudi Arabia, featured
an example of what the program’s producers considered to be good parenting. A three-year-
old girl was interviewed by the program’s hostess, to demonstrate her mother’s good teaching.

In response to questions, the girl said that "Jews are apes and pigs, because it says so
in the Koran."

This same show was part of a larger fund-raising telethon which gathered $109 million,
money donated to support the families of suicide bombers. One of the telethon’s hosts
declared, " I am against America forever. My hatred of America is great."

One might be tempted to think that these kinds of statements are examples of the post
9/11 atmosphere in the Middle East. But long before the attacks of September 11, 2001, this
kind of propaganda was being generated.

In 1979, Iran’s Shah, who had favored an open and free society, was overthrown by the
Islamic leader Ayatollah Khomeini, who promptly shut down the universities (where discussion
and debate could take place), and returned women to a confined existence in which they must
wear veils and are denied education. Khomeini began a propaganda campaign against Jews
and Americans, stirring up hate. But he did more than talk. His army captured sixty-three
American civilians and held them hostage for over a year.

On November 20 of the same year, in Mecca, in the Great Mosque which is a very im-
portant shrine in the Islamic faith, a group of two thousand radicals held thousands of pilgrims
hostage. After two weeks of fighting, the Saudi government, aided by the French intelligence
agency, and armed with blueprints of the complex of buildings surrounding the Great Mosque,
finally rescued the hostages. Who provided the blueprints? An engineering company operated
by Osama bin Laden.

The attack in the Great Mosque emphasized an internal tension in Saudi government
and society: the moderate royal family against the radical Wahhabi Muslim leaders. These two
groups had worked together, despite differences, as long as the royal family could convince
Wahhabi leaders that it would support their political and social views. In 1973, the Saudi
royal family funded the "World Assembly of Muslim Youth" which proclaimed that "Jews are
the source of all conflicts of the world." The groups further fueled the view that the Shiite
Muslims are inferior to the Sunni Muslims, and that "Muslims, Christians, and Christians cannot
live together." Although the Saudi royal family found these views personally distasteful, they
funded them in order to maintain political coalition which supported their rule. It was this
coalition which threatened to fracture after the gunfight at the Great Mosque.

The coalition was saved by the fact that the Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan on December
26, 1979. The royal family and the Wahhabi temporarily put aside their disagreements, so
that they could work together to keep Afghanistan in the hands of the Muslim leaders. Nothing
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unites people like a common enemy!

As part of a larger strategy to keep Afghanistan in Islamic hands, the coalition also funded
radical Muslim organizations in Pakistan, because it neighbors Afghanistan.

From these efforts, a series of training camps would arise in Afghanistan and Pakistan.
From these camps would come the organization which would eventually kill over three
thousand civilians on September 11, 2001.

4.3.4 Ralph Waldo Emerson (2008-03-27 15:48)

In 1837, Emerson wrote this poem, entitled "Concord Hymn", for a ceremony dedicating a
monument at the site of the battle.

By the rude bridge that arched the flood,
Their flag to April’s breeze unfurled;
Here once the embattled farmers stood;
And fired the shot heard round the world.

The foe long since in silence slept;
Alike the conqueror silent sleeps,
And Time the ruined bridge has swept
Down the dark stream that seaward creeps.

On this green bank, by this soft stream,
We place with joy a votive stone,
That memory may their deeds redeem,
When, like our sires, our sons are gone.

O Thou who made those heroes dare
To die, and leave their children free, -
Bid Time and Nature gently spare
The shaft we raised to them and Thee.

Emerson’s work is often considered to be an example of Romanticism, but this is debat-
able, to the extent that one must clearly define what, and does not, constitute Romanticist
art. Emerson did share, with Richard Wagner and some other extreme European Romanticists,
a belief in vegetarianism. In any case, Emerson was a strong advocate for the abolition of
slavery in America. Emerson was very religious, but held some unusual views of religious
activity: " Books are for the scholar’s idle times.

When he can read God directly, the hour is too precious to be wasted in other men’s transcripts
of their readings." Religion is usually construed to center around the scientific investigation of
sacred texts: religion is essentially reading. But for Emerson, reading was an auxiliary activity
for the scholar: direct experience of God was possible, desirable, and preferable. It is this type
of thought which has earned the label "transcendental" for Emerson. Emerson’s exact religious
views are difficult to categorize: Christianity and Unitarianism are usually considered opposites,
and he seems to be neither. But his passionate belief in God motivated his abolitionist views:
"
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The broad ethics of Jesus were quickly narrowed to village theologies, which preach an election
or favoritism." Emerson sees himself as adhering to the real ethics of Jesus, not what he takes
to be a commonly-accepted but distorted version of those ethics
.

4.4 April

4.4.1 Cultural Understandings and Mis-Understandings (2008-04-01 08:50)

The history of interactions between Muslims and the other cultures of the world is one of painful
conflicts. In some cases, these conflicts have been based on accurate mutual perceptions:
when Islam looks at other world cultures and accuses them of lowering their moral standards,
Islam is correct. When Islam has made the assessment that the Judeo-Christian religious
tradition is incompatible with the core teachings of Islam, because Islam rejects the concept
of a God who loves and forgives unconditionally, Islam is correct in that assessment.

Sometimes conflicts are based on actual disagreements, such as the two listed above.
Muslims are correct that other world cultures have lowered their moral standards: when
one considers alcohol abuse, other forms of drug abuse, tobacco use, premarital sex, and
other forms of inappropriate sexual activity, it is clear that there is a moral gap between
Islam and the rest of the world. Muslims are correct when they judge that other religions are
incompatible with their own: the Judeo-Christian tradition teaches that humans cannot merit
or earn God’s favor or forgiveness, but rather that He gives it freely and unconditional to those
who do not deserve it; a Muslim cannot accept that view of God.

But sometimes conflicts are based, not on real differences, but on perceived differences.
Mis-perceptions can create the impression of disagreements, even when there are none. Four
examples: Muslims sometimes perceive Christians as polytheists, because of the concept of
the Trinity; but in fact, Christians are as monotheistic as Muslims, and core of the concept of
the Trinity is monotheistic. Muslims sometimes perceive that there cannot be a father-son
relationship between God the Father and God the Son; yet in the Qur’an and other Muslim
writings, paternal and filial language is used to describe Allah’s spiritual fatherhood. Muslims
sometimes perceive the execution of Jesus as unbelievable; but the historical record of Roman
rule in the province of Judea makes such an execution entirely in keeping with the rule of
Roman governor like Pilate. Muslims sometimes perceive the written records of non-Islamic
cultures as unreliable; but the historical records of the ancient world are verifiable and have
shown themselves to be at least as accurate as Islamic histories.

There are enough real differences between Islam and the rest of the world to create
problems; the situation is complicated by fictional differences as well.

4.4.2 Kierkegaard: a Comedian? (2008-04-03 07:20)

Soren Kierkegaard is generally considered to be the first existentialist, and the father of exis-
tentialism. Professor C. Stephen Evans (from Yale) offers these comments about him:

Kierkegaard ... wants to claim that there is an essential connection between humor
and religious life ... Kierkegaard holds that the highest and deepest kind of humor is
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rooted in a life-view which is recognizably religious, and that all humor is at bottom
made possible by those very features of human life which make the religious life
possible.

Kierkegaard was a Lutheran pastor who lived in Denmark, and did most of his writing in the
1840’s. Evans continues:

To understand Kierkegaard’s claims here one must try to understand the place of
humor in his theory of the stages or spheres of existence ... there are three stages
or spheres of existence. The aesthetic life is the natural or immediate kind of life in
which everyone begins, where one simply attempts to satisfy one’s natural desires
or urges. The aesthete lives for the moment. The ethical life is the life in which one
grasps the significance of the eternal and by ethical resolve attempts to transcend
one’s natural desires and create a unified life. The religious life is the life in which
one recognizes the impossibility of actualizing the eternal through positive action
and instead one attempts to grasp it through repentance and suffering.

In short, the third stage is the stage in which you figure out that the second stage is impossible!
The options here for irony and humor should be self-evident. As Evans phrases it:

Irony constitutes the boundary between the aesthetic and the ethical, while humor
constitutes the boundary between the ethical and the religious.

Because a sense of ethical outrage, even if hidden, motivates irony, it carries one from the
aesthetic phase to the ethical phase; when one finally realizes the absurdity of being, on the
one hand, obliged to always act ethically, and being, on the other hand, incapable of always
acting ethically, it is then humor which allows one to transcend the ethical phase and enter the
religious phase. It is in this absurdity and humor that Kierkegaard’s Lutheranism shows itself.
Professor Evans puts it this way:

... forgiveness which is offered freely ... makes it possible for the earnest individual
to smile at the contradiction between his life and the ideal he sees in Christ.

4.4.3 Rest In Peace? (2008-04-06 09:42)

In the war-torn country of Sudan, even when you’re dead, you’re still in trouble!

In the on-going genocidal civil war in that region, the Islamic army, in its attempt to ex-
terminate all traces of the Christian faith, has appropriate the graveyards in which Christians
are buried, and is using them as used car lots. The cemeteries in which Muslim are buried are
protected by those same armies. So if you want a good deal on a two-year-old Chevy, simply
follow the herse after the funeral!

4.4.4 Federal Courts Say “Merry Christmas!” (2008-04-07 07:25)

School districts may not ban teachers and students from saying “Merry Christmas.” The
Supreme Court has stated that teachers and students do not “shed their constitutional rights
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to freedom of speech or expression at the schoolhouse gate.” [Tinker v. Des Moines Indep.
Cmty. Sch. Dist., 393 U.S. 503, 506 (1969) (holding that the wearing of armbands by students
to show disapproval of Vietnam hostilities was constitutionally protected speech).]

Under the direction of President Clinton, U.S. Secretary of Education Richard Riley issued
guidelines concerning religious discussion of students, which stated, “Students therefore
have the same right to engage in . . . religious discussion during the school day as they
do to engage in other comparable activity.” [U.S. Dept. of Educ., Religious Expression in
Public Schools, Archived Information, Guidelines, available at http://www.ed.gov/Speeches/08-
1995/religion.html (last modified Jan. 26, 2000).]

Teachers also have the right to greet students with the words “Merry Christmas,” in spite
of their role as agents of the state. In order to violate the Establishment Clause, a teacher
would have to use her authority to promote religion to impressionable youth. [School Dist. of
Abington v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203 (1963).] Saying a simple greeting that people commonly
use in December does not rise to a state endorsement of religion.

Additional precedents confirmed by Supreme Court rulings: The Constitution protects all
speech, including religious speech in public schools; the first amendment protects religious
speech; the first amendment’s establishment clause does not require school officials to
suppress seasonal religious expression; school officials may call a school break “Christmas”
vacation; public school officials; public schools may have students sing religious Christmas
carols; public schools may close on religious holidays, such as Christmas and Good Friday;
publicly acknowledging Christmas does not require public officials to recognize all religious
holidays; free speech includes the right to say “Merry Christmas!”; Students may study the
religious origins of Christmas and read the biblical accounts of the birth of Christ in public
schools; public schools may exhibit religious symbols; students have a constitutional right to
be exempt from activities with a religious content; the constitution protects religious speech;
students have a constitutional right to express their faith and religious ideas in a public school;
students have the right to distribute religious materials such as Christmas cards containing
Bible verses in public schools; students have the right to express religious viewpoints in
schools assignments, reading materials, and clothing.

4.4.5 The Dalai Lama (2008-04-13 08:32)

The Dalai Lama is a religious leader for most of the world’s Buddhists; he is also a political
symbol. Coming from Tibet, the center of world Buddhism, his very presence reminds people
of the harsh manner in which the Chinese army took over Tibet, and, under the leadership of
Maoist Chinese Communism, brutally attempted - and still attempts today - to enforce atheism
on that country’s population.

How is the Dalai Lama received in the United States, when he comes to visit? He is en-
thusiastically welcomed by Republicans and Conservative Christian groups, because he
embodies the issue of religious freedom: these groups believe that the Tibetan Buddhists
should be allowed to engage in their faith, just as the U.S. Constitution gives Americans
the right to "free exercise" of their religions. Presidents like Bush and Reagan have warmly
greeted him in theWhite House. Churches of various types have invited him as a guest speaker.

Make no mistake, there are important differences between Christians and Buddhists, and the
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two belief systems will never agree on spiritual questions about what happens to the human
soul after death; but they also see that they have some things in common, and can speak
together in a friendly and peaceful manner.

Democrats and liberals, however, are not so eager to welcome the Dalai Lama to the
United States. These political groups fear that, if we show hospitality to the Dalai Lama, we
might irritate the Chinese government, which still wants to enforce atheism on Tibet, and does
not want Tibet or its Buddhists to have any political freedom. So you won’t see them on TV,
smiling and shaking hands with the Dalai Lama.

Is it not ironic, that the Christians, who speak most firmly against the religious beliefs of
the Dalai Lama, are the ones who show him the most hospitality and friendship? It is truly an
amazing form of tolerance, to be friends with the person whose beliefs you oppose.

Further irony is found in the lack of warmth from the Democrats and liberals; one would
expect them to embrace anyone who publicly proclaims a belief system which is opposed to
Christianity.

4.4.6 True Dialogue (2008-04-14 12:02)

In our diverse and multi-cultural society, how does a Muslim carry on a dialogue with a Jew?
Or a Republican with a Democrat? Or a Pro-Lifer with a Pro-Abortionist?

There are ways for people, who have profound disagreements and even conflicts, to en-
gage in civil and polite discussion. This is much more like to preserve peace than angry
confrontations and name-calling.

How do we engage in civil dialogue?

First, whatever your personal opinion, remember that there are such things as right and
wrong interpretations of historical texts, political texts, or biblical texts. A text - a piece of
writing - can’t have any random meaning. There is a set of meanings it can have, and a
set of meanings it can’t have. There are actual historical facts to which texts do or do not
correspond, and true and false propositions, true and false statements, about the relationship
between the story and reality. Consequently, we become upset with someone we suspect of
lying, intentionally trying to obscure the facts, unduly disrupting the conversation, or doing
anything that seems contrary to the spirit of truth-telling.

Second, remember that there are things called objectivemoral truths. Wemight disagree about
what they are, or we might not even know what they are, but they are there. In our dialogues,
we are not just courteous; we try to be responsible and fair in our interpretations of what the
other is saying. We don’t deliberately mis-understand or twist the other’s words to make the
opposing viewpoint seem stupid or illogical. We do not abide anyone who fails to respect the
intentions of another. It is not permissible to treat anyone in the circle as anything less than
an autonomous end-in-himself. We must attribute the best possible meaning and intentions to
our opponent’s words. Only this way, only by means of moral standards, is a dialogue possible.

Third, our efforts at conversation should begin with introductions, work slowly into the
subtly submerged tensions between us, eventually get around to stating our disagreements,
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and then build toward a resolution in which we could agree on some matters, and agree to
disagree about others. In this way, we can forge a consensus, even a community. It is an
aesthetic idea; an artistic whole of different voices blended together. We want people to air
their differences, but we do not permit disruption for disruption’s sake. Radical intrusions
serve, somehow, the ends of the group, the good of the whole. We orchestrate seemingly
random sounds into the melody pursued by the rest.

4.5 May

4.5.1 Caught! (2008-05-14 06:57)

As "green" politics becomes an ever bigger force in world politics, various countries using, or
abusing, environmental information as part of their rhetoric and public relations campaigns.

Mainland Communist China (in contrast to Formosa Taiwan China) has long had a rather
poor record in its treatment of the planet. Dumping chemicals of all sorts into rivers and
burning high-sulfur coal have been standard practices in the twenty-first century, despite the
global focus on clean air and clean water.

In an effort to improve its image, the Chinese government released several photos. One
showed a tiger, belonging to a species thought already extinct, roaming through the woods in
China. Another showed a large herd of endangered Tibetan antelopes grazing peacefully in a
prairie. These pictures were designed to reassure the international community that China was
making progress in learning to protect the environment, and would soon "catch up" to Europe
and North America.

The problem? University students analyzed the images, and determined that they were
fake! Chinese intelligence agencies had done a "cut-and-paste" job, placing old photos of
these long-dead animals into images of their former habitats.

4.6 July

4.6.1 The Greeks Unite in the Struggle Against the Persians (2008-07-12 19:04)

Most of the Greek city-states developed similarly to Athens. Around the year 500 BC, all of
Greece felt itself threatened by something external, by a powerful enemy in the east: Persia.
The Persians were an equestrian nation, which came out of the rough highlands of the area we
today call Iran. They ruled an empire which stretched from India to the Mediterranean coast,
and which encompassed the ancient civilizations in Mesopotamia, Palestine, and Egypt. One
can truly speak of a world empire in this case.

The Persian emperor (or "king of kings") allowed the subjugated nations to have their re-
ligions and customs, but they had to pay tribute (money) regularly, and supply soldiers when
the Persian king demanded this of them. In the assembled army, the empire because visible in
its expanse, and in successful campaigns, the invincibility of the king showed itself. Because of
the great distances and the limited opportunities for direct control, the emperor placed his rep-
resentatives to rule the individual regions; they were called "satraps" or "tyrants" or governors.
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Naturally, the Persian king could not tolerate it, if parts of his kingdom would attempt to
gain their independence. But exactly this is what the Greek cities in Asia Minor did, in his
opinion, when they undertook a rebellion in 500 BC under the leadership of Miletus. In 494 BC,
Miletus was destroyed on his orders.

The Athenians had supported the rebellion. The Persian king Darius sent therefore, in
490 BC, a rather small army across the sea in the direction of Greece. The Athenians didn’t
want to subjugate themselves, and decided to fight.

In the battle of Marathon, an Athenian army defeated the Persians. A military tactic,
not practiced by the Persians, played a decisive role: the Athenians fought as heavily-armed
foot soldiers, as "hoplites", and appeared thereby in closed ranks, as a "phalanx". The hoplites,
formed in several rows, one after another, were "fired up" by means of music, and followed
orders as a unit. If the man in front fell, the one behind him had to step forth immediately.
Each one had to rely on the other.

The Persian were not content to be defeated at Marathon. Xerxes, the son of Darius, in
480 BC, undertook for this reason better-prepared attack on all of Greece, with perhaps
100,000 soldiers and approximately 1000 ships.

Many states in northern and middle Greece subjugated themselves, either under threat
of force, or voluntarily, but not a confederation led by Sparta and including Athens with its
fleet of 200 new battle ships. Sparta was, at that time, the most powerful city-state in Greece,
and determined to resist unconditionally.

The first attempt to stop the Persian, at Thermopyle, a narrow pass between the moun-
tains and the sea, gained for 300 Spartans a heroic death, but didn’t succeed. The path
toward Athens was now open to the Persians. There, the inhabitants left the city, and they
hoped for a victory by the fleet. The Persians entered Athens, plundered it, and destroyed
the more important temples. They considered this to be revenge for a similar deed by the
rebellious Greeks in Asia Minor.

But the war was decided in two large battles. First, the Greeks defeated, with luck and
skill, the numerically superior Persian fleet in the straights near the island of Salamis. And
in 479 BC, the Persian army was devastatingly defeated by the Spartans and some allies at
Plataea. A confederation of Greek city-states had thereby defended its own independence
against an empire which appeared incredibly powerful.

In Greece, the opinion now spread about the Persians, that they were not only different
than the Greeks, but rather by nature inferior humans. These "Barbarians" were seen as
enemies, whom one simultaneously despised and feared. The Greek word "barbar" had, until
then, designated someone who did not speak Greek and was thereby unintelligible. After the
Greeks used this word on the Persians, it took on the negative connotation which it still has
today.
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4.6.2 Bill Clinton - liberal, conservative, or other? (2008-07-31 16:28)

The Clinton presidency is generally seen as "liberal" - being sandwiched between the two
Bush presidencies - but, as we have learned, those words "liberal" and "conservative" can be
misleading.

During his first term in office - long before the Lewinsky scandal which made him famous - Bill
Clinton signed into law the bill known as the "Defense of Marriage Act" (DOMA), which is the
strongest statement to date against homosexual marriage, and which prevents any attempt
at diverting federal benefits away from traditional marriages and toward same-sex legal unions.

Now, this may surprise those who see Clinton as a liberal. But Clinton’s chief of staff
and other close advisers directed him to do this in the same way that they directed him to his
other political actions: they kept a close eye on the majority opinion among the electorate.
With over 80 % of the voters opposed to federal benefits being used to create this novel legal
category, Clinton knew that his political future would depend on his following their lead.

Is Clinton a liberal? Perhaps. But perhaps he was simply following the direction set by
the democratic process. Which raises a second question: should a president in a democratic
society be a "leader" or a "follower"? Although we call him a "leader," we paradoxically expect
him to "follow" the majority of the voters.

In either case, Clinton’s 1996 support for the Defense of Marriage Act (DOMA) stands as
one of the strongest political moves to date against the "gay marriage" movement.

4.6.3 The Movie Director, the Football Coach, and the Boy Scouts
(2008-07-31 20:01)

A controversial motion picture producer, Michael Moore, is lover by some, hated by others,
and probably misunderstood by many. A lifetime member of the NRA, an Eagle Scout, and an
active supporter of the Scouting Movement, he refuses to be painted into narrow category of
"left-wing" or "right-wing".

A University of Michigan football coach has a demanding job, especially if he wants to
claim a national title. He has very little free time, and has to make his choices carefully,
because the actions of the head coach will reflect on the U of M. Yet Fielding Yost spent a great
deal of time and effort promoting the Boy Scouts, with the approval of U of M’s president.

Two very different high-profile people, but one common goal: to ensure that young peo-
ple in America have the opportunity to be involved in the Scouting Movement.

4.7 September

4.7.1 Gettin’ Sneaky (2008-09-10 08:10)

Samuel Adams was a man of courage and integrity. As one of our founding fathers, not only
does our nation owe its existence to him and his colleagues, but the world owes its concepts
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of modern freedom and democracy to this same group.

His contribution was to organize in Massachusetts the local committees of correspon-
dence. After he had formed the first one in Boston during 1772, some eighty towns in the
colony speedily set up similar organizations. Their chief function was to spread the spirit of
resistance by exchanging letters and thus keep alive opposition to British policy. One critic
referred to the committees as "the foulest, subtlest, and most venomous serpent ever issued
from the egg of sedition."

Inter-colonial committees of correspondence were the next logical step. Virginia led the
way in 1773 by creating such a body as a standing committee of the House of Burgesses.
Within a short time, every colony had established a central committee through which it
could exchange ideas and information with other colonies. These inter-colonial groups were
supremely significant in stimulating and disseminating sentiment in favor of united action.
They evolved directly into the first American congresses.

So, if you have liberty, if you enjoy both civil rights and human rights, if you are to ex-
press opinions and beliefs freely, if you able to make some decisions about your own life ...
thank this group of sneaky note-writers!

4.7.2 The Mind or The Brain? (2008-09-16 14:17)

Modem philosophy of science has been devoted largely to the formal and systematic descrip-
tion of the successful practices of working scientists. The philosopher does not try to dictate
how scientific inquiry and argument ought to be conducted. Instead he tries to enumerate the
principles and practices that have contributed to good science. The philosopher has devoted
the most attention to analyzing the methodological peculiarities of the physical sciences. The
analysis has helped to clarify the nature of confirmation, the logical structure of scientific
theories, the formal properties of statements that express laws and the question of whether
theoretical entities actually exist.

It is only rather recently that philosophers have become seriously interested in the method-
ological tenets of psychology. Psychological explanations of behavior refer liberally to the
mind and to states, operations and processes of the mind. The philosophical difficulty comes
in stating in unambiguous language what such references imply.

Traditional philosophies of mind can be divided into two broad categories: dualist theo-
ries and materialist theories. In the dualist approach the mind is a nonphysical substance.
In materialist theories the mental is not distinct from the physical; indeed, all mental states,
properties, processes and operations are in principle identical with physical states, properties,
processes and operations. Some materialists, known as behaviorists, maintain that all talk
of mental causes can be eliminated from the language of psychology in favor of talk of
environmental stimuli and behavioral responses. Other materialists, the identity theorists,
contend that there are mental causes and that they are identical with neurophysiological
events in the brain.

In the past fifteen years a philosophy of mind called functionalism that is neither dualist
nor materialist has emerged from philosophical reflection on developments in artificial intelli-
gence, computational theory, linguistics, cybernetics and psychology. All these fields, which
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are collectively known as the cognitive sciences, have in common a certain level of abstraction
and a concern with systems that process information. Functionalism, which seeks to provide
a philosophical account of this level of abstraction, recognizes the possibility that systems as
diverse as human beings, calculating machines and disembodied spirits could all have mental
states. In the functionalist view the psychology of a system depends not on the stuff it is made
of (living cells, metal or spiritual energy) but on how the stuff is put together. Functionalism is
a difficult concept, and one way of coming to grips with it is to review the deficiencies of the
dualist and materialist philosophies of mind it aims to displace.

4.7.3 Do You Exist? Do I? (2008-09-17 12:42)

Only a philosopher would spend time trying to answer the question, "do I exist?"

It’s not that philosophers are worried about the answer. They know that they exist. But
given that the answer is automatically "yes", how do we prove that answer? It’s not enough
to answer a question - you must offer evidence to support that answer. What evidence can
you offer in order to convince me that you exist?

Descartes and Augustine share not only the argument Cogito ergo sum - in Augustine Si
fallor, sum - but also the corollary argument claiming to prove that the mind (Augustine) or,
as Descartes puts it, this I, is not any kind of body. "I could suppose I had no body," wrote
Descartes, "but not that I was not", and inferred that "this I" is not a body. Augustine says
"The mind knows itself to think", and "it knows its own substance": hence "it is certain of
being that alone, which alone it is certain of being." Augustine is not here explicitly offering
an argument in the first person, as Descartes is. The first-person character of Descartes’s
argument means that each person must administer it to himself in the first person; and the
assent to Augustine’s various propositions will equally be made, if at all, by appropriating
them in the first person. In these writers there is the assumption that when one says "I" or
"the mind", one is naming something such that the knowledge of its existence, which is a
knowledge of itself as thinking in all the various modes, determines what it is that is known to
exist.

But Descartes recognized that his use of this form of argument is quite different from
Augustine’s: "I do indeed find that Augustine does use it to prove the certainty of our exis-
tence. He goes on to show that there is a certain likeness of the Trinity in us, in that we exist,
we know that we exist, and we love the existence and the knowledge we have. I, on the other
hand, use the argument to show that this I that is thinking is an immaterial substance with no
bodily element. These are two very different things."

Augustine’s purpose in the larger context is to establish the continuing goodness of the
world following the fall. To this end, Augustine argues that "we recognize in ourselves ... an
image of God, that is of the Supreme trinity. It is not an adequate image, but a very distant
parallel." And this premise leads to the conclusion that "we are human beings, created in our
Creator’s image." Thus, for Augustine, "Self-certainty thus leads self-consciousness back to
the inner consciousness of God, which is found to be more essential to consciousness than
itself. For the si fallor, sum does not aim at the ego, nor does it come to a half in the res
cogitans , seeing as the interior intimo meo transports it, as a derived image, toward the
original exemplar. The si fallor, sum remains the simply, though first, moment of a path that,
in two other more rich moments (knowing one’s Being and loving it), disappropriates the mind
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from itself by the movement of reappropriating it to its original, God. The si fallor, sum does
not assure the mind of having its principle in itself, since it does not grant it Being in itself
nor saying itself by itself (like substance). On the contrary, si fallor sum forbids the mind to
remain in itself, exiled from its truth, in order to send it back to the infinite original. The mind
is retrieved only insofar as it is exceeded.

Descartes wants to show that "by means of the certainty of Being that thought secures
for what from now on becomes an ego" that the I is an immaterial substance: "What is at
stake, then, is not found simply in the connection of thought and existence, however certain
this connection might be. That the mind thinks, therefore that it is insofar as it thinks – this
belongs to an inference that is if not banal ... at least quite commonplace. What is peculiar
to Descartes consists, as he so lucidly indicates, in interpreting the certain and necessary
connection of the cogitatio and existence as establishing a substance, and moreover a
substance that plays the role of first principle."

We may conclude that, despite the rather different goals of their writings, Augustine an-
ticipated Descartes by over a thousand years, and even anticipated Anselm by five hundred
years, in composing what amounts to an a priori argument directed against radical skepti-
cism. For, although Augustine’s argument makes reference to sensation, the structure of his
argument is essentially a priori .

4.7.4 Keeping the Peace (2008-09-18 13:40)

In late 1814 and early 1815, Napoleon’s career was coming to an end, and Europe had suffered
twenty-five years of nearly continuous chaos and bloodshed: first, the ten years of the French
Revolution (1789 - 1799), and then Napoleon’s dictatorship. France had conducted wars
against, or involving, nearly all of Europe. The misery was wide-spread.

The leaders of European nations gathered at the Congress of Vienna to answer the question,
how can we keep Europe safe and peaceful. The conference was organized and lead by
Metternich. The starting point for discussion was the Treaty of Paris, first signed in 1814;
during the conference, Napoleon attempted his comeback, and when that failed, a second
Treaty of Paris was issued in 1815. The Bourbon absolutist monarchy was reinstated, and
France lost the territory which had stolen from other nations after 1789.

It was clear that Europe would assume a new shape on the map, and a new political
tone, especially because Napoleon had also officially ended the Holy Roman Empire. The
Congress of Vienna wanted to ensure that Europe’s new layout would lead to peace and
stability.

The official dates of the conference were from November 1, 1814 until June 8, 1815.

England was represented by Castlereagh and Wellington; Napoleon gave England two of
its greatest heros, Wellington and Nelson, and Wellington also was immortalized in the famous
beef recipe. Wellington’s real name was Arthur Wellesley, but he was called Wellington
because he was the Duke of Wellington.

Metternich represented Austria, and Prussia was represented by Hardenberg and Humboldt.
Alexander I represented Russia. Talleyrand represented France, and almost single-handedly
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saved his country, because the other nations wanted to punish it for the twenty-five years
of butchery it caused. Talleyrand persuaded the other leaders that they would have nothing
to gain by devastating France, but that if they left the country intact, it would benefit all of
Europe.

4.7.5 Helping (2008-09-19 13:37)

On December 26, 2004, a tsunami struck several different countries in and around the Indian
Ocean. Many different governments sent help; the U.S. government sent more aid than any
other government.

President Bush sent an aircraft carrier to Indonesia to help the tsunami victims. The
largest ships in the fleet, aircraft carriers have three hospitals on board that can treat several
hundred people; they are nuclear powered and can supply emergency electrical power to
shore facilities; they have three cafeterias with the capacity to feed 3,000 people three meals
a day, they can produce several thousand gallons of fresh water from sea water each day,
and they carry half a dozen helicopters for use in transporting victims and injured to and from
their flight deck. The U.S. military saved thousands of lives in the days following the tsunami.

But, although the U.S. government sent more aid than any other government, there was
another source of help which was much larger still. The charities in America sent billions of
dollars in food, medicine, and supplies. In addition, the charities funded teams of nurses and
doctors to set up hospitals, and teams of builders to remove rubble and start rebuilding.

The private charitable organizations in America not only sent more aid than the U.S.
government, they sent more aid than all the governments of the world combined!

Which shows that, in offering significant help and making progress, private sector char-
ity trumps government programs.

4.7.6 Not Building an Empire (2008-09-19 13:37)

One constant feature of human nature is the desire to take over and rule large amounts
of territory. Whether in ancient history (Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, Cyrus of Persia,
etc.), or in modern history (Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, Napoleon), people want to build empires.

By contrast, there are those armies who defeat their enemies, and yet allow those ene-
mies to keep their land afterward: nations which do aim to absorb their enemies, but rather
to turn their enemies into friends. In the modern world, there is one such nation: the United
States.

After two world wars, we returned all conquered lands to their own nations. After Opera-
tion Desert Storm, we returned all territory. We are preparing now to return Iraq to the Iraqis.

Colin Powell, former secretary of state, said, "Over the years, the United States has sent
many of its fine young men and women into great peril to fight for freedom beyond our
borders. The only amount of land we have ever asked for in return is enough to bury those
that did not return."
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4.8 November

4.8.1 When the News is Too Complicated for the News Media
(2008-11-16 09:52)

The economy is big news right now. We’re all absorbing as much of it as we can, but is it
helping ... or hurting?

According to Poynter Institute Media Business Analyst Rick Edmonds, most newsrooms
are doing their best to cover the ever-changing economic story, but it’s so complex, it’s almost
a losing battle.

"Local reporters and certainly national reporters can definitely handle the ’how it’s im-
pacting individuals’ angle," he says. "But let’s face it, trying to explain complicated financial
economic terms is a losing game."

Realize that, if you have experience in the business world, or have a master’s degree,
you may well be able to understand the situation better than the reporter on your TV screen.
Grab a book on economics or investing from your local library, and soon you’ll be pointing out
the flaws in the TV news.

Add on the fact that news is ratings-driven, and colorful words and dramatic headlines
are the norm.

"It’s a practice that has crept into coverage over the last decade," says Edmonds. "When
there is a big story, ratings go up. You can’t just say, ’we’re reporting on the war in Iraq,’ you
have to have a title for your coverage."

So what should consumers do to keep up-to-date on financial news?

"Having access to professionals in the financial industry is your best bet," says Edmonds.

Remember, the people on TV weren’t hired for their understanding of complex economics.
They were hired because they look good, and can use their voices in impressive ways. Get
yourself an ECON 101 textbook, or a FINANCE 101 textbook, and ten minutes of reading will
tell you more than a week’s worth of the evening news on TV.

4.9 December

4.9.1 How Did We Get to This Point? (2008-12-21 21:10)

In the 1980’s America enjoyed its best-ever economic cycles; by 2008, we are facing sub-
stantial economic difficulties. How did this happen? Two factors seemed to have injured our
economy: government regulation of free markets, and government spending. [Note: this post
was greatly influenced Lara Khadr, who wrote and posted a text making some of the same
or similar points. I have shamelessly stolen both ideas and actual paragraphs of text from
her posting. Lara did, at some points, take a very different view of things, so no assumptions
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about her convictions should be taken from this post. Whatever is worthy about this post is
probably her thinking, whatever is deficient about it is probably mine.]

Ronald Reagan is simultaneously considered one of the greatest and most controversial
presidents in United States history. His presidency was marked by many political transforma-
tions, especially in the realm of economics. The economic doctrine Reagan adopted during his
presidency, commonly referred to as “Reaganomics,” contributed to an era of Great Expansion
in the mid-1980s. However, some argue that the effects of economic expansion, and the
long-term growth that Reagan had envisioned, were undermined by later fiscal and monetary
policy decisions made after Reagan left office.

Ronald Reagan’s economic program consisted of four major pillars: reduce the rate of
growth of federal spending, carry on with deregulation, attain a low stable growth of money
supply, and reduce tax rates. The goal of Reaganomics was to reduce government interference
with the economy and develop an entrepreneurial-based self-sufficient market. His goals and
the pillars that outlined his program embraced the principles of supply-side economics that
gained popularity during the 1970’s and 1980’s. Supply-side economics focused more on
creating supplies versus worrying about demand. Reductions in taxes did this, as more busi-
nesses could afford to open and they would increase productivity. An increase in productivity
brought more jobs and reduced unemployment that had reached a record high at the time
Reagan initially took office.

Reagan used deregulation to ease inflation, which was also very high at the time, by
lowering the cost to start a business. Prices were reduced and as a result, competition
increased, in the trucking, airline, railroad, and telecommunications industries. Growth in
prosperity in these industries spread to other industries, as transportation and telecommuni-
cations are central to society.

By deregulating the communications industry, there was a burst in technological innova-
tion, which helped the United States become competitive on an international level in that
arena. This correlated perfectly with the technological revolution of the 1980’s, as personal
computers and video games burst in popularity. A further conversation on deregulation and
its possible effects is beyond the scope of this paper, and the aspects of it that pertain directly
to supply-side economics have been discussed.

As a result of the implementation of Reaganomics, the 1980’s saw a tremendous growth
in jobs and businesses, and a reduction in inflation in a short period of time. Tax cuts helped
bring 19.3 million jobs during the decade, with the majority of them being highly paid. The
unemployment rate fell from 10.8 percent in 1981 to 5.3 percent in 1989. When Reagan first
entered office in 1981, the United States was in the worst recession the country had seen
since the Great Depression. By 1982, the recession was alleviated, and the country entered a
period of sustained economic growth.

In early 1983, economists saw the first signs that the economy was recovering. It would
soon take-off with dramatic force. Lasting 93 consecutive months, it was the biggest peace-
time economic expansion in U.S. history.

The background of Reaganomics can be traced back to post-war economies, a vague
term that roughly describes the economies of the 1950’s and 1960’s, which leaned towards
the Keynesian theory. This “demand-side” theory, presented by British economist John
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Maynard Keynes in his 1936 book The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money,
focuses on short-term economic fluctuations due to the belief that unemployment results
from insufficient demand for goods and services. Keynes ultimately believed that government
action could directly influence demand for goods and services by altering tax policies and
expenditures.

The 1970’s brought an increase in the popularity of supply-side economics, which greatly
challenged Keynesian theory and was a term that Reaganomics would make a household
name. Jack Kemp, a New York representative and an intern in California for then-governor
Ronald Reagan’s staff, was an adamant proponent of supply-side economics. He believed that
growth allowed social problems “to take care of themselves.” In his opinion, tax reduction
was a key to economic growth and could be done by affecting supply-side incentives. In 1977,
Kemp and Delaware senator William Roth introduced the Kemp-Roth Tax Reduction Bill, calling
for a 30 % reduction in personal income rates over a three-year phase. Due to large inflation
accompanied by stagflation at the time, there was large public support for the bill. Although
the tax cut did not pass, it was influential due to new intellectual ideas appearing at the time.

University of Southern California professor Arthur Laffer, along with Columbia University’s
Robert Mundell popularized their idea of ongoing and informal supply-side economics with
politicians and journalists. Laffer is probably famous for introducing the Laffer curve, which
emphasized tax reduction as a solution to economic issues. The curve starts at zero tax,
but then shows an upside-parabolic curve to demonstrate that up until a certain point (the
absolute maximum on the curve) an increase in tax rates will result in an increase in revenue.
After this point, an increase in tax will hurt revenue. Despite sharp criticism from Keynesian
economists, supply-side was given serious thought in various places. Joint Election Committee
(JEC) chairman Lloyd Bensen liked supply-side economics, saying that it was “the start of a
new era of economic thinking.” It provided policy makers with a novel way to envision the
country’s economic problems versus the conventional way of aggregating demand in post-war
America.

The nation first saw an outline of Reaganomics in August of 1979, when Martin Ander-
son, Reagan’s chief domestic policy advisor, drafted the Reagan for President Campaign’s
“Policy Memorandum No. 1.” The plan included suggestions for the economy such as
across-the-board tax cuts of at least three years duration accompanied by an indexation of
federal income tax brackets. There would also be a reduction in rate of increase in federal
spending, vigorous deregulation, and a strict monetary policy to deal with inflation. Reagan
would attempt to implement these principles throughout his presidency, and would introduce
acts, bills, reforms that would have long-term effects, reducing debt and deficit numbers even
after he left the presidency.

In 1981, Reagan made two influential policy decisions that would increase investment
by Americans over a long period of time. A general reduction in tax rates, one of the major
pillars of Reaganomics, yields great feedback in terms of faster economic growth, a larger tax
base, and larger tax revenues.

Reagan introduced a tax-cut bill in 1981 that established tax deductions for Individual
Retirement Accounts (IRAs) that resulted in 12 million taxpayers contributing $28.3 billion
towards their retirement. In addition, his administration established a principle that employees
could have a tax-free income if matched by employers and channeled into their retirement
accounts. As a result, the number of Americans with 401k plans increased. By implementing
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such policies, a massive class of small investors were created that were previously non-
existent.

Not only did this new wave of investors create jobs by fueling business growth, but they
also pro-actively addressed concerns about the ability of major employers to fund the retire-
ment of the “baby-boomer” generation.

The economic growth, initiated by Reagan, was threatened, however by Congressional
actions. Congress did not prepare itself properly for the outcomes of Reagan’s economic
doctrines, as government spending increased. For example, Congress resisted cuts in domes-
tic spending, and did not reform basic entitlement plans, which provide unearned payments
to individuals. Increased spending in these programs, which include Medicare and Social
Security, caused problems for Congress controlling the exact size of budget deficit and surplus.
According to the White House’s website, the federal gross debt as a percentage of GDP rose
when Congress acted by increasing spending (and therefore increasing both the deficit and
the debt). With more businesses opening during Reagan’s presidency and a growing, aging
population that relies on the benefits of Social Security and Medicare, federal spending has
only increased at a pace far faster than domestic output has increased. Given the spending
plans put forth in the mid-1990’s, the government can barely afford to sustain many of
its programs. Because the experience of the 1980’s shows that higher taxes will hurt any
potential economic growth, Congress must enact disciplined spending cuts.

To maintain sustainable economic growth, not only must Congress consistently reduce
federal spending, but there must also be a supply of quality opportunities for new capital
investment. During the 1990’s, the Clinton administration introduced policies centered on
Fannie Mae and Freddy Mac; these policies diluted the quality of investment opportunities, and
eventually culminated in the 2007/2008 “housing bubble.” Reagan’s deregulated mortgage
market had allowed lending institutions to loan money to customers who were most likely to
repay. Clinton’s policies forced the lenders to loan money to those identified as unlikely to
repay. Clinton’s regulation of the market in the 1990’s created massive defaults in 2007 and
2008.

In conclusion, former President Ronald Reagan slashed tax rates by introducing bills in
the early 1980’s that increased American investment and productivity. However, Congress
did not make the necessary adjustments needed: spending cuts, and sustained deregulation
of the mortgage market.

The lesson: free markets aren’t free if the government is regulating them, and if the
government is spending lots of money, it either creates debt which slows the economy, or it
raises tax rates which slow the economy.
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5.1 January

5.1.1 Allowed to Live? (2009-01-19 09:39)

In November 2008, voters in Michigan pondered a vote about stem-cell research. Now, there
are almost no moral or ethical objections to research which attempts to derive medical benefits
from those stem-cells which are harvested from a patient’s blood, skin, or bone marrow; and
there is little argument against stem-cells derived from umbilical cords.

Very controversial, however, are those stem-cells obtained by killing a fetus (an unborn
child). This was at the core of the Michigan vote.

In press coverage leading up to the election, a local newspaper quoted the supervisor
of a research lab who commented that "these are embryos that would have within them genes
for specific diseases so it would be unethical to donate them to use reproductively." In brief,
she was saying that it would be unethical to allow these children to live.

The example was given of Alzheimer’s, and genes which may either predispose individu-
als toward it, or cause it. The implication is this: if we know that a child has a tendency to
develop Alzheimer’s Disease, it is our moral duty to prevent such a child from being born.

Consider, then, some of the people who have led productive lives until they developed
the disease (the average age of onset is approximately 65 years): Rita Hayworth (actress),
Harold Wilson (Prime Minister of Britain), Iris Murdoch (novelist), Ferenc Puskas (soccer star),
and Terry Pratchett (novelist), to name only a few.

We are being told, then, that society should have prevented the above-named individu-
als from being born; and that society failed, that society committed an unethical act, in
allowing them to be born. This is the inescapable logical conclusion of the quote, given in the
media, by a researcher.

As if to somehow soften this moral harshness, the newspaper article gratuitously added
that one of the researchers in this lab attend a Roman Catholic high school, as if that fact were
in any way relevant to matter at hand.

5.1.2 Sex, Anyone? (2009-01-20 09:14)

Human sexuality is always fascinating, yet often we rely on vague impressions rather than
scientific observation and systematic data. When we look at the facts, we find that some of
our perceptions are rather inaccurate.

In the first comprehensive global study of sexual behavior, British researchers found
that people aren’t losing their virginity at ever younger ages, and that married people have
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the most sex.

Professor Wellings of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicines and her col-
leagues analyzed data from 59 countries. Wellings said she was surprised by some of the
survey’s results: "We did have some of our preconceptions dashed." Experts say the study will
be useful in dispelling popular myths about sexual behavior.

The study also found that contrary to popular belief, sexual activity is not starting ear-
lier. Nearly everywhere, men and women have their first sexual experiences in their late teens
— from 15 to 19 years old — with generally younger ages for women than for men, especially
in developing countries. That is no younger than 10 years ago. In every country, teens are
choosing keep their virginity longer. This surprised researchers, because the common media
image presented to the public is that of young people failing to keep their virginity. "There’s a
big disconnect here," commented one scientist, "between real life on the one hand, and the
world of TV and movies on the other hand."

Researchers also found that married people have the most sex, reporting engaging in
sexual activity in the previous four weeks more frequently than single people. There has also
been a gradual shift to delay marriage, even in developing countries. Married people also
report greater satisfaction in their sexual activity, both physical and emotional.

A follow-up study, conducted by sociology professor Armour at Ohio State University, ex-
plains why some of these surprising trends are taking place: Teens who lose their virginity
earlier than their peers are more likely to steal, destroy property, shoplift or sell drugs than
their virgin counterparts. The study, reported in the Journal of Youth and Adolescence , found
that those who had sex early were 26 percent more likely to be in trouble than those who
waited, even years after their sexual debut and well into early adulthood. Those who had sex
later had delinquency scores 20 percent lower than their peers. Waiting had a protective effect.

"Students in high school and college are watching their peers and learning," said a re-
searcher. "They see what happens to others choose to keep their virginity a while longer,
because they don’t want to endure those same negative consequences."

5.2 February

5.2.1 Denying the Holocaust (2009-02-28 16:11)

Some facts about the history of the twentieth century are clear to everybody: one of these is
that millions of innocent men, women, and children died in the event which we usually call
"the Holocaust" or Shoah. Yet, despite the manifest documentation about the Holocaust, there
are Holocaust deniers, or those who insist that it never happened.

Recently, the Pope of the Roman Catholic Church, Prof. Joseph Ratzinger, took strong
measures against an employee of his church who made remarks which seemed to deny the
existence of the Holocaust. Ratzinger, also known as Benedict XVI, would not allow any
statements which compromise the historically documented facts. The employee disciplined
by Ratzinger, Richard Williamson, is facing stronger measures from different national govern-
ments in Europe, who classify Holocaust denial as fraud punishable by law.
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This is in contrast to the government of Iran, which promotes Holocaust denial. The cur-
rent president of Iran, members of its government, and professors appointed to its universities
persistently spread the notion that there simply was no Holocaust - that it never happened.
Such a view can be accepted only by those who have left all rational thought behind. Yet it
remains the officially stated position of the Iranian government.

5.3 March

5.3.1 Alphabetizing! (2009-03-20 07:47)

When small children learn their ABC’s, they don’t realize that they are paying homage to a
major turning-point in the history of civilization.

The alphabet represents progress, because earlier writing forms (hieroglyphs, cuneiform)
took longer to learn, longer to write, and longer to read. Before the alphabet, very few people
could read or write, because it took so long to learn how to read and write; and very little
reading and writing was done, because it took so long. After the invention of the alphabet,
more people could read and write, and more information was recorded in writing. The alphabet
is a Semitic invention.

The term "Semitic", we remember, includes a range of groups including Arabs, Hebrews,
Egyptians, Babylonians, Syrians, and Ethiopians, to name a few.

Not Semitic are Persians, Hindus, Hittites, and the European language families.

So the rise of the alphabet highlights the importance of Semitic cultures in the ancient
world.

5.3.2 Various Forms of Slavery (2009-03-20 07:52)

As Americans, we read the word "slavery" through the lens of our own experience - and very
harsh experience it is. Slavery as practiced in Western hemisphere until 1863 was one of the
most brutal forms of this social institution.

When we read ancient texts, it is important to remember that translators are often perplexed
when deciding to render a given vocabulary word into English as "slave" or "servant" - the
difference to our eyes being great, but in earlier eras of history, a much more subtle distinction.

In some ancient cultures (notably Rome), these people were given authority within households
and businesses; they were educated, wrote books, and made important decisions.

In certain phases of Egyptian and Babylonian history, slavery was more cruel, and slaves were
treated like working animals. Moses took a great step forward when he limited slavery to
seven years. Prior to that, slavery was lifelong, and, in a majority of cases, it would continue
to be lifelong in all societies except the Hebrews.
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So read carefully when you see words like "slave" or "servant" and realize that a variety
of circumstances can hide behind these terms.

5.4 April

5.4.1 Race Numbers (2009-04-04 12:06)

No, this isn’t about NASCAR. The numbers mentioned are statistics from the U.S. Census
Bureau, reflecting the population of the Ann Arbor area:

74.68 % White
8.83 % Black or African American
0.29 % Native American
11.9 % Asian
0.04 % Pacific Islander
1.21 % from other races
3.05 % from two or more races

These numbers are based on the census from the year 2000, revised according to sub-
sequent surveys and calculations.

5.4.2 Is Obama Black, or Simply African-American? (2009-04-08 07:47)

America’s obsession with racial politics is fanned daily by the press. An unending stream of
articles continues to examine Obama’s status from the perspective of his skin color.

A recent variation on this theme is to examine the quality of Obama’s "blackness": in
Detroit, a survey received responses like: "He is not black enough" or "That is what you get,
when you have a mixed child raised by a white mother."

These responses point to a painful and divisive topic within American society: at the in-
tersection of race and culture, the situation of mixed-race children is highlighted to an
uncomfortable degree.

Obama, like Alicia Keyes and Halle Berry, is the result of a brief marriage between a
Black man and white mother; after the marriage disolved, he was raised by his mother. Young
Barack did not grow up in the "hood" of Harlem, Watts, or Detroit. He grew up in a middle-class,
college-educated, white extended family. He may be African-American, but Detroiters are
wondering if he’s Black.

And not only Detroiters. Black Entertainment Television’s Jeff Johnson notes that there’s
a difference between "Obama the president" and "Obama the personality," saying, "he’s my
president, and not my homie."

Obama’s life has hardly been that of a "homie": a private prep school in Hawaii from
fifth grade until his senior year in high school; before that, a paradoxical mix of private
Roman-Catholic elementary schools and a Madrasah in Indonesia. His life experience places
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him far outside the mainstream of African-Americans. He spent no significant amount of time
in the continental United States until after graduating from high school; after that, he was at
Columbia University and Harvard Law School.

Obama’s mother is from Kansas, and studied Anthropology and Russian at the Univer-
sity of Hawaii and the University of Washington. Obama’s father was separated from his
mother long before the couple’s actual divorce, and so young Barack had no formative
influence from his African father as a child.

Americans continue to try to understand their new president: is he Black? is he African-
American? is he Hawaiian-Kenyan-Indonesian?

How does he view the African-American culture, if he grew up in an white extended fam-
ily, away from the major Black urban centers? How does he understand American society, if
he grew up in Hawaii and Indonesia?

5.4.3 Sometimes, Bigger is Better (2009-04-11 09:15)

Robert Kennedy was a major figure in the politics of the 1960’s. His speeches and actions, as
Attorney General of the United States, and later as a candidate in the primary elections, have
been much studied and discussed.

One of nine children, Robert Kennedy was the father of eleven. He was tremendously
popular in the press, in part because of this family image. Many of his eight brothers and sis-
ters have earned their own fame in American politics, as have his children, and his numerous
nieces and nephews.

The popularity of the Kennedy family stands as a paradox, given the hatred directed to-
ward large families by much of the current media culture. Forty years after the emergence
of the Kennedy political profile, the family remains influential in partisan government, but
American culture has abandoned its respect for having children.

Statisticians, however, are not surprised by the success of the Kennedy clan. It has
been shown that there is a strong correlation between large families and various indicators of
success: the more children born to a married couple, the more likely those children are to earn
good grades in school, do well on standardized tests, and to not commit crimes; further, those
children will do better at the university, and are more likely to rise to positions of leadership
in their communities and careers.

These are averages, of course. Exceptions do exist. But the general trend is undeni-
able, and not too surprising: to manage a large family, parents will need to be intelligent and
organized, and the children will likely have these traits also.

Contrary to stereotypes in the electronic media, higher education levels among the par-
ents also lead to larger families: married couples with college educations will likely have more
children than those with less education.

Ever since Thomas Malthus wrote about population, it has been clear that sustainable,
renewable, and environmentally responsible resources on planet earth can support world
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populations many times larger than the current six or seven billion. Overpopulation, which
was considered a threat in the 1960’s and 1970’s, is not a danger.

Which leads us to a mystery: why, then, is there such antipathy toward families who
have more than two or three children? This is a field for research. Although sociologists have
advanced a number of theories, there is no clear cause for this irrational hatred - or, perhaps
there is a clear cause, but nobody has yet discovered it.

5.4.4 Poetry Captures Reality (2009-04-11 11:26)

One of poetry’s several merits is its ability to crystallize a truth in a single group of words.
In response to a horrifying tragedy, Haley Patail wrote about a murderer, "When you’re a
hammer, everything looks like a nail," encapsulating an insight into the criminal mind.

Writing about the deceased victim and a funeral, she wrote, "I would go and give words
to the dust-heavy air if it would change something, I would pretend that I know how to kneel
in pews if it would make me feel right about this." The poet has recognized two spiritual truths
here: that our songs and prayers do not change the fact that our loved ones have gone into
the next life, that we bitterly grieve because we miss them; funerals are for the living, not
for the dead - to remind the living about God and the afterlife - a reminder which will neither
bring the deceased back into this life, nor ease our mourning, but a reminder which centers
and stabilizes us by placing the events into a global, objective, and neutral frame of refer-
ence. By stating that our spiritual meditations neither "change something" nor make us "feel
right about this," the poet has communicated these two truths in an efficient economy of words.

The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein once made a comment to the effect that, if one
wants to investigate eternal truths, poetry can often do a better job than philosophy.

5.5 May

5.5.1 A Different Worldview (2009-05-29 07:34)

We try to understand events which seem strange to us, especially when they are part of a cul-
tural fabric in some other part of the world, because we are trying to understand the underlying
idea of life. The specific events are interesting, but more important is the cohesive worldview
of which they are all a seamless part:

Two high-profile cases within the last year in Saudi Arabia speak volumes. In the first, a brother
killed his sister, named Fatima, because she had become a Christian. In the second case, a
father cut out his daughter’s tongue to prevent her from discussing Christianity; finding this
insufficient, he then burned her death. In both cases, there was no legal action against the
killers, in part, because they were male relatives of the victims, and in part, because they were
motivated my anti-Christian hatred. In a final layer of shocking detail, the father in the second
killing was a high-ranking official in the Saudi government, whose career in "The Commission
for the Promotion of Virtue and the Prevention of Vice" was helped, rather than hurt, by the
killing. To be sure, these were not the only two cases of Christians being murdered because of
their beliefs, but they are two cases that were leaked out to the free press in western countries.
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During President Obama’s recent visit to Saudi Arabia, he bowed to the king, something never
before done by the leader of a free nation. Normally, when heads of state visit each other,
they do so as equals, and therefore they do not bow. During the preceding eight years, when
President George W. Bush visited Saudi Arabia, he did not bow to the king; President Bush
and the king are personal friends, and the Bush family and the Saudi royal family are friends.
Obama’s action has been interpreted variously; there is no clear consensus about what he was
intending by this violation of protocol.

President Obama issued an invitation to the leaders of Iran to open diplomatic discussions; the
Iranian government has indicated that it is not interested in negotiating about nuclear weapons,
or its regional ambitions regarding Iraq.

Obama also issued an invitation, asking to speak with "moderate" elements of the Taliban. A
Taliban spokesman replied, in a press release, that "there are no moderate Taliban."

The five prisoners who had been the support team for the nineteen terrorists who carried out
the 9/11 attacks have issued a statement in court; delivered by their lawyer, and released
by the judge, their statement says that they are dedicated to "kill all infidels, including Chris-
tians, Jews, and atheists;" that they consider themselves "terrorists to the bone;" and that the
9/11 attacks are "a badge of honor in our religion." Although we can dismiss these five men
as merely extremists, and not representative of a larger group, we must remember that they
are still celebrated in posters, T-shirts, and bumper stickers in Arab world; we must remember
the spontaneous celebrations in the streets of the Middle East on 9/11. This is indicative of
something larger.

5.6 June

5.6.1 Terrorist Killing in U.S. (2009-06-11 08:49)

Since the attack on the World Trade Center, we have been relatively safe in America; most of
the terrorist plots to kill people here were stopped before they could be carried out.

Until June 2 of this year, that is.

The Associated Press reports as follows:

A Muslim convert "with political and religious motives" shot two uniformed soldiers out-
side an Arkansas military recruiting center Monday, killing one and wounding the other,
authorities said.

Police arrested Abdulhakim Mujahid Muhammad, 23, on a nearby interstate shortly after
the bloodshed at the Army-Navy Career Center in a shopping center in west Little Rock.
Three guns were found in his SUV, they said. Investigators say that he appears to have been
"passionate about Islam."

He will be charged with first-degree murder, plus 15 counts of committing a terrorist
act, authorities said.
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The terrorist struck without warning.

"He saw them standing there and drove up and shot them," he said.

5.6.2 Student Sues Teacher and Wins (2009-06-11 12:22)

A federal judge ruled in favor of a student in Santa Ana, California. The student alleged that
the teacher had violated the first amendment’s guarantees of "free exercise" of religion, and
freedom of speech.

The teacher, James Corbett, had made comments insulting and denigrating the beliefs
of various students in his history class. Corbett told the students that any doubting or skep-
ticism about Darwinism was "superstitious nonsense." Instead of admitting that increasing
numbers of professors in the science departments of the world’s universities are less inclined
to accept the teachings of Darwinism, and asking if there is sufficient evidence for, Corbett
rather simply accused the biology, physics, and chemistry department of being unable to "see
the truth", and dismissed their questions about evidence as "religious nonsense."

The judge opined that the teacher had favored "anti-religion over religion," violating the
right to "free exercise" of Muslims, Jews, Christians, and nearly everyone else. Instead, the
teacher’s duty is to create "expansive discussion even if a given topic may be offensive to a
particular religion."

In short, the teacher’s job is to create a free discussion, even about offensive topics;
but the teacher may not conduct an anti-religious tirade.

5.6.3 Murder at the Holocaust Museum (2009-06-11 12:35)

Within recent days, we have been shocked and horrified by the murders perpetrated at the
Holocaust Museum in Washington. What is the profile of this madman, James Von Brunn, who
would take human lives in this most serious place?

The killer was apparently filled with hatred toward President George W. Bush; he accused
Bush of favoring Jews, and decried Bush’s views about the Middle East. He asserted that
Bush, not al-Qa’ida, had carried out the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Rejoicing that Bush was finally
out of office, he was emboldened by the election results, and finally carried out these shootings.

In his remarks, he specifically stated that he hated "conservatives and neo-conservatives." He
noted that many of the leaders of the neo-conservative movement were Jews.

The lesson - people filled with irrational, passionate hatred will eventually take actions:
horrifying actions. James von Brunn was clear in his speaking and writing: he had a intense
hostility toward George W. Bush and toward the neo-conservative movement in American
politics. We now know where such hatred leads.
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5.6.4 Victory for Free Speech at UCLA (2009-06-13 19:33)

The administration of UCLA upheld a student’s free speech rights, and overruled lower-level
administrators, regarding a graduation ceremony.

At a ceremony for students receiving graduate degrees in molecular biology (not the
mass graduation for four-year degrees), students were permitted to write a brief statement,
which they would read when receiving their diplomas. All manner of diverse opinions were
allowed, except one: any reference to Christianity was prohibited by the administrators. At
least one student, Christina Popa, had wished to make such a reference, and that student,
supported by her professors, appealed to the university’s upper-level administrators, who
pointed out the obvious discrimination in allowing every variant of religious and political views
to be expressed, and then singling out one religion and forbidding any mention of it.

Thankfully, a courageous stand by students and professors in the molecular biology de-
partment withstood an attempt by administrators to steamroller the first amendment.

5.7 August

5.7.1 Obama Opposes Release of Terrorist (2009-08-20 15:32)

Abdel Baset al-Megrahi was released from a Scottish prison recently. The move was called
"compassionate" by Scottish officials, because he has only a few weeks to live with terminal
cancer.

When he landed in Libya, according to newspapers, "thousands were on hand to greet
him warmly when his plane from Scotland touched down at a military airport in Tripoli. There
was a festive atmosphere with some wearing t-shirts with al-Megrahi’s picture. Others waved
Libyan and Scottish flags while Libyan songs blared."

In 2001, the terrorist was convicted of the Lockerbie bombing in 1988 which killed 270
people. He has been considered a hero in Libya, which is 97 % Islamic.

President Obama released an official statement, saying that the decision to free termi-
nally ill Abdel Baset al-Megrahi on compassionate grounds was a mistake and warned Libya
not to give him a hero’s welcome. The White House declared it "deeply" regretted the Scottish
decision. White House spokesman Robert Gibbs said Thursday the United States disagreed
with the decision to free al-Megrahi.

We continue to believe that Megrahi should serve out his sentence in Scotland," Gibbs
said. "On this day, we extend our deepest sympathies to the families who live every day with
the loss of their loved ones."
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5.8 November

5.8.1 Want to Read More about Hebrew Literature? (2009-11-06 15:59)

The poetry of the Hebrews has a structure which is both complex and subtle.
Robert Lowth published his Lectures on the Sacred Poetry of the Hebrews in 1787. The book
remains in print today. Lowth was educated as a classicist, and explains Hebrew poetry by
constant reference to Greek and Latin poetry, thoroughly comparing and contrasting the Clas-
sical and Sacred literary forms. He advanced the thesis, never serious doubted since then, that
almost all Hebrew poetry is formed in parallelisms, couplets of parallel structure. Lowth was
an Anglican Bishop.
George Buchanan Gray wrote The Forms of Hebrew Poetry in 1915. It also remains available
in modern reprints. Gray refined Lowth’s classifications, and developed ingenious readings of
texts which had been previously been seen as corrupt and readable only with major emenda-
tions; Gray deduced principles of Semitic poetry which allowed these texts to be sensibly read
without emendation. Gray was a Non-Conformist clergyman.
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6.1 January

6.1.1 Economics in 1967 and in 2010 (2010-01-07 09:00)

The past is always instructive to those of us who are dealing with the problems of the present
and future. In 1967, the governor of California wrote the following:

For many years now, you and I have been shushed like children and told there are
no simple answers to the complex problems which are beyond our comprehension.

Well, the truth is, there are simple answers; they just are not easy ones. The
time has come for us to decide whether, collectively, we can afford everything and
anything we think of simply because we think of it. The time has come to run a
check to see if all the services government provides were in answer to demands or
were just goodies dreamed up for our supposed betterment. The time has come to
match outgo to income, instead of always doing it the other way around.

In 2010, we will see the U.S. economy continue to struggle, and it will be made worse by the tax
increases for every citizen in our country. The current trends in both Congress and the White
House will raise the amount of tax paid by every individual in this country, even by the poorest.

What we need now is lower taxes for every American, meaning that the current leaders
in Washington will need to stop thinking of new ways to spend money. Any expansion of
government programs is a crushing burden to wage-earners who can least afford it.

6.2 February

6.2.1 Tired of Statistics? (2010-02-09 08:53)

For a century or more, writers and speakers have developed the habit of using statistics to
support their views. This becomes clear if we compare, for example, a political speech given
in 2010 with one given in 1510. This mathematical trend has been popular because it gives
the appearance of being scientific and rational.

Reflective listeners and readers, however, have long realized that statistics are subject
to manipulation and misinterpretation. One need only recall the primary lesson that correla-
tion does not imply causation, or recall Mark Twain’s quip about statistics, to understand why
the numerals which adorn political texts need either to be carefully examined, or to be ignored.

We understand that quantitative analysis is important, and should be done, but we bor-
der on the absurd when a report is released by the Treasury Department, and it is immediately
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combed by various political parties, who harvest whatever numbers appear to support their
agendas.

Is there an alternative?

Researchers hoping to escape the statistical madness have focused on a method of qualitative
analysis. This type of investigation has long been used in situations where a statistical
approach isn’t possible: it has been used by the United States Air Force in debriefing crewmen
after missions, by the FAA after crashes, by physicians in case studies, and by police detec-
tives. When studying a single event or a unique case (N=1), statistical approaches are usually
meaningless.

This type of qualitative analysis is now being transferred from situations in which statis-
tical analysis is impossible to situations in which statistical analysis is unhelpful. In certain
branches of medicine and economics, for example, quantitative analysis yields results which
are ambiguous or misleading. Qualitative analysis, by contrast, can yield more understanding
of the situation’s dynamics.

So, in some situations, we can avoid statistics and get a better insight of the matter at
hand!

6.2.2 International Evaluations of Obama (2010-02-13 17:08)

A recent article in The Atlantic Times gives a European perspective on President Obama.
Reporter Peter H. Koepf writes:

The party is over. Great hopes have turned into serious doubts. Those who wel-
comed Barack Obama as a messiah a year ago have now been forced to admit that
the 44th president of the United States is only human. His lofty visions have be-
come far distant goals. The president, who formulated grand designs in an almost
fundamentalist fashion, is operating – when he operates at all – as a pragmatist.

The article is entitled "Rude Awakening" and comes in the wake of comments by France’s
president Sarkozy, Germany’s chancellor Merkel, and England’s prime minister Gordon Brown,
all of whom have been less than cheerful about Obama’s international impact.

If not among the leaders of Europe, Obama had some fans among the media of those
countries. But now, even the news reporters aren’t very enthusiastic:

Now his fans are deserting their former icon. The “post-polarization candidate” (New
York Times) has become a polarizing president. “Renunciation of the Savior” was the
headline in Munich’s daily Süddeutsche Zeitung – a reference to falling support for
Obama in the US.

It might have been worth enduring the contempt of Europe if it meant achieving good diplo-
matic relations with countries in other parts of the world: but in the Mid-East, Africa, Asia, and
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South America, government leaders are equally cool toward Obama.

In Germany, too, those who were most enthusiastic about Obama last year are now
voicing the loudest criticism. The president’s former supporters are forced to realize
that even with this leader, war – and nuclear weapons – are not about to disappear
from the face of the Earth. Nor will the world become a fairer place.

Obama has done a lot of traveling during his first year as president; but these trips have only
served to show various nations who he really is: instead of the diplomat creating international
harmony, he has revealed himself to be, in some cases, abrasive and uncultured, and in other
cases, capable of being unwittingly exploited by local rulers who wish to continue ignoring
human rights and directing aggression toward neighboring countries. His diplomatic trips
have not had the desired effect: the more other nations understand Obama, the less they
are inclined to operate diplomatically with the United States. Obama fared best when other
nations knew the image of him created by the American media: that image, because it was
very inaccurate, created considerable popularity for Obama. Prior to his election, thousands
of Europeans expressed a favorable opinion of him. Now, however, he is not welcome:

Obama’s speech in Oslo may have been the turning point. When the president ac-
cepted the Nobel Peace Prize in December, he said: “We must begin by acknowledg-
ing the hard truth that we will not eradicate violent conflict in our lifetimes.” Since
then, not even the Germans have loved the American president quite so much.

Can The United States regain its image and diplomatic stature among the European nations?
Perhaps. In any case, we cannot blame the current fiasco entirely on Obama: clearly, actions
by the current Congress, and words from the current Secretary of State, have also earned
international censure. Although Obama’s bumbling and dithering haven’t helped, he alone is
only part of our problem. The cure will be change on a bigger scale than merely the White
House.

6.3 March

6.3.1 Economics + Environment + Transportation = Railroad
(2010-03-08 08:44)

In recent months and years, newspapers and politicians have discussed expanding America’s
railroad system. From streetcars and trolleys inside cities, to commuter rail lines linking
nearby towns, to long-distance service across the nation, trains seem to offer a cornucopia of
benefits: short-term job booms as lines and stations are built, long-term job growth in railroad
employees and ancillary businesses (selling newspapers and coffee at the train station),
lower transportation costs for all sorts of businesses shipping everything from raw materials
to finished products, the most efficient use of fuel possible, less environmental impact,
de-congestion of freeway and major roads, less wear-and-tear on those roads, and the ability
to do business while traveling instead of having both hands and the wheel and eyes on the road.
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There is no doubt that improving and expanding our rail system would be an advantage
for our country.

An improperly conceived rail system, however, can turn into a economic failure - and
consume endless infrastructure dollars without creating the promised conveniences to the
business community.

To reap the harvest promised by railroad expansion, we must observe the following prin-
ciple:

Any economically feasible or sustainable passenger rail system relies upon the physical
infrastructure and economic momentum provided by moving large amounts of freight via
train.

We must make sure that we focus first on increasing tonnage, which is where the real
money is. Every diesel truck rolling on our interstate highways contains freight which could be
on a train. Moving some of that cargo to railroads will create the volume business which will
pay for further increase in physical infrastructure. Moving that cargo to rail will also save fuel,
reduce environmental impact, and keep the roads in better condition. Businesses will want to
move more cargo by rail because it will cost them less.

What about jobs? For each hundred tons of freight moved from diesel truck to railroad,
the number of trucking jobs lost will be slightly larger than the number of rail jobs created.
Won’t that create unemployment? No. And here’s why:

As we move cargo from truck to train, we can also reduce the amount of money which
the federal government uses to subsidize the trucking industry. (Yes, trucking is federally
subsidized: the road taxes paid by trucks do not offset the disproportionate wear-and-tear
they put on the roads; as less freight moves down the freeways, those interstates will need to
be re-surfaced less often.)

Fewer federal subsidies to the trucking industry will lead to fewer tax increases; fewer
tax increases leads to more business, creating employment for any former trucking workers
who might not get rail jobs.

It is not feasible to maintain and build medium-range or long-range rail lines mainly for
passenger travel. Tickets sales won’t even begin to cover the costs. Even with strong freight
tonnage on the rails, passenger rail is often not profitable, and needs to supported by the
cargo revenues or by tax breaks for rail companies.

The bottom line: we need to encourage (via gradual reductions in federal subsidies for
the trucking industry) more freight to move by rail; only then can we build the physical
infrastructure and maintain the economic momentum to provide good passenger service, and
only then can we reap those many benefits which a good rail system offers.
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6.4 April

6.4.1 Sneak Attack! (2010-04-16 06:45)

In the complex web of society, religion, and culture, we are now seeing damaging attacks on
the Christian faith. Assaults on organized religions are nothing new in the history of the world,
but they take different forms in different epochs.

We are writing not about the obvious attacks taking place in various parts of Asia and
Africa in which churches are being firebombed and individual Christians tortured or killed, nor
about the verbal offensives by militant atheists who pile insult after insult upon Christians.
These types of attacks, while sadly all too numerous, are obvious, and need little comment:
the atheists who protest against a Christian organization like the Salvation Army, which simply
distributes food and clothing to the poor, offer their own confutation to the thoughtful observer.

The less obvious, and therefore more dangerous, attacks upon Christianity come now
from those who have labeled themselves Christians and present themselves as representa-
tives of that faith, for the very purpose of discrediting it. This is reminiscent of the "mole" or
"double-agent" from the spy novels of the Cold War era.

Specifically, in recent days, newspaper and TV coverage has featured two groups: Rev-
erend Fred Phelps and his Westboro Baptist Church, and the Hutaree Militia. These two
organizations share two characteristics: first, neither of them is Christian, and second, both of
them claim to be Christian.

By identifying themselves as Christian, and then behaving badly, these two units suc-
ceed in doing damage to the public’s understanding of what Christianity is. This type of
subterfuge can do more damage than the direct physical violence of atheists and Sudanese
Muslims.

Enlightened thinking demands a clear definition of what "Christianity" is, and subsequently
the ability to distinguish between which groups are Christian and which groups merely claim
to be. Although defining Christianity is a complex topic, there is at least a simple beginning to
that complexity: the only possible starting point for any proposed definition is the text of the
New Testament.

Exactly as Judaism is defined by the Tanakh (and Talmud), and exactly as Islam is de-
fined by the Qur’an (and Hadith), so also Christianity is defined by the New Testament (and
Tanakh). Admittedly, there are competing interpretations of the New Testament, and the
analysis of some details becomes quite complex.

But this much is clear: anything which directly contradicts the New Testament cannot
be textually authentic Christianity.

The "Reverend" Fred Phelps and his "church" (the quotation marks reminding us that he
is not a Reverend, and his organization is not a church) proclaim, among other things, that
"God hates" certain groups of people. Yet the text of the New Testament is tells us that God
never hates any human being, and that He, in fact, loves every human being.
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The Hutaree group claims that they are morally obliged by God to attack and kill police-
men. Yet the New Testament is a consistently pacifistic document, in which Jesus consistently
declines to engage in any form of physical violence, and proclaims that His organization is not
one supported by military force, but rather by spiritual concepts.

The imperative for the current day is this: to ignore the self-classification of institutions,
and ask rather, what they may really be. Merely because a group labels itself as Christian
doesn’t mean that it actually is, and a group which does not so identify itself may actually be.

6.5 May

6.5.1 Dewey and Your School (2010-05-04 07:34)

The American educational system has been deeply influenced by John Dewey and his followers.
Prior to Dewey, teachers had traditionally viewed education as having two major components:
"knowing that" (information) and "knowing how to" (skills). Dewey rejected both of these.

Instead, he asserted that the major purposes of education were clustered around the
concept of becoming a member of the community. He wrote: "What nutrition and reproduc-
tion are to physiological life, education is to social life."

The impact, then, of Dewey’s popularity was to de-emphasize a teacher’s concern for
curriculum ("knowing that" and "knowing how to"), and instead emphasize those aspects of
education which are social in nature. The direct result is that American high schools have clubs
and sports teams, counselors and student councils, and classes about health and parenting.

It is difficult for us, living in the twenty-first century, to imagine a time when the aver-
age American high school had none of these things - so deep is Dewey’s influence on our
educational institutions.

But how do we evaluate Dewey’s contribution? Has it been good or bad? Critics note
that since Dewey’s time, American students have mastered fewer and fewer of the core
concepts of higher mathematics, fewer of the central works of world literature, and fewer
foreign languages. In the words of a 1991 report from the Excellence in Broadcast Network,
schools are teaching students about condoms and recycling

instead of Aristotle. We’re not teaching anything else very well. Our kids get lower
scores on math and English tests every year. As a result, kids from backwater Euro-
pean and Asian countries are outperforming our kids left and right in school because
we’re hung up on teaching feel-good history and worthless social gobbledygook.

That was twenty years ago. In which direction have we gone since then? Have American
schools continued to do the jobs of parents and neighborhoods, or have they returned to
serious education? During the typical school day, is learning interrupted by forays into
counseling, peer relationships, sexuality, relationships, environmentalism, etc.?
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Dewey’s influence caused the schools to perform the tasks of parents and neighborhoods,
which meant first that parents and neighborhoods had nothing to do (the schools having taken
over their roles), and second that the schools weren’t doing much educating (because they
were busy raising children instead of instructing students).

The question for education in the twenty-first century, then, is this: are we moving fur-
ther into Dewey’s influence, or beginning to escape from it?

6.5.2 A Perfect World? (2010-05-05 09:51)

Students of history are familiar with Utopians from Rousseau to Marx to Kropotkin. In various
ways, they all envision the perfecting of human society, humans individually, and world as
we know it. From these noble ideals and desires arise the very opposite - misery, suffering,
and injustice. Utopian plans inevitably crash, because their basic assumptions ignore the
simply fact that the world and humans, collectively and individually, are neither perfect nor
perfectible. A 1992 report from the Excellence in Broadcasting Network describes more recent
forms of Utopian thinking:

There is a common bond which spiritually unites these people, which is that attitude
of cultural radicalism carried over from the 1960’s. Theirs is an anti-American credo,
which abhors American political and governmental institutions and this nation’s capi-
talistic economy. Their value system is at war with the Judeo-Christian tradition upon
which this country was founded and is centered in secular humanism and moral rel-
ativism.

Note the connections with Marx, inasmuch as modern Utopians are "anti-capitalistic", and the
connections with Rousseau, inasmuch as they desire to destroy our culture and replace it with
their envisioned ideal culture. Observe also the desire to destroy humanism, as we know it in
Erasmus and T.S. Elliot, as we see it in Da Vinci and Michelangelo, as we hear it in Bach and
Haydn - to be replaced by their idealized "secular humanism," a world view of mechanized
determinism which denies that humans can make meaningful or significant choices in life.

Theirs is the me generation, which seeks immediate gratification, presumably be-
cause there is no spiritual tomorrow. Their God is not spiritual or personal. Their
God is in every fiber of nature and is impersonal. He is just as much a part of the
plant and animal kingdom as He is a part of the human soul; thus, their pantheistic
devotion to animals and the environment. Their God did not give them dominion over
nature and the animal kingdom, positioning them at the top rung on the hierarchy
of creation.

If one regards all of nature as God, one is then obliged to view a human being as nothing
special. Despite their talk of "human rights," Utopians essentially believe that a human is no
more special than a flower or a fish.
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As their emphasis is on this world, they cling to the belief that man is morally per-
fectible and that Utopia on earth is achievable.

In various forms, this drive toward Utopia needs the coercive force of an authoritative govern-
ment to accomplish its social engineering. These idealists believe that, if only everyone will
cooperate with their plans, a perfect society is right around the corner. Yet not everyone will co-
operate, and they feel themselves justified in forcing compliance from those unwilling citizens
who cling to their personal freedom. Surely, the Utopians think, it is worth it to temporarily
remove the rights of a few people in order to create a perfect society for everyone. From this
seemingly innocent sentiment, it is but a few short steps to using the guillotine to execute thou-
sands of French women and children, because they didn’t seem enthusiastic enough about the
latest instructions from the revolutionary government. Thus ever ends Utopian hopes.

6.6 June

6.6.1 Charles H. Wright (2010-06-04 07:20)

Historians are familiar with Dr. Wright’s name: he was a leading medical practitioner in
Detroit, and a strong voice in the civil rights movement. And, as an African-American, he
opposed what he called the "federal encroachment on private practice of medicine" - that is,
he opposed the types of programs which are being forced onto the American public, against
the will of the voters, by Senator Harry Reid, Congresswoman Pelosi, and President Obama.

Dr. Wright saw the government’s attempt to regulate, manage, and fund the health
care system as the direct result of racism. He argued that those who desired the government
to limit the freedom of both patients and medical professionals would not desire such inter-
vention if society and the medical system were free of racism: federal control of health care
was desired to counteract the effects of unjust discrimination.

In an open and published letter to the AMA, Dr. Wright urged the organization to direct
its attention to the issue of equality in the medical system. Achievement of racial equality,
he concluded, would bring the additional benefit of ending legislative attempts to allow the
federal government to control both patients and medical professionals: the blossoming of civil
rights "will make the government’s efforts unattractive and unnecessary" in Wright’s words.

As an African-American, Dr. Wright worked for the civil rights of citizens to vote, to speak
freely, and to exercise their economic choices; as a physician, he worked for the rights of
patients and health care professionals to make decisions without government regulation or
management.

6.6.2 Who’s Dangerous? Who’s Safe? (2010-06-08 05:37)

We often try to situate ourselves among people whom we consider to be safe - and we usually
avoid dangerous people. Happily, and contrary to the image of America as a crime-ridden
society, violent crime is statistically down over the last few years, especially for those living
in middle-class, mid-western suburbs. But who is dangerous? Stereotypes can be misleading.
Consider the following:
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From 1976 to 2005, 18- to 24-year-olds – both male and more gentle females – commit-
ted homicide at a rate of 29.9 per 100,000. Twenty-five- to 35-year-olds committed homicides
at a rate of 15.8 per 100,000. The murder rate for the general population includes both
males and females. Inasmuch as males commit nearly 90 percent of all murders, the rate for
males in those age groups is probably nearly double the male/female combined rates, which
translates to about 30 to 55 murderers per 100,000 males aged 18 to 35. This gives us a
baseline murder rate. Can we find demographic subgroups in which the murder rate is either
significantly higher, or significantly lower, than this baseline rate?

The homicide rate among veterans of these wars 7.6 per 100,000 – or about one-third
the homicide rate for their age group (18 to 35) in the general population of both sexes. But
given the gender skew, the homicide rate among veterans is actually about one-tenth of the
national average. The marks them as a safe group - perhaps because of strong respect for law
and order.

On the other hand, the strongest predictor of whether a person will end up in prison is
that he was raised by a single parent. By 1996, 70 percent of inmates in state juvenile de-
tention centers serving long-term sentences were raised by single mothers. Seventy percent
of teenage births, dropouts, suicides, runaways, juvenile delinquents and child murderers
involve children raised by single mothers. Girls raised without fathers are more sexually
promiscuous and more likely to end up divorced.

A 1990 study by the Progressive Policy Institute showed that, after controlling for single
motherhood, the difference in black and white crime disappeared.

A study cited in the Village Voice found that children brought up in single-mother homes
"are five times more likely to commit suicide, nine times more likely to drop out of high school,
10 times more likely to abuse chemical substances, 14 times more likely to commit rape (for
the boys), 20 times more likely to end up in prison, and 32 times more likely to run away from
home."

Many of these studies are from the ’90s, when the percentage of teenagers raised by
single parents was lower than it is today. In 1990, 28 percent of children under 18 were being
raised in one-parent homes – mother or father, divorced or never-married. By 2005, more
than one-third of all babies born in the U.S. were illegitimate.

That’s a lot of social problems in the pipeline. Who’s safe? Who’s dangerous?

6.6.3 Squanto (2010-06-14 13:54)

Most of us know the story of the first Thanksgiving - at least, we know the Pilgrim version.
But how many of us know the Indian viewpoint? It centers around a Native American named
Squanto

Historical accounts of Squanto’s life vary, but historians believe that around 1608 - more
than a decade before the Pilgrims landed in the New World - a group of English traders, led
by a Captain Hunt, sailed to what is today Plymouth, Massachusetts. When the trusting
Wampanoag Indians came out to trade, Hunt took them prisoner, transported them to Spain,
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and sold them into slavery. One of the captured Indians was a boy named Squanto.

The church, in its opposition to slavery, would purchase slaves, educate them, and set
them free. Squanto was bought by a well-meaning Spanish monk, who treated him well and
taught him the Christian faith - Squanto was probably the first Native American to read and
write English, or any language. Squanto eventually made his way to England and worked in
the stable of a man named John Slaney. Slaney sympathized with Squanto’s desire to return
home, and he promised to put the Indian on the first vessel bound for America.

It wasn’t until 1619-ten years after Squanto was first kidnapped - that a ship was found.
Finally, after a decade of exile and heartbreak, Squanto was on his way home.

But when he arrived in Massachusetts, more heartbreak awaited him. An epidemic had
wiped out Squanto’s entire village.

We can only imagine what must have gone through Squanto’s mind. He had returned home,
only to find his loved ones dead. He dwelt utterly alone in the wilderness: no friends, no family.

But Squanto lived on, and soon found a new community: a shipload of English families
arrived and settled on the very land once occupied by Squanto’s people. Squanto went to
meet them, greeting the startled Pilgrims in English.

According to the diary of Pilgrim Governor William Bradford, Squanto "became a special
instrument sent of God for [our] good ... He showed [us] how to plant [our] corn, where to take
fish and to procure other commodities ... and was also [our] pilot to bring [us] to unknown
places for [our] profit, and never left [us] till he died." Squanto literally saved the lives of the
settlers, and they provided him with a community. How amazed the Englishmen were, to find
an "Indian" who spoke and even read their language!

Long afterward, when Squanto lay dying of a fever, Bradford wrote that their Indian friend
"desir[ed] the Governor to pray for him ..." Squanto bequeathed his possessions to his English
friends "as remembrances of his love." He had adopted them as his new community, and they
had adopted him as their guide.

6.6.4 Education and Politics (2010-06-16 09:13)

Is there a correlation between how much you know and how you vote? This is a simple
question, but the process of trying to answer it is complex, because there are so many
variables on both sides of the equation. But there are some interesting trends, although it
is not clear what, exactly they mean. The November 20, 2000 issue of U.S. News and World
Report contained the following election results:

Of those who failed to complete high school, 59 % voted for Al Gore, while only 39 %
voted for George W. Bush.

Of those who graduated from high school, but had no further education, 48 % voted for
Gore, and 49 % for Bush.

Of those who had attended college, but did not complete a four- or five-year degree, 45
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% voted for Gore, and 51 % for Bush.

Of those who completed a degree (bachelor’s or equivalent), the same numbers held.

In 2004, after Bush had been in office for four years, and had a chance to demonstrate
how he would conduct himself in office, CNN noted a similar pattern when the voters went to
the polls in November of that year:

Of those who failed to graduate from high school, 50 % voted for John Kerry, while 49 %
voted for Bush.

Of those who graduated from high school, but did not go to a college or university, 47
% voted for Kerry, and 52 % voted for Bush.

Of those who attended college, but did not graduate, 46 % voted for Kerry, and 54 %
for Bush.

Of those who graduated from college, the ratios remained the same.

Finally, four years later, in 2008, the CNN data shows a continuation of the trend:

Of those who failed to graduate from high school, 63 % voted for Obama, and 35 % for
McCain.

Of those who graduated from high school, but did not attend college, 52 % voted for
Obama and 46 % for McCain.

Among those who attended a college or university, but did not graduate, 51 % voted for
Obama, and 47 % for McCain.

Finally, among those who graduated from a college or university, 50 % voted for Obama
and 48 % for McCain.

Placed in the form of a table or chart, these numbers reveal a clear tendency.

6.7 July

6.7.1 Learning from India (2010-07-13 15:04)

If you think that India is an economically stagnant backwater, think again. Many of us have
outdated images of the Indian economy as a nightmare of third-world inefficiency.

Such images were, at one time prior to 1991, true. But the political leaders of India,
like Manmohan Singh and Narasimha Rao, created a financial revolution by deregulating
markets and industries, and by lowering taxes and simplifying tax codes. The result has been
a power surge in Indian businesses, creating millions of upwardly-mobile jobs for people who
previously had dead-end employment at the bottom of the service sector.
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By any measure, the country of India has improved its monetary well-being.

Can America learn from this? Over the last twelve months, starting in mid-2009, the
federal government has issued a long series of bad decisions, and has, by means of inane
economic policies, created a toxic environment for economic growth. Can the USA save its
economy from the ineptitude of its current leaders, both in Congress and in the White House?

Yes, we can, if we learn from India. America needs economic wisdom, not from Washington,
but perhaps from Mumbai and New Delhi.

6.7.2 Good and Evil (2010-07-21 05:52)

In this information age in which we live, reports of events around the world arrive constantly
via computer, radio, and TV - not to mention actual newspapers. How are we, as individual
human beings, to make sense of it all? We use rational categories in our thinking: sports,
business and economics, politics, etc., to organize what we know about the world. These
binary opposites reveal the structure of reality to us. Two of the most useful, but also the most
controversial, categories are good and evil. A well-known journalist reminds us that

Evil exists. It is real, and it means to harm us. When you work in the news business,
you deal with the ugly side of life. Every day across your desk comes story after
story about man’s inhumanity to man, from mass murderers to child molesters to
mothers who drown their children to husbands who murder their pregnant wives.
These stories push the limits of our ability to imagine man’s potential for depravity,
and yet they are horrifically true.

Because these events are so repulsive, troubling, and shocking, we want to imagine that there
is some explanation for them - we don’t want to accept the reality that evil is alive and well
and roaming through our world. Denial is for more comfortable.

But if we acknowledge the painful fact there are evil actions, we can then enjoy the
clear knowledge that there are also good actions, and we begin to see the rational structure
of the universe: artists reveal the beauty of goodness and the ugliness of evil in their
poetry, music, and painting; philosophers patiently untangle the details of good and evil;
religious leaders seek the source of the distinction between good and evil; governments work
to discourage evil and clear the path for good; parents teach their children about good and evil.

James Madison, explaining the structure of the Constitution, wrote that

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. In
framing a government which is to be administered by men over men, the great diffi-
culty lies in this: you must first enable the government to control the governed; and
in the next place oblige it to control itself.
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Historically, when evil has run amok on a large scale, we see principles at work: first, total-
itarian governments are the breeding ground for evil, because even if you give power to a
political structure with the best intentions, it creates the opportunity for abuse, and sooner or
later, someone will use that opportunity. Second, the most horrifying examples of evil are not
insane, although we are tempted to call them that: the genocides of Nazi Germany, Pol Pot’s
Cambodia, Stalin’s Soviet Union, and Ortega’s Nicaragua were not insane, but rather quite ra-
tionally organized. Third, if we fail to confront evil, and try instead to appease it, it will merely
grow: one need merely mention the name Neville Chamberlain.

6.7.3 Abortion and Economics (2010-07-22 06:08)

Conventional wisdom, until now, has implied that the number of abortions would increase
as unemployment increases: in a bad economy, people would want fewer children. But
statisticians have been surprised by a different trend.

The number of abortions performed in Michigan decreased in 2009, according to recently
released statistics from the Michigan Department of Community Health. The report from the
Michigan Department of Community Health states that 22,357 abortions were performed in
Michigan during 2009 compared to 25,970 Michigan abortions reported in 2008, a drop of
13.9 percent or 3,613 abortions. Since 1987, there has been a 54.4 percent decrease in the
number of abortions performed in Michigan annually. Abortions in Michigan have decreased
in four of the last six years and the number of abortions performed in 2009 represents the
lowest annual total of reported abortions in Michigan since abortion providers were required
to start reporting information in 1979.

Why this result? Various explanations have been proposed: during a difficult economy,
people’s minds may turn more toward home and family, and children may be more desirable,
even if they represent a cost. On the other hand, some see racial explanations: abortion is
an industry in which white, middle-age male surgeons make money primarily from young
African-American females, and Obama presidency has given Black hopes a new impetus. A
third possible explanation is that the next generation of ultrasound technology enables moth-
ers to see their children much more clearly than the older, fuzzy, black-and-white images of
early ultrasound equipment, and these newer images may influence the decisions of mothers.
Finally, in difficult economic times, children, though initially expensive, may represent security
for the parents, as pension funds and Social Security start to crumble.

Right to Life of Michigan President Barbara Listing said, "We are extremely grateful for
the continuing decrease in Michigan abortions despite the hard economic times we’ve faced
in Michigan. The fact that fewer mothers are having abortions in Michigan shows more and
more women are coming to the realization that abortion is not the answer for an unplanned
pregnancy."

In any case, increased birth rates historically predict economic recoveries. A lower abor-
tion rate may be the harbinger of higher birth rates, but not necessarily.

Recently released polls from CBS and Gallup show our nation is turning its back on the
idea that abortion is the solution to unplanned pregnancy. A CBS poll, conducted in April of
2010 found that 61 percent of Americans favor either stricter limits on abortion (38 percent)
or that abortion should not be permitted (23 percent). A Gallup poll, released in May 2010,
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found that a plurality of Americans consider themselves "pro-life." For two years in a row,
more Americans have called themselves "pro-life" than "pro-choice."

It will be important to watch this trend over the long-term. In the old Soviet Union, for
example, prolonged economic hardship led to sustained higher abortion rates. How long will
the current American economic malaise last? And what will it mean for abortion trends?

6.8 August

6.8.1 Rousseau Revisited (2010-08-23 05:59)

He might not have been so radical had he not lived under absolutist monarch; he suffered
from painful childhood. Extensively but unevenly educated, he was certainly intelligent, but
unable to have healthy long-lasting marriage, instead had many bastards by many women;
he was rather argumentative, always getting into fights, even with his friends and supporters.
He believed that the natural and savage state of humanity is good, giving birth to the Roman-
tic notion of the "noble savage"; technology and society lead to idleness for the upper class,
inequality, and powerful government domination. He wrote that civilization has a corrupting
influence; family is better than government. He flirts with an almost-communist view of prop-
erty. Although he glorifies the natural state of humans, he also points out that they are without
morality; Rousseau wrote that we need a good structure for a new type of society. He reasoned
that people freely join society for the common good; this produces good men. After Rousseau’s
death, his book will partially motivate the French Revolution. Born to a protestant family, he
later becomes Roman Catholic, and eventually invents his own religion. Believing that peo-
ple are naturally good, and that society corrupts them, he could not remain with any form of
Christianity. Although he saw the power of social structures as harmful, which would imply
something like libertarianism or anarchism, he paradoxically felt the need for a very powerful
government to "force people to be free," because he foresaw that not everyone would willingly
sign up for his projected destruction of current societal structures. He thought that people live
best in small agricultural communities. The individual wills of people are joined together in a
structure, creating a "general will": laws express general will, and any form of government is
fine, if people consent. Rousseau thought that society causes oppression and inequality, and
creates false codes of morality, because it is not representing the general will. Oddly, Rousseau
felt that advancement in art and science is bad, because knowledge strengthens government
against the individual, resulting in corruption and jealousy. Rousseau leads to Romanticism –
passion over reason. Is Rousseau a Romantic? Does he side with passion or reason?

6.8.2 Hobbes and His Times (2010-08-23 06:12)

Perhaps we can understand how Hobbes arrived at his philosophical views, if we remember
the events through which he lived. His life and times were tumultuous: arguments between
king and parliament; civil wars in England; wars in Europe; Islamic attacks on Europe from
the outside. His view of human nature: people are selfish and violent. Hobbes lived through
years of physical violence and political power struggles. From this, he may have concluded
that humans are essentially barbaric.

Hobbes sided with Charles I against Parliament; translated Homer’s books into English;
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spoke with Descartes and Galileo about science; spent a few years in Paris; and was friend
and teacher of Charles II. His books were misunderstood to be anti-royal or anti-Anglican. He
had, in any case, a long and eventful life. He was energetic and productive.

One of his summarizing texts states that human nature has three laws: we seek peace
to preserve our lives; we mutually give up rights to preserve peace; we must keep the con-
tracts we make. These lay the foundation for this political and social systems of absolutism:
having made a "social contract" in order to secure peace and preserve our lives, we are
morally bound to obey royal authority, having traded away our rights.

6.9 September

6.9.1 The Nazis vs. the Scouts (2010-09-02 12:00)

After Adolf Hitler seized political power in Germany in early 1933, he began to transform many
areas of daily life. Within a few years, practically every normal activity in life had been in
some way impacted by the Nazi government. The German people were being re-programmed
to allow Hitler to have total control.

Among the many organizations targeted was the Boy Scouts. By the mid-1930’s, all
traces of the Scouting organization had disappeared. Why? The Nazis would not tolerate the
Scouts; the reasons for this are several.

First, Scouting is an international organization. Every year, Scouts from many different
nations gather at large festivals: Poland, Hungary, Sweden, Denmark, Norway, Belgium,
France, Holland, Luxembourg, Finland, etc. Scouts observe a total equality between nations,
and cooperate in their wilderness adventures as partners. Hitler would not allow an organi-
zation which would teach young people to form constructive plans with people from other
countries; the Nazis could not tolerate a spiritual of peaceful cooperation.

Second, the Scouts take an oath to "help other people at all times," the laws of Scout-
ing state that an individual should strive to be "kind, courteous, friendly, helpful, and
cheerful." But Hitler wanted young people to be aggressive, hostile, and violent.

Finally, the Scouts promise to do their "duty to God" and be "reverent." But the Nazis
wanted to remove all forms of faith and religion from German society, making the Nazi Party
and Adolf Hitler into the highest authorities. The Nazis knew that any form of faith in God would
undermine the total control of their party, and would undermine the hatred and oppression
which Hitler wanted to spread through the nation.

In order for Hitler to eventually plan the Holocaust and launch brutal wars against most
of the neighboring countries, he first had to reshape the beliefs of the German people, and
that meant getting rid of the Scouts.

6.9.2 The Five Parts of Freedom (2010-09-02 14:57)

The U.S. economic system of free enterprise operates according to five main principles: the
freedom to choose our businesses, the right to private property, the profit motive, competition,
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and consumer sovereignty.

Freedom to Choose Our Businesses: In this country, the decision whether or not you
should go into computer services or any other kind of enterprise (business) is basically yours
alone to make. You will decide what fees to charge and what hours to work. Certain laws
prohibit you from cheating or harming your customers or other people. But, in general, you
will be left alone to run your business as you see fit.

Right to Private Property: Private property is a piece of land, a home, or a car owned by
an individual, a family, or a group. It differs from a public building, or public property, such as
the city hall, a park, or a highway, all of which provide a government service for all citizens.
In the U.S. economic system, people’s right to buy and sell private property is guaranteed
by law. People must use the property in safe and reasonable ways, of course. In setting up
computer systems for your customers, for example, you do not have the right to interfere with
the electrical, telephone, or computer systems of other people.

Profit Motive: The main reason why you or any enterprising person organizes a business
is to make money. You do this by earning more money than you spend. The amount of money
left over after subtracting your business expenses from your business income is known as
your profit. In the free enterprise system, business firms try hard to keep costs down and
increase their income from sales. The better they succeed at this, the higher are their profits.
Economists describe the efforts by business firms to earn the greatest profits as the profit
motive.

Competition: Just as you are free to start a computer business, so is everyone else. The rivalry
between sellers in the same field for consumers’ dollars is called competition. If your business
is profitable, it is likely that others will enter the same business hoping to be as successful
as you are. They will be competing with you for the same customers. To win a share of the
computer business, other sellers may try to offer more and better services, or services at
lower prices. Because of the pressure of competition, business firms must constantly try to
provide the best services and create the best products at the lowest possible prices.

Consumer Sovereignty: In the end, it is the customers, or consumers, who determine
whether any business succeeds or fails. In the U.S. free enterprise economy, consumers are
said to have sovereignty-the power or freedom to have final say. Consumers are free to spend
their money for Product X or for Product Y. If they prefer Y over X, then the company making
X may lose money, go out of business, or decide to manufacture something else (perhaps
Product Z). Thus, how consumers choose to spend their dollars causes business firms of all
kinds to produce certain goods and services and not others.

6.9.3 Ancient Causes, Today’s Effects (2010-09-14 08:24)

Harvard Sociologist Thomas Sowell reviews the contributions made by Americans of German
heritage. Millions of people in the United States trace a part of their heritage back to Switzer-
land, Austria, or some other German-speaking land. Although less than half of our population
(approximately fifty million people identify their ancestry as "mostly German," according to
the Census Bureau), they represent an extremely large percentage of our Nobel Prize winners,
Pulitzer Prize winner, and leading scientists. Why would this one ethnic group produce most
of America’s technological innovators, physicists, chemists, engineers - but also poets and
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composers? As a sociologist, Sowell speculates that it comes from the roots of this culture:

A very substantial portion of the German immigration to America occurred when
there was no Germany. It was not until 1871 that Prussia, Bavaria, Baden, Mecklen-
burg, Hesse, and other Germanic states were united by Bismarck to form the nation
of Germany. However, the German language is recorded as far back as 750 A.D. and
Germanic peoples - who do not include the Huns - as far back as the first century
B.C.

It can be noted that the Goths, a Germanic group, left extensive written documents as far back
as the 380’s A.D. (The Huns from Asia invaded Germanic regions.) Sowell’s point, however, is
that there is a rich and ancient linguistic and cultural heritage at work:

In the early days of the Roman Empire, the Germans were among the barbarian war-
riors on the northern frontier described by Julius Caesar. Over the centuries, through
the shifting fortunes of war and politics, as well as migrations, some Germanic peo-
ple acquired the civilization of the Romans, and ultimately influence in the Roman
Empire. In the later empire, German soldiers replaced Romans in the Roman legions,
which were not often commanded by German generals, who were sometimes de
facto rulers behind figurehead Roman emperors. At the same time, other German
peoples on the northern frontiers of the empire continued to be a major menace to
its existence. Many of the great battles in the declining phase of the Roman Em-
pire were battles of Germans against other Germans. Within the empire, Germans
were never fully accepted or fully assimilated. Intermarriage between Romans and
Germans was forbidden. The Roman aristocracy referred to Germans as "blond bar-
barians" and denounced them for "the nauseating stink of the bodies and clothing."
To some extent, Germans themselves were apologetic about their racial origins. For
example, a tombstone among the Germans buried in Gaul referred to their ancestry
as "part of the stain that baptism has washed away." Other Germans simply returned
the resentment and hatred that Romans felt toward them.

While Sowell’s interpretation of the inscription can be disputed - it was more probably the
common imperfections of human nature which were "washed away," not the peculiar ethnicity
- his broader point is valid: the Germans made to feel inferior and ashamed. Roman arrogance
left a collective emotional wound which would take centuries to heal, if indeed it ever did heal.

More than a thousand years of history - and the evolution of language, culture, and
peoples - elapsed between these early Germans and the people who began immi-
grating to colonial America. Modern Germany - even before it became a nation -
was in the forefront of Western civilization in science, the arts, music, literature, and
philosophy. It was the home of Goethe, Beethoven, Kant, and Leibniz. Technology
and craftsmanship were German hallmarks. Zeiss and Voigtlander were renowned
names in optics long before they (and other German names) became famous in the
later era of photography.

Was it the anguish of Roman racism and hatred which drove the Germans to excel? Did they
bring that focused perseverance with them to America, and thereby create America’s leading
role in technological progress and scientific discovery?
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Germans, once disdained as inferior barbarians by the Romans, now easily surpassed
Italy, where "the glory that was Rome" had become only a memory and a bitter
mockery of Italian weakness, disunity, and lagging technology and economy. In a
still later era, the German ancestry that some had felt ashamed of in Roman times
was to become an object of fanatical worship under Hitler and the Nazis.

The Roman geo-political dominance during the first century A.D. served only as a painful con-
trast during the Middle Ages, when Germany took the lead in technology and culture. One need
only think of Gutenberg and his printing press, Kepler and his orbits, the Fugger family and their
economic conquest of the Medici, Luther and his destruction of the Papal monopoly, and other
such examples, to see how the early Roman hegemony gave way to Germanic inventiveness.
It was this creativity which came to America:

Emigration from the German states (and later the German nation) ebbed and flowed
with historic event.

The earliest documented German presence in North America is probably the families who came
to New York around 1620. There were almost certainly earlier Germans here (probably sailors),
but written evidence has been lost. A steady stream of Austrians and Swiss followed as well,
but in every decade, the reasons changed.

The German states of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were separately
ruled by petty princes and were in a state of turmoil. The Reformation and the
Counter-Reformation had created religious refugees in both Catholic and Protestant
German states, and the Thirty Years’ War disrupted their economies, as well as re-
duced the total German population by about one-third. A sever winter in 1708-09
destroyed the German wine industry for years to come. In short, the domestic prob-
lems that often stimulate emigration were present in the German state. However,
there were also restrictions and prohibitions on emigration, which led to much inter-
nal migration instead.

The three classic causes of emigration (politics, economics, and religion) led some of the most
skilled and talented people to bring Germanic creativity and innovation to America.

6.9.4 Bonhoeffer (2010-09-20 08:26)

Although several books have been written about the life and work of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, he
continues to fascinate both the public and the scholars. Eric Metaxas recently released his
biography of Bonhoeffer, attracting both attention and praise. Review the book, S.T. Karnick
writes:

The too-brief life of the German pastor and theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer has been
the subject of much film and literary interest in recent year, and Eric Metaxas’s in-
sightful biography of this heroic figure helps us understand why. Bonhoeffer’s life
vividly demonstrated the natural and indeed inevitable tensions between the individ-
ual and the modern state, and it pointed toward a response based firmly in Christian
thought.
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Bonhoeffer is, of course, fascinating because he was part of the heroic German resistance
movement which undermined Hitler’s power, slowed the Nazi military advances, and saved
the lives of thousands of Jews. But beyond that, Bonhoeffer is of interest because he repre-
sents the general concept of an individual human being in the face of modern statism. He
specifically resisted Hitler’s Naziism, but shows us also how one would resist Stalin’s Leninism,
Mao’s Marxism, or Castro’s Communism - and, less obviously, any government which absorbs
more and more of the society into itself. Karnich continues:

There are two powerful presences throughout the book: Bonhoeffer himself and Adolf
Hitler, as the two head for the great confrontation in which the theologian engaged
in an ambitious conspiracy to kill the Führer and topple his regime. Metaxas’s book
make the reader acutely aware that the same nation that produced Hitler engendered
this heroic opponent and many other of similar integrity.

The great irony is that one of history’s most cruel dictators took power in a country which gave
birth to so many defenders of freedom. Unlike Russia or China, which had no long-standing
tradition of liberty, or of valuing the dignity of every individual human being, Germany’s
philosophical and literary heritage had boldly stated the worth of every person and every life.
Hitler’s militarism, his genocide, and his assault on society’s freedom were a direct violation
of the traditional German ethic - the ethic which gave birth to large resistance movement.

His family’s unusual religious life was a huge formative influence on Bonhoeffer. The
Bonhoeffers seldom attended church, Metaxas writes, but their "daily life was filled
with Bible reading and hymn singing, all of it led by Frau Bonhoeffer." In addition,
the children learned that a real love of God must be manifested in one’s actions.
"Exhibiting selflessness, expressing generosity, and helping others were central to
the family culture."

Only a child raised in such a family could become an adult brave enough to face Hitler. Only
a person formed by this lifestyle would have the nerve to oppose the Nazis.

Bonhoeffer went on to study theology at Berlin University, earning his doctorate in
1927, at age 21. The theological faculty was then dominated by proponents of the
"historical-critical method." They had concluded "that the miracles [the Bible] de-
scribed never happened, and that the Gospel of John never happened," Metaxas
notes. Bonhoeffer courageously refused to accept their thinking, arguing against
them politely but confidently, "on positive theological grounds," as a fellow student
described it.

The intellectual honesty and integrity which Bonhoeffer demonstrated as a student would fuel
his opposition to the Nazi government. At the university, Bonhoeffer’s opponents had to at
least respect his brilliance and genius, but the Gestapo would not care about his intelligence.
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6.9.5 Questions About Augustine (2010-09-21 09:36)

Augustine is a Christian philosopher from the late fourth and early fifth centuries. He was
born in North Africa and had a childhood that was full of mischief and trouble. After being
baptized, around the age of thirty-three, his life took off in a different direction. He rose up
through the hierarchy of the church culminating in his being appointed bishop of Hippo, a
north African town. When Rome was sacked in 410 AD, Augustine eloquently argued as why
Christians should remain faithful and not turn their backs on God, even when life turned very
bleak and dark. His ideas, expressed in his two famous works, Confessions and City of God,
had immense influence onmedieval thinking and later Protestantism. Some of his controversial
ideas include the doctrine of predestination, based on his interpretations of Paul’s writings, and
original sin. Augustine was said to have a foot in both the Classical and medieval worlds. While
he lived during the decline of the Roman Empire, his philosophies are often considered part
of medieval thinking, and beyond. Why do so many historians, theologians and philosophers
refer to Augustine as a transitional figure? What aspects of his life and ideas make him both
a Classical and a Medieval figure? How is he both a product of the past, and original in his
conclusions?

6.9.6 Privacy, Anyone? (2010-09-27 11:16)

The Obama administration is developing plans that would require all Internet-based communi-
cation services - such as encrypted BlackBerry e-mail, Facebook, and Skype - to be capable of
complying with federal wiretap orders, according to a report published Monday.

National security officials and federal law enforcement argue their ability to eavesdrop
on terror suspects is increasingly "going dark," as more communication takes place via
Internet services, rather than by traditional telephone.

The bill, which Obama plans to deliver to Congress next year, would require communica-
tion service providers be technically capable of intercepting and decrypting messages, raising
serious privacy concerns, the Times said.

The proposal has "huge implications" and poses a test to the "fundamental elements of
the Internet revolution," vice president of the Center for Democracy and Technology, James
Dempsey, told the Times.

"They basically want to turn back the clock and make Internet services function the way
that the telephone system used to function," he was quoted as saying.

Officials contend, however, that without new regulations their ability to prevent attacks
could be hindered.

"We’re not talking expanding authority," FBI general counsel Valerie Caproni told the
Times. "We’re talking about preserving our ability to execute our existing authority in order to
protect the public safety and national security."

Internet and phone networks are already required to have eavesdropping abilities thanks to
a Clinton administration law called the Communications Assistance to Law Enforcement Act,
but the mandate does not apply to communication service providers - like Research in Motion,
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maker of BlackBerry devices.

Essentially, this move is the Obama administration’s attempt to bring the Clinton-era
"Carnivore" program up-to-date. In 1994, the main source of such data was email. Now we
have cell phone texting and other data transmission protocols which do not fall under the
email heading.

6.9.7 Time Magazine Reporter Visits Brighton (2010-09-29 09:16)

[Excerpts from an article written by Joe Klein for Time Magazine] Jason Pless, a deputy police
chief in one of Detroit’s exurbs, thinks of himself as pretty careful and cautious person:
"Politically, financially, every which way. But I guess you’d have to say I’m underwater. We
bought our house for $148,000, took a mortgage for $100,000. And I think I might be able to
sell it for $80,000 now."

We’re at a restaurant in Brighton, Mich., 40 miles from the center of Detroit, having brunch.
There are 10 of us at the table — a group of cops, firefighters, emergency responders and a
few lawyers put together by Kevin Gentry, a deputy fire chief and adjunct law professor at
Michigan State — and all but one of them think that their mortgages now surpass the value of
their homes.

They have stories about friends and neighbors gaming the system. They are angry about
the Obama Administration’s giving aid to people facing foreclosure while they’re playing by
the rules and struggling. A lawyer named Carla Testani tells a story about a neighbor who
had a brief, scheduled layoff and was able to parlay that into mortgage-rate relief from the
government. "It was like she got a raise. She bought her kids a swing set." And Pless, the
deputy police chief, is infuriated by his neighbors, some of whom were friends of his, who
are just walking away from their mortgages — which means the banks will foreclose on their
homes and lower his property’s value. "It’s immoral," he says. "But where’s the payback? I
hope the banks hunt them down."

People are freaked out. They’re frustrated and anxious. They’re not too thrilled with
Barack Obama’s policies, and the anti-incumbent, anti-Establishment mood is palpable. They
can diagnose the problems, but they don’t have any strong ideas about solutions. Most of the
people at brunch say the government is spending too much.

Even devoted Obama supporters are frustrated with the President. "After he didn’t get
a single Republican vote on the stimulus package, why did he spend all year trying to get
Republican votes for health care?" asks John McGraw, the former president of a small division
of a power-tool company that was closed down by its European owners. "He’s a smart guy.
Didn’t he understand what he was facing?"

McGraw has been laid off for 17 months. His wife Sally, a clerical worker, has held five
jobs in the past two years and was laid off from four of them. "I’ve sent out maybe 4,000 to
5,000 resumes, all over the world," McGraw told me. "This is my full-time job. I do it seven
days a week. I’ve got 2,300 rejection letters sitting in my computer; the rest didn’t even
bother to respond. I understand. I’m 61. They can hire someone 20 years younger than me
for less money... But you wonder where this country is going. You wonder how the kids will
find jobs and buy houses." Illinois is in a fiscal crisis; its deficit is nearly half the size of its
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budget, largely because of pension and health obligations to public employees. Taxes keep
rising to close that gap. "I could go to work three days a week at Walmart, and my salary
would just about cover my tax bill," McGraw says. "With all these jobs going overseas, you
wonder how anybody who isn’t a genius nuclear physicist is going to find work. I can’t believe
we’re letting this happen to our country."

Introspection seems the order of the day. When you scratch just a bit beneath the sur-
face, people stop lacerating politicians and start talking about American values. "You’ve got
to figure that our parents wouldn’t have walked away from a mortgage," Pless says. "I’m not
walking away from mine. But people I know well, friends, are taking a hike, and I wonder,
What has happened to us as people?"

6.10 October

6.10.1 When is a Public School Not a Public School? (2010-10-06 07:49)

For most of our history, American children have been educated in three ways: private schools,
home schooling, or public schools. Recently, a fourth option has become available: charter
schools.

Over the last decade or two, charter schools have grown in popularity, but they remain
controversial. They funded by taxpayer dollars, but managed by private entities. Ironically,
they have been criticized both for being "private schools in disguise" and "public schools in
disguise."

Being fueled by government money, they have been required by courts to refrain from
any religious instruction or organized religious activity. Regular supervision by litigation-
minded public interest groups has enforced those court orders - with one exception.

While keeping charter schools scrupulously free of Judeo-Christian spirituality, this scrutiny
has overlooked a growing number of charter schools which are allegedly centered around
Middle Eastern culture, but which are in fact functioning as vehicles of Islamic instruction.

Muslim leader Fethullah Güllen has organized a network of approximately 100 charter
schools, instructing almost 35,000 students, with an emphasis on Turkish culture. It is notori-
ously difficult to determine where culture ends and religion begins.

Some critics have noted that the Turkish charter schools have imported not only their
teachers, but in some cases also other employees. It will take some work to show that this is
educationally or economically necessary.

Most questions center around Friday prayer services offered in the Islamic charter schools.
Just as in a public school, students are allowed to gather for prayer during non-instructional
time. But if the services are led and organized by school employees, that would seem to be a
violation of standard policy.
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6.10.2 An Educated Spokesman (2010-10-06 12:49)

Augustine had a classical education that made him an acceptable ambassador of Christianity
to the intellectual classes. His parents had to sacrifice to get their son, who was obviously
gifted, into schools that studied in a classical manner. His education was very traditional, and
tedious in the area of liberal arts. His education emphasized Latin and the philosophies of
the classical Latin scholars. He read the writings of Virgil many times and cried when he read
about Dido’s fate as she lamented for Aeneas. He read Cicero, not only for his impressive
ideas, but to better grasp the Latin language and his use of rhetoric. Peter Brown, an author
of a biography on Augustine, said, “The great advantage of the education Augustine received
was that, within its narrow limits, it was perfectionist. The aim was to measure up to the
timeless perfection of an ancient classic.” Augustine was taught to believe that the classical
scholars never made mistakes. Every word had significance. He applied this careful reading
and studying to Christianity as well. His education would have also involved the study of
rhetoric. He was very good at not only speaking, but at convincing others that his viewpoint
was right. It taught him to dynamically express himself, which was a great gift, and helped him
to appeal to many kinds of people. Augustine, although proficient in Latin, struggled when it
came to the Greek language. Eventually, he started to read Greek philosophers’ works, but
mostly in a Latin translation. However, his knowledge of both Latin and Greek classical ideas
was useful in his writings, teaching, and dialogues with people in Rome. Thus, Augustine was
able to present Christianity in a way that appealed to the classical scholars of his day.

6.10.3 Arabic Philosophy (2010-10-11 10:19)

When we study Scholastic philosophers of the Middle Ages, and learn that they laid the
rational foundations for modern physics and chemistry, we learn about intellectual giants like
Abelard and Ockham, and how they pushed the limits of logic to include innovative forms of
argumentation.

Philosophers like Abelard and Aquinas did not work in isolation. They were in dialogue
with Arabic philosophers. Despite political and religious tensions between the Europeans and
empires of the Near East, the philosophers corresponded. Neither side had any difficulty in
simultaneously calling the other "godless heretical infidels" and yet respecting the intellectual
and academic accomplishments of the other.

The beginnings of Arabic philosophy came with the translation of large numbers of philo-
sophical works into Arabic from Greek. The works were primarily those of Aristotle, Plato, and
the later Neo-Platonists. Curiously, many of these works were translated by Christian Arabs,
at the end of era of Arabic Christianity and the beginning of the era of the hegemony of Islam
in Arabic culture. We need to remember that, prior to the Islamic invasions, Christianity was
the most popular religion in the Arabic regions, as well as in non-Arab territories like Persia.
Arab philosophers were confronted with the divergent lines of thought represented by Aristotle
and the Neo-Platonists. Presented with these two different perspectives, the early Arabic
philosophers had to choose one, or the other, or try to harmonize both.

One of the earliest Arabic philosophers was Al-Kindi (who died around the year 870 A.D.).
Al-Kindi, like the Islamic philosophers who followed him, sought to harmonize a rational
philosophical system with the teachings Islam. His teachers, and the authors of many of the
books he studied, were Christians. He wanted the tradition of philosophy to continue under
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Islamic rule.

He was followed by Al-Farabi, who based his thought primarily on Plato’s Laws and Re-
public. Al-Farabi, who was either a Turk or a Persian, and therefore not an Arab, represents a
quite developed system of philosophical terminology; he died around 950 A.D. His teachers
were Christians, and therefore he was exposed to Greek philosophy, which was less tolerated
in purely Islamic circles. He carefully distinguished between philosophy and theology, and
placed philosophy in the service of theology. He introduced formalized logic into the Arabic
world, and began producing arguments for the existence of God, which were strikingly similar
to Thomistic arguments for the same. Like Aquinas (who was familiar with Al-Farabi’s works)
and his followers, so Al-Farabi and his followers were often mis-understood in their arguments
for the existence of God. Neither the Islamic nor the Thomist philosophers were trying to
prove the existence of God, even though they wrote "proofs". Much rather, because both were
surrounded by a community of their respective faiths, each group took the existence of God
as something which did not need to be proved. Why, then, write such proofs? The "proof for
the existence of God" was a literary form for philosophical discourse; by writing such a proof,
a philosopher could exhibit his skill, demonstrate the particular kind or argumentation which
he thought to be most powerful, and en passant make certain assertions about other issues
in philosophy. Thus, many Aristotelian arguments for God (Islamic or Thomist) were written
as a way to make assertions about physics and metaphysics. Scholars debate whether he
grew up in Turkey or in Persia, but in either case, Al-Farabi’s native land still offered him more
intellectual freedom at the time, because it was on the fringe of the Islamic region, and not
yet as thoroughly dominated by Muslim control.

The high points of Arabic thought began with Avicenna (Abu Ali ibn-Sina), who based
himself upon Aristotle, but strove to either further refine or change Aristotle’s system in
order to harmonize it with some of the teachings of Islam. It is an interpretive question
whether Avicenna’s work is a natural development of Aristotle’s system, and thus represents
an internal and organic application of the system to itself, or whether Avicenna subjected the
Aristotelian system to the external pressures of Islamic orthodoxy and so introduced additions
to the system which were not inherent to the organic whole of the system itself. In either
case, Avicenna replaced Aristotle’s two-fold basis (matter and form) for metaphysics with
a three-fold basis (matter, form, and being). According to Avicenna, God (qua necessary
Being) provides the underlying support for the ongoing process of these three constituents;
hence, the existence of the world depends on God. Avicenna was deeply influential in the
work of Aquinas; Avicenna’s impact is evident in the Thomistic doctrine of God as the under-
lying support for the existence of the world. Avicenna also indicated that the fundamental
metaphysical distinction between necessity and contingency was parallel to, and based
upon, the distinction between existence and essence. Avicenna’s distinction of existence and
essence again shows both how he studied Aristotle and how he modified Aristotle’s system
- cf. Aristotle’s distinction between accident and essence. Avicenna has had an influence on
the development of modern formal logic, which works with such modalities. Quite notable is
his assertion that the mind necessarily apprehends the idea of being, although it is normally
acquired through experience; but even without experience, he says, the mind would have
this idea: here he is quite ahead of his time, anticipating themes which would occupy modern
philosophers. Avicenna distinguished between two kinds of necessity: contingent beings
were not necessary of themselves, but necessary as the result of a determining cause; truly
necessary beings were necessary of themselves. Avicenna lived from 980 until 1037.

This most productive period of Islamic thought continued with Averroes (ibn-Rushd), who
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lived from 1126 until 1198. Averroes represented an attempt to return to a purer form of
Aristotelianism, in contrast to the modified Aristotelianism of Avicenna. Averroes also marked
the beginning of the decline of Arabic philosophy, as Muslim control of cultural life became
complete.

The Islamic philosophers of the Middle Ages bore a strong resemblance to their Chris-
tian European counterparts, which whom they exchanged information. The era of Arab
philosophy came to an end as Islam made further inroads and eventually eliminated the
tradition of philosophical reflection.

6.10.4 A Small-Town Boy in the Big City (2010-10-11 10:24)

Augustine’s amazing intelligence and education allowed him to produce books which are still
standards in philosophy and logic. Although he wrote them over a thousand years ago, some
of his personal experiences seem very modern. Going off to the university is still a major
turning-point in a person’s life.

Augustine’s education also gave him a more cosmopolitan viewpoint. At fifteen, he was
sent to Carthage, a big city with theaters, universities, intellectuals, and, in his opinion, great
temptations. He wrote, in Confessions, his dynamic autobiography, “I came to Carthage and
all around me hissed a cauldron of illicit loves.” Augustine even got caught up in a more
worldly and sinful lifestyle. He was in close contact with a lot of different groups of people
and many different religious groups. This experience would prove invaluable in appealing to
different groups and understanding their viewpoints.

Technically, Carthage had schools, not universities, because the first universities wouldn’t
appear for another five hundred years. But Augustine’s experience was one which reflects the
universal human nature.

6.10.5 Coming to America (2010-10-14 08:16)

The earliest German immigration to American came in the form of individual Germans among
the Dutch who, in 1620, settled New Amsterdam - which later became New York. They were
predominately from peasant backgrounds or were people who had worked in cottage indus-
tries. Some were also soldiers of the Dutch West Indies Company, carrying on an already long
tradition of German mercenary soldiers. Later, in the seventeenth century, William Penn made
a tour of German in 1677 to recruit immigrants for his colony of Pennsylvania. Religious toler-
ation in Pennsylvania was a special attraction to those Germans whose religion differed from
that of their respective established churches in their regions of Germany. Pennsylvania thus
attracted the first sizable German communities in America, largely from the Rhineland region.

6.10.6 Plato’s Appeal (2010-10-14 11:03)

Plato’s philosophy contains a number of features which made it attractive to early Christians;
many, but not all, of them were neo-Platonists to various degrees. Certainly, Plato’s concept
of an immortal soul played well to them.
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Dualism also appealed to the Christians. There are several different dualisms, or differ-
ent axes of dualism, in Plato’s thought: mind/body, material/idea, physical/metaphysical,
and in the neo-Platonic schools, good/evil, man/god. Augustine played off of these concepts
through the semi-metaphorical talk of two cities.

Plato also had another theory that Augustine argued in his famous work, The City of
God. Here he argued that the two worlds exist concurrently. The city of earth is corrupt, full of
self-love and sinners. But the city of God, which exists on earth, is a city of good, god-fearing
people who love humanity. The link between Plato and Augustine is unmistakable. “Yet there
are no more than two kinds of human society, which we may justly call two cities, according to
the language of our Scriptures. The one consists of those who wish to live after the flesh, the
other of those who wish to live after the spirit; and when they several achieve what they wish
they live in peace, each after their kind,” writes Augustine, espousing a Christian dualistic
theory of humanity, which was very similar to Plato’s view. Augustine was the one who made
the connection clear to the Platonists. “As a Christian theologian, he puts to grateful use the
Platonic concepts of ‘spiritual substance,” of evil as the privation of the good, of intuition as
the basic mode of knowledge and the duality of body-soul,” writes Albert Outler. Because
Augustine is able to make such a close tie between Platonic philosophy and Christianity, he
made Christianity more appealing, especially to the Platonist.

6.10.7 Nazi Euthanasia (2010-10-15 09:24)

In October of 1939 amid the turmoil of the outbreak of war Hitler ordered widespread “mercy
killing” of the sick and disabled.

Code named “Aktion T4,” the Nazi euthanasia program to eliminate “life unworthy of
life” at first focused on newborns and very young children. Midwives and doctors were
required to register children up to age three who showed symptoms of mental retardation,
physical deformity, or other symptoms included on a questionnaire from the Reich Health
Ministry.

A decision on whether to allow the child to live was then made by three medical experts solely
on the basis of the questionnaire, without any examination and without reading any medical
records.

Each expert placed a + mark in red pencil or - mark in blue pencil under the term “treatment”
on a special form. A red plus mark meant a decision to kill the child. A blue minus sign meant
a decision against killing. Three plus symbols resulted in a euthanasia warrant being issued
and the transfer of the child to a ‘Children’s Specialty Department’ for death by injection or
gradual starvation.

The decision had to be unanimous. In cases where the decision was not unanimous the
child was kept under observation and another attempt would be made to get a unanimous
decision.

The Nazi euthanasia program quickly expanded to include older disabled children and
adults. Hitler’s decree of October, 1939, typed on his personal stationary, enlarged “the
authority of certain physicians to be designated by name in such manner that persons who,
according to human judgment, are incurable can, upon a most careful diagnosis of their
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condition of sickness, be accorded a mercy death.”

Questionnaires were then distributed to mental institutions, hospitals and other institu-
tions caring for the chronically ill.

Patients had to be reported if they suffered from schizophrenia, epilepsy, senile disorders,
therapy resistant paralysis and syphilitic diseases, retardation, encephalitis, Huntington’s
chorea and other neurological conditions, also those who had been continuously in institutions
for at least five years, or were criminally insane, or did not posses German citizenship or were
not of German or related blood, including Jews, Negroes, and Gypsies.

A total of six killing centers were established including the well known psychiatric clinic
at Hadamar. The euthanasia program was eventually headed by an SS man whose last name
was Wirth, a notorious brute with the nickname ‘the savage.’

At Brandenburg, a former prison was converted into a killing center where the first Nazi
experimental gassings took place. The gas chambers were disguised as shower rooms,
but were actually hermetically sealed chambers connected by pipes to cylinders of carbon
monoxide. Patients were generally drugged before being led naked into the gas chamber.
Each killing center included a crematorium where the bodies were taken for disposal. Families
were then falsely told the cause of death was medical such as heart failure or pneumonia.

But the huge increase in the death rate for the disabled combined with the very obvi-
ous plumes of odorous smoke over the killing centers aroused suspicion and fear. At Hadamar,
for example, local children even taunted arriving busloads of patients by saying “here comes
some more to be gassed.’

On August 3, 1941, a Bishop, Clemens von Galen, delivered a sermon in Münster Cathe-
dral attacking the Nazi euthanasia program calling it “plain murder.” The sermon sent a
shockwave through the Nazi leadership by publicly condemning the program and urged
German Christians to “withdraw ourselves and our faithful from their (Nazi) influence so that
we may not be contaminated by their thinking and their ungodly behavior.”

As a result, on August 23, Hitler suspended Aktion T4, which had accounted for nearly a
hundred thousand deaths by this time.

The Nazis retaliated against the Bishop by killing three parish priests who had distributed his
sermon, but left the Bishop unharmed to avoid making him into a martyr.

However, the Nazi euthanasia program quietly continued, but without the widespread
gassings. Drugs and starvation were used instead and doctors were encouraged to decide in
favor of death whenever euthanasia was being considered.

The use of gas chambers at the euthanasia killing centers ultimately served as training
centers for the SS. They used the technical knowledge and experience gained during the
euthanasia program to construct huge killing centers at Auschwitz, Treblinka and other
concentration camps in an attempt to exterminate the entire Jewish population of Europe.
SS personnel from the euthanasia killing centers, notably Wirth, Franz Reichleitner and Franz
Stangl later commanded extermination camps.
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6.10.8 Shrewd Marketing (2010-10-15 10:13)

In the late 300’s and early 400’s A.D., Augustine was writing to persuade the Roman public
that Christianity should be permitted as part of Roman society. Recently legalized in 313 A.D.,
the new religion was a minority within the empire, and faced discrimination and persecution.
Around 410 A.D., when the city of Rome was attacked and heavily damaged by the Goths,
many Romans believed that their city had been sacked because the old Roman gods were
angry that a few Christians had been allowed to live there. Augustine’s message to the public
was twofold: first, that Christianity was not responsible for the Gothic attack on Rome, and
secondly, that Christianity was a reasonable system of beliefs. To support the latter claim,
Augustine made use of the philosophers and writers who were respected by the educated
class in Rome. He pointed out some similarities between Plato’s thought and the ideas in the
New Testament.

Augustine was also able to find connections between Cicero, stoicism and Christianity.
Cicero was a lawyer and politician in the tumultuous first century B.C. He was able to distin-
guish himself through eloquent writing and boldly argued and articulated speeches. Augustine
wrote in the Confessions, “Following the usual curriculum I had already come across a book
by a certain Cicero, whose language (but not his heart) almost everyone admires.” Finding
connections between Cicero’s ideas and Christianity was critical in appealing to the Roman
scholars because Cicero had their respect. The book of Cicero he found is called Hortentius,
which is unfortunately lost to the modern world except for various quotations Augustine used
in his writings. “The book changed my feelings. It altered my prayers, Lord, to be toward you
yourself. It gave me different values and priorities. Suddenly every vain hope became empty
to me, and I longed for the immortality of wisdom with an incredible ardour in my heart.”
Augustine has a very emotional reaction to this book. It changed his perspectives completely.
It gave Augustine a love of wisdom. Cicero wrote about ideas that expressed the Greek
philosophy of stoicism. Stoics believe in Natural Law, universality of mankind, and a strict
adherence a virtuous lifestyle. It’s not hard to see how Augustine could reconcile Stoicism and
Christianity. Stoicism had gained quite a following in the Roman Empire, and linking together
Christianity and stoicism appealed to a wider group of people.

Augustine had to use these sources – Plato, Stoicism, and Cicero – selectively, because,
while he could point to some similarities and thereby persuade the Romans to allow Christian-
ity, he also knew that there some points of difference: Plato’s view of women, for example, did
not give them the level of dignity which they attained in the New Testament; Stoicism, despite
its moral outlook, was a belief system which was comfortable with suicide and with the mass
executions of Christians which the Romans had carried out prior to 313 A.D.; and Cicero, while
in some ways an inspirational philosopher, was also a sleazy lawyer connected with various
shady dealings, and who also glorified the political and social structure of the old Roman
Republic to an extent which was neither plausible to the critical thinker nor acceptable to
anyone who wished to avoid deifying the state. Augustine knew that neo-Platonism, Stoicism,
and Cicero had failed to offer meaningful correctives to the problems of Roman society, but he
still found it useful to refer to them in his explanations of Christianity, because such references
were crucial to capturing the interest and favor of the Roman readership.
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6.11 November

6.11.1 Ancient Declines and Modern Urban Crises (2010-11-05 08:43)

Dealing with the harsh realities and desperate personal emotional pains of daily life in
inner-city neighborhoods (take your pick: Philadelphia, Detroit, Los Angeles, etc.) may seem
long-removed from discussions of Babylonian and Roman empires, but there are common-
alities. The dynamics which cause once-flourishing cities like New Orleans and St. Louis to
crumble are the same dynamics which caused Greece and Persia to lose their political and
economic momentum thousands of years ago.

In all of these times and places, ancient and modern, it is to be noted that the misery
was not universal. During the decline of the Roman empire, there were families who estab-
lished a meaningful existence for themselves; when Greece was losing its clout, and becoming
a territory of Rome, there were husbands and wives, sons and daughters, who built a happy
existence for themselves, and even managed to make contributions to the lives of others in
their communities.

The dynamics which cause the fall of a society, then, do not manifest themselves in ev-
ery individual in that society. On the other hand, every individual in that society will, in some
way, be impacted - negatively, harmfully - by those factors which are causing the fall. But
those impacts will not always be of a magnitude which causes them to be devastating - hence
the happy family in the midst of the decline and fall of the Roman empire. Materially, perhaps,
they suffered some losses of land or property; mentally, the indignity of being later ruled by
a Germanic king instead of a Roman emperor (the indignity being merely ethnic; the rights of
citizenship under both being very similar).

Because many, or perhaps even most, of the factors causing societal decline begin within the
family structure, we see how it is possible for those families who are not affected internally by
these factors - i.e., those families not afflicted with the problems which cause both personal
misery and societal decline - can on the one hand avoid the intramural grief but still be
impacted inasmuch as they live within the larger society which is falling because of such
problems.

Prentice Tipton, an African-American leader, identifies these ancient woes in the modern
context of America’s inner-urban culture:

When mothers lead the family because the fathers fail to lead - either by absenting
themselves from the home or by taking a passive role - boys are deprived of the most
important natural model of manliness. Growing up mainly under the supervision of
women, many experience insecurity over their identity as men.

One tendency for boys growing up in such circumstances is to rebel against
women who are authorities over them and become socially disruptive - irresponsible
in family and work commitments, overly assertive about their manly prowess,
especially in sexual areas, or leading lives characterized by violence and crime,
alcoholism, and other addictions.
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Another tendency for young men is to identify with the adult women who are
authorities in their lives and learn to behave or react in ways that are more appropri-
ate to women than to men. To the extent that young males take either option, they
do not learn the discipline, the responsibility, and the character involved in being a
man. They are left groping for manhood in a variety of socially disruptive ways.

In the later years of the Roman empire, we see the "absent father" - either physically absent,
being away at war, or away watching games and sports, or away drinking and committing
adultery - or emotionally absent, being preoccupied with material wealth, substance abuse,
or sheer lazy indulgence - and having no meaningful interaction with his children.

We see also in falling empire those social problems catalogued as results of such absent
fathers.

However, we must be careful not to over-simplify: there were many different factors
leading to the fall of the Roman empire, and certainly not all of them had to do with broken
family structures. Bad weather, exhausted farmland, the superiority of Germanic tribesmen,
imbalance of imports and exports, etc., all belong to the long and hotly disputed list of possible
causes for Rome’s fall.

We can, however, safely and sadly say that these same problems are inflicting misery
on young people today, thousands of years later, wherever and whenever fathers neglect
their children.

6.11.2 Who’s to Blame? (2010-11-05 09:06)

The city of Rome has been attacked, besieged, and sacked many times throughout history.
Human nature is such that people want to know whom to blame for their misery: around
410 A.D., Rome was sacked by Germanic tribesmen, whose superiority was such that the city
was incapable of defending itself in any meaningful way. Recovering and rebuilding from this
defeat, the citizens of the empire began to look for scapegoats.

Attention quickly focused on a minority group: the Christians. This new religion had
been illegal for almost three hundred years, and the Roman government had invested much
energy into the activities of arresting, torturing, and executing Christians. Hundreds of
thousands had been killed. Gradually, however, the new religion gained some measure of
tolerance in Roman society, and, in a stunning reversal of government policy, Christianity was
legalized around 313 A.D. by the emperor Constantine.

Although now legal, and to some extent tolerated, the new religion was still a minority,
and the pagan majority looked with suspicion upon the Christians. Less than a century after
the legalization of the new faith, Rome was sacked. Were the Christians to blame? Were the
old Roman gods angered by the new faith, and did they stop protecting Rome from Germanic
attacks? Or did the Christians, with their pacifism, weaken Rome’s military ability to defend
itself?

Fueled by such prejudices, many began calling for Christianity to again be illegal, and
for the government execution of Christians to resume. A dangerous time indeed!
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At this point in time, Augustine wrote one of his most famous books, entitled "The City
of God."

"The City of God" was written in reaction to an event where Rome was sacked. Romans
questioned a God that could not protect them from foreign invaders. In 410, Alaric and the
Goths invaded Rome. They raped women, burned down houses and public buildings, looted
wealth from individuals and the city, and killed those who opposed them. In truth, the sack
was one of several on Rome, and could have been worse. However, many believed that if
Christianity was a true religion, the Christian God would have protected his followers from
this tragic fate. Many Romans believed that by turning their backs on the traditional Roman
Gods, the Gods were angry with them and taking it out on them. Peter Brown wrote, “In an
atmosphere of public disaster, men want to know what to do. At least Augustine could tell
them. The traditional pagans had accused the Christians of withdrawing from public affairs
and of being potential pacifists. Augustine’s life as a bishop had been a continual refutation
of this charge.” Many suggested converting back from Christianity to paganism. Augustine
wrote the City of God to make an argument for staying with Christianity. In it, he argued that
Goths live in the City of Man, a city of sin, death, selfishness, and ruled by a love of power.
However, since this is God’s world, man should try to live in his city. This city is full of truth,
virtue, selflessness, was eternal and ruled by a love of God. As long as people live in this
world, the Goths cannot really hurt the Christians. For example, by living in the City of God,
one does not really need wealth. They will find happiness in other ways. So a Goth taking their
possessions does nothing to actually hurt them. In order to receive God’s Grace, a Christian
must live in the City of God. And Augustine’s argument is very emotional, looked to the future,
appealed to reason and was firm in his devotion to God and Christianity, despite these terrible
events. He told people that God does not protect them from all human misery, and quoted the
Bible to show lots of examples of people who had problems. He told the demoralized Romans
exactly what they needed to hear. This argument appealed to many Romans, not just the
scholars. It will be a reason why Christianity will continue to grow, despite such tough times,
and gain even more popularity.

6.11.3 The American Way (2010-11-16 09:52)

Given that so much of America’s culture comes from Europe (our music, literature, societal
values, etc.), and that what little doesn’t come from Europe comes from Africa or Asia, is there
anything that is truly American? Is there anything here that didn’t come from somewhere else?

Professor Allen C. Guelzo, at Gettysburg College, might have an answer:

America has always been the nations of theory, not practice; it would built around
ideas (even upon a "proposition") from the moment the first idea-haunted Pilgrim
stepped off onto Plymouth Rock.

America, as a nation, started with ideas. In the Old World, in Europe, the events of history
were studied, and general principles were gathered by induction. In America, before we got
started, we first set down, in thought and in writing, our guiding principles. Our history is a
debate about those principles - what they mean and how they ought to be applied - and so we
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are fundamentally a nation of ideas. This trend goes all the way back to the earliest years of
the founding of America. The

Puritans possessed a university-trained leadership and organized themselves found
a university-trained clergy, sunk deeply in theology and medieval scholasticism.

These earliest settlers of Massachusetts wove a seamless progression of thought from
academic (mathematics, logic, physics, chemistry) to sociopolitical principles organized in
their founding documents. Thus Harvard University was founded six years after the Puritans
founded the city of Boston; all this activity emerged from a text, the "Mayflower Compact,"
the central idea of which is:

Having undertaken, for the Glory of God and advancement of the Christian Faith and
Honor of our King and Country, a Voyage to plant the First Colony in the Northern Parts
of Virginia, do by these presents solemnly and mutually in the presence of God and
one of another, Covenant and Combine ourselves together into a Civil Body Politic, for
our better ordering and preservation and furtherance of the ends aforesaid; and by
virtue hereof to enact, constitute and frame such just and equal Laws, Ordinances,
Acts, Constitutions and Offices, from time to time, as shall be thought most meet
and convenient for the general good of the Colony, unto which we promise all due
submission and obedience.

Not only had

the Puritans founded Harvard College only six years after settling Boston,

but they shortly afterward founded other colleges and universities, and Puritan leader Jonathan
Edwards was the president of Princeton University after it was had already been established
by an earlier generation of Puritans.

To be sure, the Puritans were far from perfect, and capable of mistakes, despite their in-
tellectual and academic skills. The first attempt at organizing the Plymouth colony nearly
destroyed it, so badly was it designed. On the other hand, the faults of the Puritans are
sometimes exaggerated: they did not possess the irrational superstitious fear and loathing
of alcohol which some historians attribute to them; on the contrary, they brewed beer, made
wine, and consumed both regularly.

In any case, they formed the basis for the ideology of the American Revolutionaries: Locke’s
political treatises would not have fueled the American Revolution had not the Puritans laid
the foundation for their reception. Jonathan Edward’s collected works (twenty-six volumes)
contain ethical treatises which led to an atmosphere in which the morality of England’s
imperialism was questioned.
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Between the day that the Puritans founded Harvard and the day Edwards began
preaching stretches an entire century in which New Englanders wrestled mightily
with the impact on the intellectual world of Cartesian epistemology and Newtonian
science.

The active intellectual life of America was absorbing these latest developments, sometimes
faster than the countries in which they took place. But intellectual life in America would
encounter a roadblock:

the revolutionary upthrust of Pragmatism at Harvard after the Civil War. Nothing
could represent a more dramatic intellectual break with the moral philosophers’ pur-
suit of truth, hard-wired into the natural order of things, than Pragmatism.

The American intellectual tradition will suffer in these decades, as reason and logic are
rejected, and random passions are followed. Academic life tormented by

the fundamental premises of Pragmatism - that no truth exists apart from satisfaction,
that no nation or principle is worth dying for, and that all human inequities are merely
problems awaiting the application of intelligence.

The first premise reduces life to something very like hedonism; the second deny any rational
contemplation of values; and the third enslaves human reason in the service of in impossible
Romanticist quest for an impossible utopia.

The darkness which Pragmatism cast on the life of the American mind was lifted by two
very different, but simultaneous, phenomena: first,

the rise of a neo-orthodox religious critique (especially as championed by Reinhold
Niebuhr in the 1950s) and the persistence of the seriousness with which theology
was conducted as an intellectual enterprise in America,

and

the emergence, in violent fashion, of the New Left in the 1960s.

These two social movements were not only different from each other, but opposed to each
other. Yet together, they revealed the intellectual inadequacy of Pragmatism:
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both were a puzzle to Pragmatists, because there was no reason they could see for
the dogmatic outlook behind both to even exist.

These two survivals, desperately unalike in all respects except the single con-
viction that there is an unmistakable pattern written into human experience and
history, suggest that the moral philosophers’ instinct was truer than Pragmatism
ever imagined, and that Americans want more from ideas than the Pragmatic
assurance that ideas are merely tools for experimentation.

A nation founded on ideas doesn’t mean a nation which finds itself in harmonious unity: on the
contrary, the more seriously one takes ideas, the more heatedly one will debate about them.

When Jefferson asserted that "we hold these truths to be self-evident," he assumed
that not only were there truths, but that everyone was compelled to acknowledge
their existence. Lincoln believed that the American order was founded on a "propo-
sition" - not an experience, and certainly not on race, blood, ethnicity, or any of the
other Romantic irrationalities.

We may speak of Lincoln’s objection to Pragmatism, even though he slightly antedated it. In
his opposition to Pragmatism,

he denounced slavery as ethically wrong, as a violation of natural law and natural
theology - and would admit to no compromise with, and no scaling back of, his Eman-
cipation Proclamation.

More than anything, to be American is to have an idea and attempt to transform that idea into
reality. It is a search to discover the way things ought to be.

6.11.4 Augustine’s Diverse Experience (2010-11-16 11:06)

Augustine lived a complex life. As a young man, he explored nearly every religion known,
and studied the views of various philosophers. He also committed a wide variety of unethical
actions. Yet, despite this complexity, his writings are remarkably clear - he has a talent for
helping his reader to understand.

Perhaps what makes Augustine so easy to follow is the passion of his own convictions.
He believes that Christianity is absolute truth. He takes Christianity very seriously and expects
all others too as well. There was no compromise between paganism and Christianity as he felt
one was right and the other wrong. He found Christianity a clear moral guide for life. God gave
him everything. And yet, he was not always so saintly. He was a thief. He had a concubine
and a child out of wedlock. He admits to thoughts that were not always so clean. Augustine
came across as so human. In his book, The Confessions, he revealed his many intimate and
sometimes impure thoughts. Romans could relate to what he was saying because they could
identify with his experiences. He was not Christian his whole life. For a long while, he followed
the ways of the Manichees, a group that borrowed some elements from Zoroastrianism,
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Buddhism, Judaism, and Christianity. The Manichees believed that there were essentially two
worlds, one of light, created by God, and another of evil. The fact that he struggled with inner
turmoil about what was the right way, and finding peace when he finds Christianity, was a
story that was very persuasive. Phillip Woollcott, a historian, noted, “Augustine had a deep
sense of inner unrest to match his times, but in addition, he had the gifts to reify his own inner
struggles between good and evil; and in seeking his own creative solution, he gave power and
logical cohesion to the youthful church which was largely inspirational at that time.” Romans
had turmoil. Would Christianity bring them peace? Augustine certainly felt it could.

Augustine had seen what would finally create peace of mind in a world filled with tur-
moil. His Roman audience, weary of struggle and meaninglessness, had found all those other
religious systems unable to enlighten their minds, and were eager to try Augustine’s faith.

6.11.5 The Man Who Avoided American Public Schools (2010-11-19 18:29)

Barack Obama started school at St. Francis Roman Catholic School in Indonesia. He continued
his education at Besuki Public School in Indonesia. Moving to Hawaii, he enrolled in Punahou
School, a private academy. After graduating, he enrolled first in Occidental College, a private
school in California. He transferred to Columbia University on the east coast, and after
obtaining his bachelor’s degree, he studied at Harvard Law School. He never attended an
American public school, and he also chose to keep his daughters out of public schools.

George W. Bush attended public schools, as did Bill Clinton, Ronald Reagan, Jimmy Carter,
Gerald Ford, Richard Nixon, Lyndon Johnson, Dwight Eisenhower and Harry S. Truman - an
interesting mixture of liberal and conservative, Democrat and Republican.

The only other modern U.S. presidents to entirely avoid public schools were John F. Kennedy
and George H.W. Bush.

6.12 December

6.12.1 History Has the Answers! (2010-12-02 07:32)

In the study of famous events and people, we often come across obvious and well-known truths.
It doesn’t surprise us to learn that Josef Stalin was evil (remember the forty million people he
killed?), or that Mother Theresa was noble (anybody want to leave a life of middle-class ease
to offer care to sick people in one of the world’s poorest slums - all for no pay?). No, none of
that is new information.

But only the careful and detailed study of history can give us the deeper understanding
of these thumbnail icons: what are the details of Stalin’s villainy, in its historical context,
which can give us a clearer understanding of Stalin, of ourselves as humans, and of the
philosophical definition of "evil"? Like, what exactly did Mother Theresa do, under which
circumstances, and how do those details inform us about her, about what it means to be
honorable, and about how humans beings can treat each other ethically?

Only thoughtful engagement with history - the analysis of facts, texts, and people - can
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yield these types of insight. And here we stand on the borderline between history and
philosophy: the philosopher can give us the abstract definition of virtue or vice; the historian
can give us detailed examples. Both are necessary if we are to broaden our minds.

Harvard’s Aram Bakshian gives us an excellent example in his comments about George
Washington. Our first president was, Bakshian writes, one of those

dignified, self-disciplined figures whose very virtues makes us uncomfortable about
our own inadequate selves.

Here then we have three concepts worth investigating: dignified, self-disciplined, and virtues.
These generalizations need specific examples: for this purpose we study biographies of
Washington and learn the details of his life. Yale’s Ron Chernow gives us further raw material.
He writes that Washington was a man of

unerring judgment, sterling character, rectitude, steadfast patriotism, unflagging
sense of duty, and civic-mindedness.

Again a list of categorical qualities which need concrete facts to help us envision them. In
addition, we begin to see why this task is important: in the early twenty-first century in which
we live, exploring the characteristics of George Washington will point us toward those things
which we need to survive. We need "steadfast patriotism" instead of militant nationalism. We
need "civic-mindedness" instead of a list of imagined grievances from self-proclaimed victims.

As we explore Washington’s writings and biography, we can escape from the prison of
viewing events from the narrow perspective of the moment of time in which we happen to live,
and begin to explore the richer possibilities of viewing events from a timeless perspective, as
we see

an eighteenth-century gentleman living by a clear code of honor that emphasized
quiet courage, dedication to duty and stern self-control rather than getting in touch
with one’s inner child,

as Bakshian phrases it. Only from a narrow perspective would we refer

to Washington’s "repressing" or "suppressing" his feelings, as if

this behavior on Washington’s part was

a pathology rather than a triumph of character over impulse.
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The historical perspective approaches the eternal perspective asymptotically - from which can
gain amazing insights into human nature and character. We can find models who are, while
not quite perfect, worth emulating - and among their admirable traits is the manner in which
they considered their own imperfections:

No one judged himself more constantly or more severely than George Washington.
From an early age, he strove to make himself a better person. He was a man of pow-
erful passions and raging ambition, but he conquered his passion and he channeled
his ambition honorably. Having mastered himself, he mastered the art of command;
a man with no formal military training, leading what began as an armed rabble, he
created and held together the first regular America army.

Washington’s stellar ability to lead emerged from his ability to first lead himself - to be good
at commanding others, one must first be good at commanding one’s self.

As presiding officer at the constitutional convention and then as first president, he
provided gravitas and a clear, uncluttered vision.

So, then, this is our task: let’s go get several biographies of George Washington, study them,
and find out why he is an excellent model. Then let’s imitate him.

6.12.2 British Mistakes, American Honesty (2010-12-02 09:56)

If the English had only dealt with their America colonies a little more wisely, chances are
that places like New York, Pennsylvania, and Ohio would still be part of the British Empire.
Americans, at first, did not want independence from England: they merely wanted equal
representation in parliament, and their rights as Englishmen under the Magna Carta. But
instead, writes Jack Rakove (at Stanford University),

it took a peculiarly flawed process of framing bad policies and reacting to the resulting
failures to convince the government of George III and Lord North that the best way
to maintain the loyalty of their North American subjects was to make war on them.

Pushed toward the radical step of declaring independence, the Founding Fathers were actually,
in the words of John M. Taylor (George Washington University),

two sets of leaders - an older group that led the move for independence, including
Washington and the Adamses, and a younger group, including Madison and Alexan-
der Hamilton, who came of age with it.
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But both groups shared one characteristic, as Rakove sums it up:

For the revolutionaries of 1776, virtue meant the ability of citizens to subordinate
private interest to public good.

This same quality can create hope in the future of any nation, including ours - as we begin the
twenty-first century burdened with national government debt and outrageously high taxes, we
can still find a good future, if we are willing to accept healthy cuts to government spending. We
will have to set aside our "private interest" in getting something "for free" from the government
- the pain of which is lessened somewhat by remembering that it isn’t really "for free" if every
American, from richest to poorest, is paying such high taxes - and work toward the "public
good": reducing debt, reducing deficit, and reducing taxes.

6.12.3 What Really Happened in Africa? (2010-12-04 17:20)

By the year 600, most of Africa had embraced the Christian religion. Althoughmore widespread
in the north, Christianity was found south of the Sahara as well. It was not universally adopted,
as there were many Jews in Africa, especially on the east coast, and some of the primitive
pre-religious belief systems, such as animism, survived in isolated regions.

Historians disagree about what happened to Christianity after the Muslim armies swept
across north Africa in the late 600’s and early 700’s, and dominated southern parts of the
continent in the following centuries. Was Christianity totally destroyed? Did the Islamic
invasions succeed in removing all traces of the faith? Most Christians met one of three fates:
they were executed, they converted to Islam, or they fled. But historians debate whether or
not there were some who survived and remained in the conquered territories.

The conventional historical view is that the conquest of North Africa by the Islamic Umayyad
Caliphate between AD 647–709 effectively ended Christianity in Africa for several centuries.
The prevailing view is that the Church at that time lacked the backbone of a monastic tradition
and was still suffering from the aftermath of heresies including the so-called Donatist heresy,
and this contributed to the earlier obliteration of the Church in the present day Maghreb. Some
historians contrast this with the strong monastic tradition in Coptic Egypt, which is credited
as a factor that allowed the Coptic Church to remain the majority faith in that country until
around after the 14th century.

However, new scholarship has appeared that disputes this. There are reports that the
Christian faith persisted in the region from Tripolitania (present-day western Libya) to present-
day Morocco for several centuries after the completion of the Islamic conquest by 700. A
Christian community is recorded in 1114 in Qal’a in central Algeria. There is also evidence of
religious visits after 850 to tombs of Christians outside of the city of Carthage, and evidence
of religious contacts with Christians surviving in Muslim-occupied Spain. In addition, calendar
reforms adopted in Europe at this time were disseminated amongst the indigenous Christians
of Tunis, which would have not been possible had there been an absence of contact with
Christians in other parts of the world.
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Local Christian communities came under even more pressure when the Muslim funda-
mentalist regimes of the Almohads and Almoravids came into power, and the record shows
demands made that the local Christians of Tunis to convert to Islam. We still have reports
of Christian inhabitants and a bishop in the city of Kairouan around 1150 AD - a significant
report, since this city was founded by Muslims around 680 AD as their administrative center
after their conquest. A letter in Church archives from the 14th century shows that there were
still four bishoprics left in North Africa, admittedly a sharp decline from the over four hundred
bishoprics in existence at the time of the Islamic conquest. Berber Christians continued to
live in Tunis and Nefzaoua in the south of Tunisia up until the early 15th century, and the first
quarter of the 15th century, we even read that the native Christians of Tunis, though much
assimilated, extended their church, perhaps because the last Christians from all over the
Maghreb had gathered there.

By the early 1800’s, some regions of Africa persecuted Christians to the extent that these
religious communities were secret churches, meeting in homes or remote locations, using
codewords to identify themselves to each other and avoid police detection.
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7.1 January

7.1.1 What an Assassin Reads (2011-01-09 08:57)

Jared Lee Loughner is, according to early reports, likely the killer of six or seven people
in Arizona, including a member of congress and a federal judge. This horrifying shooting
rampage took only a couple of minutes, but resulted in traumatizing loss of life.

In such cases, we often ask, what makes this person tick? There is no simple answer,
and psychologists will be mulling over the question for years to come. But we have at least
one partial answer in the killer’s own words. He listed some of his favorite books. He was
obsessed by political and social concerns, and read, and re-read, The Communist Manifesto
many times.

In addition, he listed Animal Farm and Brave New World as some of his favorites.

To what extent he properly understood what he read, we do not know. But these texts
were the raw material out of which he constructed whatever twisted justification he used to
explain his murderous intent.

7.1.2 Arizona Assassin Motivated by Media? (2011-01-11 07:34)

In the tragic shooting which left several people, including a nine-year-old child and federal
judge, dead, and which left a member of Congress severely wounded and in the hospital, the
question looms: what motivated the assassin? The shooter, Jared Lee Loughner, clearly has
extreme mental health problems. In search through the remains of his life, several items shed
light on his potential motives.

Obsessed with politics and the Internet expression thereof, we find that he read various
websites, including the Daily Kos, a notorious hate-filled site which regularly demonizes polit-
ical leaders who fail to embrace its left-wing views. The Daily Kos wrote that Representative
Gabrielle Giffords, the target of Loughner’s attack, had a "bull’s eye" on her because she has
spoken against the liberal elements in her party. Loughner was encouraged by such violent
language and began plotting to assassinate her.

The Daily Kos went on to tell its readers that Gabrielle Giffords should be "targeted" in
the elections because she was not embracing the left-wing agenda favored by Markos Moulit-
sas, the founder of the Daily Kos.

Naturally, a reader in good mental health reads the violent rhetoric as merely metaphor-
ical, and does not take words like "target" and "bull’s eye" literally. But the hate speech of the
Daily Kos has a different effect on those who are already in the grip of mental illness.
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Loughner, a self-proclaimed fan of Karl Marx, in his delusional state, took the left-wing
rants literally. In a free society, we cannot ask the media to censor itself merely because
some insane individual will use words or phrases as a pretext for violence: no, we affirm the
freedom of the press. But the freedom of the press also allows us to see the Daily Kos and
Markos Moulitsas for what they are: merchants of hate and violence.

7.1.3 Misinterpreting the Great Depression (2011-01-13 08:09)

When we move from the level of concrete facts to larger interpretive generalizations, much
mischief can occur. For this reason, it is important to do careful, and voluminous, work at the
fact level before moving up to the meta-level. Historians can make radically mistaken conclu-
sions in their categorical conclusions when they have failed to examine detailed evidence.

The Great Depression, which began in 1929, offers an example. A superficial acquain-
tance with the economic hardships of the era tempted one historian to write:

The Great Depression tested the fabric of American life as it had been seldom tested
before or has since. It caused Americans to doubt their abilities and their values.
It caused them to despair. But they weathered the test, and as a Nation, emerged
stronger than ever, and we are all better today for their strength and their courage.

The first and last sentences of the above paragraph, despite some curious capitalization and
syntax, are either supportable by data, or are emotive and constitute an interpretation of
facts, and can thus be allowed. The middle two sentences, however, constitute assertions
which would need to be supported by facts, and yet cannot be supported by facts.

In order to support his point, the author would need to produce evidence that (1) Ameri-
cans doubted their abilities and values, (2) that the Great Depression caused this doubt,
(3) that Americans despaired, and that (4) the Great Depression caused this despair. Such
evidence cannot be found.

On the contrary, we can find evidence that, in the midst of hardship, despite hardship,
and perhaps even because of hardship, Americans relied on their abilities and on their values.
Such evidence would include the creativity and ingenuity which empowered people to survive
these difficult years - creativity on a physical level, finding ways to make do with less than
ideal supplies and materials, and creativity on a societal level, using the social structures of
the time to offer material and emotional support to those who needed it. Americans continued
to rely on their values, as evidenced by the continuance of societal norms based on cultural
and moral tradition, and by continued eagerness with which they embraced the moral codes
which directed individual choices and supported familial and social structures.

To be sure, individual exceptions can be found: those who perceived their abilities as in-
sufficient, or those who doubted and even abandoned their values. But it would be necessary
to show that these exceptions were measurably greater during the Great Depression than
during other eras in history, and to show that such manifestations were caused by the Great
Depression and didn’t simply coincide with it. Even so, the number of exceptions would appear
to be significant, and so the generalization would not stand.
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Similarly with the notion that Americans despaired. Again, individual exceptions aside,
as a categorical statement, we find insufficient supporting evidence. On the contrary, the
resilience of the nation allowed for good humor, artistic creativity, and a form of hope or
optimism in which people lived, loved, and worked, enjoying what could be enjoyed in the
present, striving toward good moral character, forgiving their own failings and the failings of
others, and establishing goals for the future. There was no general societal or national sense
of despair.

What counts as evidence for all of the above? Evidence falls into different categories.
Demographic and statistical evidence would count, offering information about everything
from church attendance to divorce and suicide - with the usual caveat about the misuse and
misinterpretation of statistics, per Mark Twain. Individual biographies, autobiographies, and
memoirs - including oral histories and anecdotes - count as evidence. General histories of the
era count, as do specific histories of a particular event, project, or series of developments:
from accounts of agriculture to a chronicle of the development of the motion picture. Artifacts
count as evidence: museums filled with machines, clothing, furniture, coins, etc., from the
Great Depression.

Only a large amount of concrete specific evidence, and the analysis of this data, will
confirm generalizations like those given above.

7.2 February

7.2.1 Multiculturalism? (2011-02-12 17:33)

The word "multiculturalism" and whatever ideas may be represented by that word have been
used for a number of years to represent a path for western societies to embrace diversity.
Note that this implies that there are other ways to embrace diversity - better or worse - and
that other societies are apparently not expected to embrace diversity. After continuous,
and tiresome, talk about multiculturalism, what has it achieved? Here must broaden our
perspective and not think only of America, but other nations as well - in France, years of
multiculturalism culminated in Islamic youth rioting and burning buildings and cars in various
parts of Paris. In England, we see radical Muslims taking center stage and encouraging the
youth to embrace violence, not dialogue. In Germany, we see Muslims rejecting any thought
of engaging in society, and rather choosing to isolate themselves from the communities in
which they live. In Holland, we see the assassination of Theo van Gogh in response to his
filming daily life among the Muslims. In Denmark, we see freedom of speech being denied,
as Islamic rioters demanded that newspapers refrain from publishing political cartoons which
question the beneficence of Islam. At home in the USA, African-American leaders have begun
distancing themselves from the multicultural rhetoric, finding instead that there are better
ways to embrace diversity and to ensure that African-Americans are truly "at home" in our
society.

British Prime Minister David Cameron explained, “We have even tolerated these segre-
gated communities behaving in ways that run counter to our values. So when a white person
holds objectionable views — racism, for example — we rightly condemn them. But when
equally unacceptable views or practices have come from someone who isn’t white, we’ve
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been too cautious, frankly even fearful, to stand up to them.”

French President Nicholas Sarkozy said, “Of course we must all respect differences, but
we do not want… a society where communities coexist side by side. If you come to France,
you accept to melt into a single community, which is the national community, and if you do
not want to accept that, you cannot be welcome in France. The French national community
cannot accept a change in its lifestyle, equality between men and women… freedom for little
girls to go to school.”

Angela Merkel, chancellor of Germany, said, “We are a country which at the beginning
of the 1960s actually brought guest workers to Germany now they live with us and we lied to
ourselves for a while saying that they won’t stay and that they will disappear one day that
is not the reality this multicultural approach saying that we live side by side and that we are
happy about each other–this approach has failed. Utterly failed.”

What other approaches can realize the promise and potential of diversity? Immigrants
and those who wish to obtain citizenship in a country should be willing to ask themselves why
they have these desires, and if they are willing to embrace their new home’s society. More
than taking advantage of economic opportunities, those who come to the USA must consider
the meanings of the Declaration of Independence, the Bill of Rights, and the Constitution. The
are the documents and ideas that led to the ending of slavery, and to giving women the right
to vote. Those who would reject these basic human rights and civil rights, as understood
by these three foundational texts of American political structure - those who would insist
rather on Sharia Law and radical Islam - should not expect to be embraced in American society.

Those who insist on hatred and violence should not expect to be affirmed by the Ameri-
can society which rejects hatred and violence as normal methods of cultural interaction.

The end of multiculturalism comes when we cannot have, in our public institutions, an
ideology which insists that women are inferior to men, and that violence is an acceptable
response to those who do not embrace one’s views.

7.3 March

7.3.1 Politics, Sin, and Redemption (2011-03-28 06:26)

It is a commonplace that American politics in the first decade of the twenty-first century has
been sometimes nasty and polarized; equally familiar are the calls for politeness in public
discourse. Yet a call for politeness does not by itself draw forth the civility it desires, and one
cannot enforce courtesy via police methods. New York Times columnist David Brooks asks
about origins of manners:

Civility is a tree with deep roots, and without the roots, it can’t last. So what are
those roots? They are failure, sin, weakness and ignorance.

It is not our virtue or nobility which creates courtesy, but rather it is our human nature - flawed
and imperfect - which gives rise to civility - or, more precisely, the awareness that because of
176 ©2021 river-rat-humanities.blogspot.com



7.3. MARCH BlogBook

our human nature, we need and receive grace, mercy, and forgiveness. One who is constantly
aware of his flaws, further aware that his flaws are apparent to others, and who finally aware
that others are forgiving his flaws and allowing him to participate in society - such a one is
very inclined to respect the habits of civil behavior, knowing that civil behavior is what keeps
him a part of society, and not an outcast:

Every sensible person involved in politics and public life knows that their work is laced
with failure. Every column, every speech, every piece of legislation and every execu-
tive decision has its own humiliating shortcomings. There are always arguments you
should have made better, implications you should have anticipated, other points of
view you should have taken on board.

Because it is our very human nature which causes us to err, it is inevitable that we will do so.
Truth is broader and grander than our minds can comprehend, than our words can express,
and than our actions can copy, so we will necessarily fall short of it.

Moreover, even if you are at your best, your efforts will still be laced with failure.
The truth is fragmentary and it’s impossible to capture all of it. There are competing
goods that can never be fully reconciled. The world is more complicated than any
human intelligence can comprehend.

Forgiveness often flows to us through, and is announced to us by, our fellow citizens. Forgive-
ness is a necessary ingredient in the culture of any political society.

But every sensible person in public life also feels redeemed by others. You may
write a mediocre column or make a mediocre speech or propose a mediocre piece of
legislation, but others argue with you, correct you and introduce elements you never
thought of. Each of these efforts may also be flawed, but together, if the system is
working well, they move things gradually forward.

The meaning of mercy is that we don’t get the censure we deserve: and grace is receiving
the accept we don’t deserve. This is the moral economy of a society which understands
that we cannot expect perfection from humans. Its dynamic is an energizing humility which
encourages cooperative and respectful participation even among those who disagree with
each other.

As a result, every sensible person feels a sense of gratitude for this process. We
all get to live lives better than we deserve because our individual shortcomings are
transmuted into communal improvement. We find meaning — and can only find
meaning — in the role we play in that larger social enterprise.
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Although some people in society have physical disabilities, and other have mental disabilities,
we all have a moral disability. It is this recognition about both self and other which yields
gracious tolerance as the best and only way to carry out the tasks of a civilization. Any other
pattern - including the hypocritical politicized tolerance which is merely intolerance used as
a weapon - will lead to a collapse of civilization (although not necessarily of governmental
structures: leaving a government without civilization, which is the surest formula for tyranny).

So this is where civility comes from — from a sense of personal modesty and from
the ensuing gratitude for the political process. Civility is the natural state for people
who know how limited their own individual powers are and know, too, that they need
the conversation. They are useless without the conversation.

When a society loses, individually and collectively, its humility, it is doomed to nastiness,
which will chip away at civilization:

The problem is that over the past 40 years or so we have gone from a culture that
reminds people of their own limitations to a culture that encourages people to think
highly of themselves. The nation’s founders had a modest but realistic opinion
of themselves and of the voters. They erected all sorts of institutional and social
restraints to protect Americans from themselves. They admired George Washington
because of the way he kept himself in check.

But over the past few decades, people have lost a sense of their own sinful-
ness. Children are raised amid a chorus of applause. Politics has become less about
institutional restraint and more about giving voters whatever they want at that
second. Joe DiMaggio didn’t ostentatiously admire his own home runs, but now
athletes routinely celebrate themselves as part of the self-branding process.

So, of course, you get narcissists who believe they or members of their party
possess direct access to the truth. Of course you get people who prefer monologue
to dialogue. Of course you get people who detest politics because it frustrates their
ability to get 100 percent of what they want. Of course you get people who gravitate
toward the like-minded and loathe their political opponents. They feel no need for
balance and correction.

Beneath all the other things that have contributed to polarization and the loss
of civility, the most important is this: The roots of modesty have been carved away.

David Brooks points us toward modesty as an essential ingredient for a civil society. Pride
goes before a fall: if we are not humble, we will be humiliated when our nation weakens itself
by means of its own unkind discourse. Brooks points us toward the words of Reinhold Niebuhr:

Nothing that is worth doing can be achieved in our lifetime; therefore, we must be
saved by hope. ... Nothing we do, however virtuous, can be accomplished alone;
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therefore, we are saved by love. No virtuous act is quite as virtuous from the stand-
point of our friend or foe as it is from our standpoint. Therefore, we must be saved
by the final form of love, which is forgiveness.

7.4 April

7.4.1 Gender Roles and Social Structures (2011-04-15 06:46)

Human nature is a constant in history. From Hammurabi to Hubert Humphrey, from Babylon
to Boston, people are people, and they do the things that people do: they love, they hate,
they buy, they sell, they ask questions, and they answer questions. In a diverse array of
constantly-changing settings, human nature is one of the fixed points.

Part of human nature is gender. Masculinity and femininity are also constants - soci-
eties have been compose of men and women since history began, and it will always be that
way. But different societies construct different contexts around those two foundations.

At Yale, sociologist Stephen B. Clark concluded that "men have a natural tendency to
avoid social responsibility."

Some civilizations have built social structures in such a way as to encourage men to
take more responsibility.

Other civilizations have enabled men to be irresponsible (at the cost of placing greater
burdens upon women).

This gives us an interpretive framework - a lens - through which we can view and under-
stand various societies at various times. It also explains why, for example, we see trends in
which the majority of responsible roles in a society are filled by one gender or another. In
many high schools today, the class officers and student council reveal a clear trend: why
are these roles filled largely by females? Why don’t males seem to have much interest in
assuming leadership roles in some circumstances? Perhaps because they’ve discovered that
leadership is work, and they have not been trained to apply themselves to difficult tasks.

7.4.2 Obama Not Invited? (2011-04-29 10:33)

The biggest wedding of the twenty-first century (so far) occurred in London on April 29, 2011,
when Kate Middleton married Prince William. Pointedly, President Barack Obama was not
invited. What was the cause of this snub, made more clear when the leaders of forty other
nations were invited, and in light of the fact that President Ronald Reagan was invited to the
last royal wedding in 1981?

Two actions by Obama seemed to have triggered the situation: first, his dismissive ges-
ture regarding a carved bust of Sir Winston Churchill, which he returned to the English who had
lent it to him to display at the White House. Second, his presentation to the Queen of England
of an iPod loaded with speeches given by Obama at various events. These two diplomatic
blunders were apparently enough to remove any possibility that Obama would be a guest at
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the royal wedding.

Diplomats around the world noted that Obama failed to extend the usual diplomatic courtesies
to Prime Minister Brown’s official state visits to Washington. There was no joint statement
issued at the press conference, and other niceties - state dinners, photo opportunities, ex-
changes of symbolic gifts - were curtailed. Why direct such shabby treatment toward England?
The reason is not clear, but the effects of it are: Obama was not invited to the royal wedding.

7.5 May

7.5.1 Multiculturalism Creates Hatred (2011-05-18 09:00)

In accord with the law of unintended consequences, official efforts to promote harmony and
tolerance actually foster the very opposite: attempts to generate acceptance instead give rise
to bigotry and hatred. Although this occurs mainly in America, we can see it in other nations
too, as Anthony Daniels writes:

Of course, a large part of the problem is that patriotism in Britain has been left to the
brutes: the kind of ignorant savages who tattoo a bulldog on their biceps and “Made
in England” round their nipples, and who in equal measure revolt and terrorize the
cheaper resorts of the Mediterranean. The intellectual’s equation of patriotism with
xenophobia, and pride in past achievement with an arrogant superiority complex, has
left a population demoralized and without any belief in its own nation. George Orwell
saw this happening a long time ago; it has created a vacuum for the English Defence
League to fill. Multiculturalism is the other side of the English Defence League coin.

In a well-meaning attempt to discourage a nasty form of nationalism, multicultural gurus have
instead inhibited a healthy type of patriotism. Multiculturalism has deterred the educated
classes away from a nuanced and intellectually perceptive appreciation of one’s native land -
which is healthy patriotism and never excludes a sincere appreciation of other nations. While
the intellectual classes are embarrassed to point out anything remotely good or positive about
their native land, the brutes and bigots rush in to claim superiority for the homeland over
others. The growth of a healthy patriotism would have prevented the expansion of nasty
nationalism. Multiculturalism

is a sentimental and harmful doctrine that turns the mind to mush, is evidence of an
underlying indifference to the real lives of people, and is a provider of pseudo-work
for lots of people such as community organizers.

Those who allegedly promote multiculturalism are, themselves, both ignorant of culture in
general, and lacking in the desire or the ability to cure that ignorance:
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Multiculturalists are seldom really interested in the culture of others. Very few of
them read book in foreign languages, for example, let alone immerse themselves in
the Pali scriptures or the writings of the Sufi. I don’t blame them for this: it is the
work of a lifetime to be able to do so, and we each have only one lifetime, to say
nothing of the limitations of ability and inclination. But let us at least not pretend
that our interest in other cultures extends much beyond their cuisine.

Not only does multiculturalism, then, promote a brutish form of nationalism among those
who perceive themselves as "on the defensive" or "host cultures," but among those who
view themselves as "immigrant cultures," it promotes a cynical view that those who claim
to understand them in fact do not understand them. Those who claim to speak on behalf of
an immigrant ethnic group are discounted by the majority of that group, who see the lack of
cultural understanding, and exploited as dupes by a minority of that group, who see them as
useful fools. Modern multiculturalism is largely an ideology of those who lack precisely that
cultural understanding which they claim to promote.

The net effect is that a greater distance is created between cultural groups: instead of
a coming together, more obstacles to community are created.

7.5.2 Nature, Nurture, and ... ? (2011-05-18 10:13)

The ancient psychological debate, which aspects of our mind are primarily formed by genetics
and heredity, and which aspects are mainly formed by our experience of objects and events
in our environment, is being renewed by developments in the field of prenatal psychology. A
recent book by Annie Murphy Paul, with the title Origins: How the Nine Months Before Birth
Shape the Rest of Our Lives, explores how everything from our taste in music to our body
weight is influenced neither by our gene pool, nor by our life experiences, but rather by our
prenatal encounters.

The fact that babies can hear, and hear well, long before birth, and through an inch or
two of maternal flesh, means that children are born having already heard much: music, voices,
etc. Psychologists have long known that infants are able, upon birth, to recognize the voices
of their mothers. But it is now clear that familiarity with, and tastes in, music are also so formed.

Separately, experiences in the womb also act as switches, turning on or off various indi-
vidual genes. Thus the diet of the mother with shape the metabolism of the child. An adult’s
weight problem may due, not his psychology and environment, nor strictly to his genes, but
rather to events which activated some of his genes, but not others, in the nine months he
spend in the womb.

The field of prenatal psychology will cause much re-thinking of various sub-disciplines
within traditional psychology and psychiatry.
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7.6 June

7.6.1 Counterfeits Damage Economies (2011-06-02 08:18)

Fake money has always been a problem, ever since the first coins were minted thousands of
years ago. The legal principles and economic harms are the same today, but the technology
is different. Dr. Levon A. Saryan, a materials scientist in Wisconsin, reports that

fake U.S. Trade dollars [were] recently shipped from China to a recipient near Chicago,
bring[ing] into sharp focus a growing epidemic.

Counterfeits have traditionally been difficult to make and easy to detect; advances in technol-
ogy, however, are reversing that situation: fake coins are now easy to make and difficult to
detect:

Most of these fakes are not hard to identify in a crowd; they have certain diagnostic
features that give them away. Gradually, however, the quality of these fakes has
improved to the point that experts are being routinely deceived.

These sham coins are not the work a few lone criminals, hiding in basements or abandoned
warehouses. They are being produced in a sophisticated manner by entire factories. There
are multiple such operations, including

one of the largest fake coin factories in China, the Big Tree Coin Factory in Fujian
Province, owned and operated by Lin Ciyun. The presses in this factory were orig-
inally used in a U.S. Mint facility, then transferred to China in the early 1900s for
their coinage production needs. Later, in the mid 1950s, the Chinese government
scrapped the presses and sold them to private buyers. Mr. Lin bought at least some
of the presses and now uses them to produce (by his admission) over 100,000 forged
coins per month. With the assistance of a handful of expert machinists, he is able to
strike coins at exactly the same pressure and technical specifications as those used
in 19th century U.S. mints.

Remember, these coins are worth hundreds of dollars each. These aren’t the quarters and
dimes we use in everyday vending machines to buy Coke or Pepsi. These are also highly
illegal, because such coinage is the legal tender of the land. These operations are, then, both
damaging to the U.S. economy, and a direct serious violation of national and international law.

7.7 October

7.7.1 Moderates vs. Radicals (2011-10-11 18:49)

Although the attacks on September 11, 2001 brought a new intensity to the study of Islam,
the world’s attention had already long been directed to the political impact of radical Muslims:
182 ©2021 river-rat-humanities.blogspot.com



7.7. OCTOBER BlogBook

the 1972 attack on the Munich Olympics and the 1979 attack on the U.S. Embassy in Iran
being merely two of many examples.

One question lingers: what about the moderates? We know that there are many peace-
ful and friendly people in America who call themselves Muslims - people who would never
dream of attacking or killing. We know that a moderate form of Islam exists in the United
States. But what about in the Middle East? Is there a chance that moderates live in places like
Saudi Arabia or Iran?

Joel Rosenberg, from Syracuse University, offers evidence that moderates exist, even in
the Middle East:

A ferocious battle is raging for the heart and soul of the Muslim world.

One side is the theology of the Radicals, which as we have seen teachers that
true Islam requires violent men to wage violent jihad against apostates and infidels
in the name of Allah.

On the other side is the theology of the Reformers, which teaches that true Is-
lam is a religion of peace, that the Qur’an is a book of peace, and that the Radicals
are perverting Islam to their own fascist, power-hungry ends.

Do we believe Rosenberg? Is there a chance that moderate Muslims exist, not only in America,
but also in the Middle East? Are there individuals and groups willing to depart from the militant
heritage of Islamic traditions? And if they do exist there, are there enough of them to make a
political difference?

The world will spend a few years pondering these questions; we don’t know the answers
yet, but those answers will influence the lives of millions, for good or for evil. We know that
there are moderate Muslims in America. Let us hope that they exist elsewhere, and in large
number.

7.7.2 Understanding Islam (2011-10-29 19:36)

Although we may think that the world’s attention has been more directed toward Islam since
the attacks of September 11, 2001, this is far from true: long before that date, the world began
to consider the nature of Islam: as far back as 1979, headlines around the world announced
that Americans in Iran had been taken hostage, where they would be held prisoner for over a
year with no legal or diplomatic remedy. Between these two dates is a long series of bombings
and attacks around the world.
In the face of this radicalism, however, author Joel Rosenberg offers a shocking opinion:

The vast majority of the 1.3 billion Muslims on the planet are not Radicals. They do
not believe in waging jihad against the West. They do not condone sending their sons
and daughters to be suicide bombers to kill Christians, Jews, and apostate Muslims,
among others. They do not want to annihilate Judeo-Christian civilization as we know
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it or take over the world. They are, by and large, quiet, peaceful people. They
want to raise their children in decent schools to get decent jobs and live respectable,
productive, God-honoring lives.

Despite the images in the daily news of Islamic terrorists, Rosenberg is telling us that most
Muslims are not fanatics who insist on following every directive in the Qur’an. This is a radically
different image of Islam than that offered by, for example, U of M’s Professor Ed Sareth, who
writes that Islam is "fueling conflicts that could threaten humanity." Rosenberg disagrees.

Western leaders should be commended - not condemned - for affirming the peaceful
nature of most Muslims. Why insult Muslims who are unengaged in jihad?

Rosenberg would side, then, with President George W. Bush’s numerous comments that Mus-
lims are peaceful friends. Bush was widely criticized in the weeks following the attacks on the
World Trade Center for not voicing more anti-Islamic sentiments. But he continued to point out
that millions of Muslims live peaceably in the United States; he said that our argument was
not with Islam, but with terrorists. These distinctions grow more complex, however, when we
remember that the difference here is between orthodox Islam, with its insistence on a literal
faithfulness to the Qur’an and the physical violent jihad it entails, and nominal Muslims, who
are not interested in any form of violence or terrorism at all, but rather exhibit the civil virtues
that any society desires.

Critics should keep in mind that Western leaders are making these points, in part,
both to build and to strengthen political and and military alliances with government
leaders throughout the Muslim world who are willing to side with Western govern-
ments against the Radicals.

Cultural understanding becomes all the more complex with mixed with diplomatic agendas.
Discussions of these complex interactions between religions, cultures, societies and govern-
ment are necessary, while at the same time frustrating: they will, of necessity, raise more
questions than they answer:

While it is certainly accurate to say that the vast majority of Muslims are peaceful
people, is it also true that Islam itself is an intrinsically peaceful religion? In other
words, are Muslim and Western leaders accurate in asserting that Islam is a religion
of peace, not a religion that calls for jihad against the infidels? Are Radicals, in fact,
"hijacking" Islam and in the process "smearing" its good name? If so, how can the
Radicals claim that "Islam is the answer, and jihad is the way" if there is no basis for
their beliefs in the Qur’an, the guidbook for all Muslims?

The world will probably be watching the interaction between peaceful, moderate, nominal Mus-
lims and orthodox, violent, radical Muslims for decades to come.

7.7.3 Demographic Grids (2011-10-30 10:22)

Sorting things into categories is a simply skill we all learned quite young: I can sort a child’s
building by color - red, blue, yellow - or by shape - square, triangle, circle. I can sort them by
both at once, creating a nine-by-nine grid. The same is true of people: we can sort by age
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(young, middle-aged, old), or we can sort by height (short, medium, tall); and we can sort by
both at once.
This simple technique is put to interesting use in a complex situation by author Joel Rosenberg.
Looking at the population of various Middle East countries, and analyzing the political and
military conflicts there, he first found three categories based views of religion:

The Radicals, who say that "Islam is the answer, jihad is the way."
The Reformers, who say that "Islam is the answer, but jihad is not the way."
The Revivalists, who say that "Islam is not the answer, and jihad is not the way."

Each of the three groups above are a significant factor inside the various Islamic nations in
the Middle East. But within each of them, further subdivisions can be made, leading to our
nine-by-nine grid.

The Resisters are leaders of Muslim-majority countries who show little evidence of
wanting serious social or ideological change of any kind. While Muslims themselves,
they do not want the kind of fundamental, sweeping changes advocated by the Rad-
icals, Reformers, or Revivalists. To the contrary, they resist change; generally speak-
ing, their mission is to hold power for as long as possible.
The Reticent include leaders of Muslim-majority countries or territories who have
leanings toward one movement or another but have not fully committed. They do
the two-step, dancing for a season with one partner, then shifting to another.
The Rank-and-File, finally, comprise the vast majority of the world’s 1.3 billion Mus-
lims. They do not run countries. Individually, they generally have little or no wealth
or power. But they are enormously important.

We see, then, that any analysis of the Middle East which accounts for fewer than nine major
categories, and presumably numerous other smaller categories, will fail to do justice to the
complexity of the situation.

7.8 December

7.8.1 The Era of the Castle (2011-12-13 14:13)

The Middle Ages was a time of creativity and innovation - and certainly not "The Dark Ages"
or reign of superstition and ignorance which old history books tell it to be. The inventiveness
of scientists and rulers, of philosophers and bankers during the Medieval centuries was born
of necessity. The fall of the Roman Empire (at least the western half of it) created a power
vacuum, and even an environment of personal danger, until the institutions and concepts of
the Middle Ages could offer a better social organization principle to replace it. Historian Irma
Simonton Black sees the emergence of a safer, and intellectually more stimulating, culture
symbolized in the castle,

a large stone structure surrounded by walls and topped with towers. The castle might
be built up on a hill so it could be defended easily, or it might be encircled with a
wide ditch, called a moat, which had to be crossed to reach its gates.
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Such a structure was not a family home for the royals: it was a small village unto itself. A
community which included the various crafts and skills needed to be relatively self-reliant and
sometimes even isolated.

A castle was home to many people. Inside its walls, in a large central building made
of stone, lived a noble, his family, and his knights. Servants and soldiers belonging
to the noble lived outside in the courtyard or bailey, in a cluster of small wooden
buildings. Here food was prepared, tools and arms were made and repaired. If the
people who lived inside the castle walls wanted to go outside them, they crossed a
drawbridge which was kept lowered by day, except in times of war.

The legal concept of ’citizenship’ as we now know it arose during this time, and the technical
term for citizen literally meant "one who lived inside the walls of the castle" (Bürger). Some
large castles would have well over a hundred permanent residents, and thus truly be societies
unto themselves. This arrangement arose from the defensive needs immediately after the fall
of the Roman Empire in the year 476. When the Middle Ages fully emerged, the actually need
for this physical security diminished, but the castle remained as a symbol. Yet the society of
those who lived in the village surrounded by the protective walls interacted with those who
lived in the less secure world beyond:

Outside the castle walls lived peasants in their huts. If there was an attack, they
protected themselves by fleeing over the drawbridge and inside. These peasants
were known as serfs and they worked the noble’s land.

Indeed, the noble was obliged, by common law and by sacred oath, to offer protection to the
serfs who lived outside the walls. Here we see a truly Medieval notion: the moral and legal
duty to assist in the defense of others. Although this setup may seem strange or romantic to
us, "such a way of life" was

the only sensible arrangement. It came about because of events that happened
hundreds of years before, when the Roman Empire collapsed.

Determined both to rescue themselves from the chaos of a power vacuum, and to build a
more reasonable society than the Romans had, the people of central Europe observed first-
hand the fall of the empire, and took from the old Roman structure the few ideas which were
practical; abandoning other, less useful, Roman patterns, they fabricated the remainder of
their new social order from their inherited Germanic traditions. (By way of explanation, most
of the cultures of central and western Europe were Germanic, but not German: France is named
after the Frankish dynasties, the Germanic royal families who ruled it; England’s language and
culture were nearly identical to those of central Europe until the invasions of 1066 A.D. and
later.)

The northern tribes that settled on the Roman lands in Europe were bands of fighters
who followed one leader in battle. In return, the leader or chief supported his fighting
menwith what he took from the people he conquered. This system of personal loyalty
to a chief was the basis for a way of living called feudalism.

Feudalism sometimes has a bad image in older history books: the word ’feudal’ is even some-
times used in a negative sense. In reality, the feudal system offered a vast improvement over
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the political structures of the Roman empire. A centralized system, the old empire was unap-
proachable for those living out in the countryside; the emperor gave absolute commands, and
no questioning or negotiating was possible. In feudalism, a de-centralized system, a local ’lord’
was approachable - you could negotiate with him, and his authority was based on negotiation
with those below him and those above him: a flexible system.
In this way, feudalism was also superior to the absolute monarchies which would follow it in
later centuries. An autocrat like Louis XIV would not have been possible in a feudal system.

Feudalism, or the feudal system, as it was often called, grew gradually. In the very
beginning, each lord had his vassals, or followers, who lived in his castle as a kind
of personal bodyguard. Maintaining his vassals was very expensive for the lord. So
when his vassals wanted lands and castles of their own, the lord was glad to assign
holdings to them.

In this way, the lord’s vassals got their own estates, could support themselves, and so relieved
the lord of significant expenses.

7.8.2 What History Can Tell Us, And What It Can’t (2011-12-20 15:10)

It is clear that religion is one of the driving forces of history; many significant events and
trends are fueled by faith: the abolition of slavery in America, the right of women to vote, the
environmental movement to protect the earth, freedom of speech and of the press, various
forms of aid to developing countries, and international negotiating organizations seeking to
avoid war. Many other examples could be added. Some of these are obviously more religious
than others, but historical investigation will find that all of them originated in a worldview
shaped by faith and by sacred text.
But what can history tell us about religion? We are instructed to strive ever more for a neutral
objectivity - studying religion in history, and the history of religion, can be done in this way - but
for someone who is the product of American popular culture, it is a foreign notion. History can
describe for us those events and trends, and their emergence from a particular spiritual tradi-
tion. Indeed, history is obliged to do so. History cannot, however, evaluate truth claims made
by specific religions, because those claims are sometimes about things bigger than history,
beyond history, and embracing history from without. Walther Eichrodt writes that

history can say nothing about the final truth of a matter; that is, it is unable to make
any claims concerning its validity for our current existence or its significance for our
worldview. To the extent that historical research is able to view and to describe more
precisely any event - also anything of an intellectual scope - only within a system
of relations, its assertions about a historical entity always remain relative; that is,
they have meaning only in relation to other entities and only in this sense command
assent. To judge regarding what is true and what is false, what has an absolute
claim to validity and what is worthless, continues to be reserved fundamentally to
the science of values, to philosophy or to dogmatics.

History can tell us, for example, which religions lead more often to war, and which ones lead
more often to peace; history can tell us which religions are inclined to expand the dignity and
rights of women, and which ones are inclined to minimize women and their social roles; history
can tell us which religions see an essential value in every human life, a value which demands
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recognition, and which religions see some human lives as worth less than others, and therefore
expendable.
But history cannot tell us which religions are true, and which are false; history cannot tell us
which beliefs are good, and which are evil. These determinations belong to a higher academic
discipline. The historian may narrate the roles of various spiritual traditions in history, but he
may not make value judgements about those traditions. Those judgements are to be made by
the philosopher and the theologian.
History shows us that religion is the engine of history, that faith propels great historical move-
ments; but history must refrain from deciding which religion is ultimately the true religion.
Determining what is ’true religion’ - this cannot be left in the realm of mere opinion: this is the
task of rational investigation, close textual study, and academic theology.

7.8.3 Death, Judgment, Afterlife (2011-12-28 16:38)

For students in various Humanities classes, or courses in ancient civilizations, the essay ques-
tion about death, judgment, and afterlife is assigned so regularly that its predictability makes
it ready material for a joke. Yet it remains a central question in modern cultures and ancient
cultures.
The Egyptian concept of "maat" (transliterated into English with various spellings) is a good
example. The concept is sometimes personified into a goddess of sorts, and other times treated
as an abstract principle. In either case, the fiction of weighing the human heart against a
feather on a balance remains a powerful metaphor, and crystalizes not only the Egyptian notion
of judgment, but also that of numerous other cultures, ancient and modern.
By contrast, the New Testament offers a complex and confusing idea of judgment, which - how-
ever interpreted - is rather different from the Egyptian one. Jesus offers us a tension between
his famous dictum "Do not judge, or you too will be judged" and his willingness to judge: he
tell a woman caught in adultery, "Go now and leave your life of sin." Whether one agrees or
disagrees with Jesus, an interpretive challenge presents itself as we seek to create some har-
mony out of this tension: how do we find the consistency in the apparent, but merely apparent,
contradiction?
A follower of Jesus, named variously Saul and Paul, gives us a clue in a letter he wrote to early
followers of Jesus living in Rome:

Now if you feel inclined to set yourself up as a judge of those who sin, let me assure
you, whoever you are, that you are in no position to do so. For at whatever point you
condemn others you automatically condemn yourself, since you, the judge, commit
the same sins. God’s judgment, we know, is utterly impartial in its action against
such evil-doers. What makes you think that you who so readily judge the sins of
others, can consider yourself beyond the judgment of God?

We see here the same tension: a command not to judge, and - in the same breath - a clear
judgment that some are, in fact, sinning. The determination that someone is sinning is itself a
judgment. So how can we reconcile Paul’s command not to judge, delivered in a bundle with a
clear judgment. The irony is compressed: we are commanded not to judge those who sin. By
identifying them as those who sin, has not Paul already judged them?
We can resolve the tension existing in Paul’s words - and the words of Jesus - by noting a careful
distinction: We are commanded not to judge people. We are left free to judge actions, indeed,
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encouraged to judge actions. In this distinction, not only can we resolve the internal tension
within the New Testament, but we can also capture the exact nature of the different between
Jesus and the Egyptian concept of maat.
If I judge a man’s actions as evil, I am still prohibited from judging the man himself as evil.
Here introduced is a distinction between agent and action, between the person and the what
he does. If everyone who does an evil act is reckoned as evil, then all humans would be evil,
because all humans, sooner or later, do the wrong thing. If all who do something right are
reckoned as good, then all people will be called good, because everybody, sooner or later,
does something right. Paul and Jesus are acknowledging the ethical reality that every human
performs a mixture of actions - some good, some bad. We can sort out the actions, but we
cannot label the individual.
Instead of sorting humanity into two groups - as the Egyptian maat does - the New Testament
places all people into the same boat: morally equivocal, committed both virtuous deeds and
sins. The Egyptian worldview creates two classes of humans, with the inevitable if unintended
result that they will be pitted against each other; the New Testament offers a unifying notion,
that all humans find themselves in the same ethical predicament - a morally ambiguous nature
- and looking to the same solution - to cast themselves upon the mercy of a deity.
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8.1 January

8.1.1 The First University (2012-01-05 16:47)

Schools have been around for a long time. Archeologists have found schools dating from 2000
B.C. in the city of Ur, Abraham’s hometown.
But a university is something different and more than a school. The world’s first university
began around the year 1088 A.D., in the city of Bologna, Italy. How and why did it start? The
answer will take us a few centuries earlier, into the institutions of Medieval education.
Prior to the appearance of universities, the Middle Ages had three main educational institu-
tions. The first of these was the cathedral school. Even the smallest villages had churches,
but only larger towns and cities had cathedrals, which were organizational centers for church
activity. One major function of the church in society at that time was record-keeping. Every
birth, marriage, and death was carefully recorded; these were of personal interest to families,
but also important legal records: they helped to determine who inherited which property. To
keep these records, the institutional church across Europe needed a cadre of able scribes, peo-
ple who could read and write well. Literacy rates back then weren’t as high as they would be in
some later centuries, so build this group of record-keepers, cathedral schools arose as a way of
teaching reading and writing. Over a few centuries, this gradually contributing to an increase
in literacy.
The second educational institution which existed prior to the universities was the monastery.
Around Europe, monasteries formed the literary and intellectual backbone of the continent.
They preserved the literary, historical, and philosophical wisdom of ancient Greece and Rome.
They sharpened the academic discipline of learning the grammar of various languages: He-
brew, Greek, and Latin. A monk working in one of these monasteries would become familiar
with a long list of major texts: Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Thucydides, Cicero, Virgil, Homer, Mar-
cus Aurelius, and many others. It is important to note that the one missing piece in the early
Middle Ages was a portion of Aristotle’s works. Monasteries at that time had most, but not all,
of Aristotle’s books. When Europe received the missing pieces of Aristotle in the High Middle
Ages, it further energized intellectual life in the monasteries and later in the universities. The
monasteries were also the source of commentaries: the monks had become experts in the
texts of Greece and Rome - they had, after all, copied them by hand, and learned Greek and
Latin grammar to a refined degree - and began to write commentaries and interpretations of
them. They also began to pose sharp questions about philosophical issues. The monks learned
to read, understand, and analyze various languages and grammars. This ability to do ’close
reading’ will be the intellectual spark which lights the fire of the universities.
Finally, law schools arose as the third major educational institution prior to the university. With
the end of the Western Roman Empire in 476 A.D., there began an erosion of systematized
legal thought. The first few centuries of the Early Middle Ages were dominated by local feudal
lords, who often acted as judges in various matters, but without the benefit of a law code or
standardized legal processes. As the Middle Ages progressed, Charlemagne formed a large
empire, which in turn required a formalized legal system. Charlemagne was, of course, known
as ’Karl der Grosse’ or ’Karl the Great’ in his own era; the name ’Charlemagne’ was applied to
©2021 river-rat-humanities.blogspot.com 191



BlogBook 8.1. JANUARY

him only by certain historians who wrote in Latin, not in Frankish, the Germanic dialect which he
spoke. The rise of laws schools - part of the Carolingian Renaissance - began with the study of
the laws of Rome’s republic and empire. Since Karl was forming a similar empire of his own, he
reasonably thought that he could model his laws of those of Rome; when Karl was crowned in
800 A.D., there hadn’t been a major empire since Rome fell. The law schools fostered, first, the
careful reading of Roman legal texts, second, the careful analysis, evaluation, and discussion
of them, and third, the debate about which changes were necessary to update Roman law for
an empire operating four centuries later.

These three educational institutions - the cathedral school, the monastery, and the law school
- created a vibrant intellectual atmosphere in the Middle Ages, and set the stage for the birth
of the university. In fact, the university could be interpreted as the merger of these three
institutions.

Bologna, Italy, was the first city to create a university. The exact date is unclear, but we know
that Bologna’s university existed by 1088 A.D. at the latest. The name ’university’ comes
from the Latin phrase studium generale - general studies. (General studies included the study
of everything, i.e., universal studies.) The structure of Bologna’s university was loose, com-
pared to modern standards. There was a ’school of the arts’ into which most students first
entered. The prerequisite was that one could prove mastery of the Latin language - ’mastery’
construed as a reasonably large vocabulary and a basic knowledge of general. Once admit-
ted, a student worked at the first level: the ’trivium’ - studying grammar, rhetoric, and logic.
Upon demonstrating mastery - the word ’mastery’ is used often here, and led to the modern
"Master’s Degree" and complemented the use of the Latin magister for those who taught in
the university - a student advanced to the second level, called ’quadrivium’ and consisting of
arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music. Seeing music nestled among mathematics and
observational physics (which is astronomy) gives us a clue about why Medieval music is often
called "objective" in contrast to "subjective" form into which music decayed in the Renaissance
era: for the Medievals, music was treated mathematically - the study of intervals and rhythms.
Upon completed this second level, students could proceed, if they wished, into professional
schools: law and medicine. There was no fixed timetable for progression through this system;
a student attended lectures and studied until he felt ready to take an exam. If the student did
well in the exam, he moved on to the next level; if he didn’t, he stayed at the lower level a
while longer and took the exam again.

8.1.2 Pagans and Christians Agree? (2012-01-12 15:36)

It is difficult to imagine many areas of agreement between the Pagans of ancient Rome and the
early Christians, especially because those pagans were busy killing Christians in large numbers.
Contrasts were numerous: pagans were polytheists, Christians are monotheists; pagans saw
little or no connection between ethics and religion, Christians saw morality as a way of showing
gratitude for unearned blessings; pagans saw human life as expendable, Christians perceived
that each human life is valuable and has an innate dignity. The early Christian leader Augustine
wrote around 400 A.D., sharply critiquing the Stoic philosophy which the pagan aristocracy
embraced. Yet, despite the fact that Roman pagans beat, tortured, and executed Christians by
the tens of thousands, there was one area of agreement.

A philosophical principle which has captivatedmost, if not all, human civilizations is the concept
of Natural Law. This idea is appealing because of its intuitive correspondence to our usual
perception of the way things are, and because it is flexible enough to adapt to almost any
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worldview or value system. One of the earliest expressions of Natural Law theory was given, a
few decades after 100 B.C., by Cicero.

Natural Law, in its simplest form, simply indicates that somethings are good, and others are
evil. It is a way of moving past opinions, beliefs, and perceptions. Rather than ask, "what do
you believe is good?" Natural Law asks, "what is good?" For example, we can get move beyond
a statement like "most people believe that it is good for the rich to share their wealth with the
poor," to a more real statement like "it is good for the rich to share their wealth with the poor."
Natural Law explores the structure of the universe.

Formulated by the pagan Cicero, it also appealed to the early Christians. The famous New
Testament author Paul, writing to a group of Christians in Rome, stated that when those people,

who have no knowledge of the Law, act in accordance with it by the light of nature,
they show that they have a law in themselves, for they demonstrate the effect of a
law operating in their own hearts. Their own consciences endorse the existence of
such a law, for there is something which condemns or commends their actions.

Paul is here saying that even if one has not had formal instruction in law, i.e., reading it from
a text, there is nonetheless an internal, a priori, awareness of law

8.1.3 Fahrenheit 451 (2012-01-17 08:32)

Ray Bradbury’s famous dystopia ranks with 1984 and Brave New World as a crystalizing mo-
ment in Western Civilization’s literary protest against Stalinism, Maoist totalitarianism, Naziism,
and other related mid-twentieth-century forms of repressive governmental structures. Brad-
bury recalls his youthful literary personality, and the internal revulsion to intellectual oppres-
sion. Writing in 1966, he recalled writing the book almost twenty years earlier, and his learning,
a few years earlier still, about Nazi who burned books:

It followed then when Hitler burned a book I felt it as keenly, please forgive me, as
his killing a human, for in the long sum of history they are one and the same flesh.
Mind or body, put to the oven, is a sinful practice.

Bradbury started writing Fahrenheit 451 in 1947; at that stage of development, it was a short
story called "Bright Phoenix" and it would be reworked into a somewhat longer novella called
"The Fireman" and finally into the novel we know today. As Bradbury was writing in 1947, Hitler
was gone, but other socialist parties were still burning books, shocking him, and filling him with
horror:

Of course. There was Hitler torching books in Germany in 1934; rumors of Stalin and
his match people and tinderboxes.

So it was not Hitler alone, but Stalin explicitly, and perhaps Mao and others implicitly - although
Mao would not fully emerge until 1949, after the basic setting of Fahrenheit 451 had taken
shape. Bradbury correctly comprehended the nature of these regimes, and did so very early,
long before the standard images and cliches about the Cold War would be ossified.
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8.2 February

8.2.1 Steinbeck vs. FDR (2012-02-17 15:09)

Novelist John Steinbeck is famous for capturing the mood of the Great Depression. The title of
one of his most famous books, The Grapes of Wrath, expresses his anger at the situation, but
also at the people who created the misery.
The wording of the title itself is an allusion to the fourteenth chapter of the biblical book of
Revelation. At the end of chapter 25 in Steinbeck’s story, the characters look on as food is
destroyed - crop are burned, or dumped into rivers; millions of pigs are killed and buried.
This willful destruction of food that could have nourished people was a part of FDR’s plan to
help the economy. By destroying crops and livestock, Roosevelt hoped to increase the market
price at which farmers could sell.
Whatever the New Deal intended, Steinbeck saw hungry people who were forced to watch as
food was destroyed. Records indicate that six million pigs were killed and buried; crops were
left to rot in fields rather than be harvested; other crops were burned.
Steinbeck saw a horrible injustice, carried out in the name of helping the poor, but actually
inflicting a man-made food shortage on society’s most vulnerable members. The wrath in The
Grapes of Wrath is directed at FDR’s progressivist New Deal plan of destroying food in order to
help the hungry.

8.3 March

8.3.1 Ancient Laws in Modern Times (2012-03-15 10:31)

The case of a 16-year-old girl, Amina Filali, who killed herself after she was forced to marry her
rapist has drawn attention Morocco’s Islamic law code.
Article 475 of the Moroccan penal code allows for the "kidnapper" of a minor to marry his
victim to escape prosecution, and it has been used to justify a Muslim practice of making a
rapist marry his victim to preserve the honor of the woman’s family.
The victim’s father said in an interview with an online Moroccan newspaper that it was the
court officials who suggested from the beginning the marriage option when they reported the
rape. According to the CIA’s World Factbook, the population of Morocco is 99 % Muslim.
In Islamic societies, the loss of a woman’s virginity outside of wedlock is a huge stain of honor
on the family. In Muslim nations, there is a tradition whereby a rapist can escape prosecution
if he marries his victim, thereby restoring her honor.
Even though Morocco updated its law code as recently as 2004, in cases of rape, the burden
of proof is often on the victim and if she can’t prove she was attacked, a woman risks being
prosecuted for debauchery, a serious crime in Islamic law.
The Moroccan court pushed themarriage, even though the perpetrator initially refused. He only
consented when faced with prosecution under Muslim law. The penalty for rape is between five
and 10 years in prison, but rises to 10 to 20 in the case of a minor. Amina complained to her
mother that her husband was beating her repeatedly during the five months of marriage but
that her mother counseled patience.
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8.3.2 An Emotional Time (2012-03-18 20:02)

The era called the ’Renaissance’ was a time of emotion - a time when logical thinking was aban-
doned, and introspection on one’s feelings were preferred. Musicologists call the compositions
of the Middle Ages ’objective’ because of their mathematical and structural aspects; the tunes
of the Renaissance are called ’subjective’ because orderly calculation was abandoned.
The writers who lived during the Renaissance praised their own generation, calling it a time
when learning flourished. In fact, it was quite the opposite. Those who seriously investigated
mathematics or physics during the Renaissance were lonely souls, ridiculed by their contem-
poraries. Historian John H. Plumb writes:

The frequency of assassination, the perennial plots, the constant vicissitudes, en-
couraged superstition and a romantic view of Fate. Men felt themselves to be the
prey of strange destinies and turned to astrologers and magicians to strengthen their
hope, to check despair, and to help them meet the uncertain future with confidence.
The stars were studied as intensely as diplomatic dispatches, as a guide to action;
and superstitious dread threaded the daily course of men’s lives.

A narcissistic age, filled with ambitious grasping at reputation or power, is a more accurate
description of the Renaissance. Those who wrote often wrote to emote or to impress, and
rarely to attempt a crystallization of truth. Historian Lynn Thorndike writes that

Italian humanism produced relatively little of scientific or philosophical importance
from its investigation of the classical past: Leonardo Bruni of Arezzo said that the
subtleties of arithmetic and geometry were not worthy of a cultivated mind. In any
case, most available works of Greek science had already been translated into Latin
before 1300.

Who was this Leonardo Bruni? He was an author who wrote about political intrigues in the
city and republic of Florence; he served for a time in the Vatican as a bureaucrat and later in
the government of Florence; and he translated Greek literature into Latin. He was known for
having a rather artistic style in his Latin prose. The point is this: He was not a mathematician, a
philosopher, or a scientist in the sense of the modern observational or natural sciences. He was
more interested in political machinations than in calculating the force of gravity; he was more
interested in peddling influence than in applying the quadratic equation. A man of his time,
born in 1370 - a Renaissance man - he was little interested in the powers of reason. Frederick
Maurice Powicke writes that modern science was

made possible by the earlier, medieval belief in the reasonableness of the world.

The underlying notion that algebra can describe the natural laws of the universe - that objects
act in accord with rules which can be expressed in equations - arises from the Scholastic phi-
losophy of the Middle Ages. The medievals understood that chemistry and physics describe
processes in terms of laws:

the belief in law was at the root of the new investigation into facts.
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The birth of modern chemistry and physics during the Middle Ages, this "new investigation into
facts," would have to wait out the Renaissance before it could resume the rationalism which
it began. The scholasticism of the Middle Ages - Aquinas, Anselm, Abelard, Ockham - led to
the rationalism of Descarte, Leibniz, and Spinoza - and to the modernism of Locke, Berkeley,
and Hume. The Renaissance constituted a pause in this development of human reason. As
Thorndike writes,

The fact that Valla’s treatise on novelties unknown to the ancients has not survived
indicates that his age was more interested in classical antiquity than in recent in-
ventions. Of the three inventions that used to be associated with the Renaissance,
namely the mariner’s compass, gunpowder, and printing with moveable types, only
the last can still be ascribed to the period, since the other two are now known to date
back at least to the 13th century.

Lorenzo Valla died in Italy in 1457, his best work unappreciated by his contemporaries - a man
interested in technological innovations living during the Renaissance’s studied ignorance of
such applied science.
Although many older history textbooks still recite the fairy-tale of the Renaissance as an era
of learning, scholars have seen that the main achievements of the Renaissance were taking
credit for the accomplishments of the Middle Ages and publicizing itself as an era far more
rational than it actually was.

8.3.3 Science vs. Scientists (2012-03-31 12:22)

"Confidence in scientists has declined the most among the most educated" of America’s politi-
cally active citizens, reports the Los Angeles Times, citing a report from The American Sociolog-
ical Review, which noted that "discontent with science was not attributable to the uneducated
but to rising distrust among educated" voters. It is important to sort out whether it is science
or scientists being questioned.
Noting that this is a change from previous years and decades, Gordon Gauchat, the report’s
author, indicates that scientists have become increasingly politicized. Summarizing him, the
L.A. Times wrote that, in the past,

the role science played was mostly behind the scenes, creating better military equip-
ment and sending rockets into space. But with the emergence of the Environmental
Protection Agency, for example, scientists began to play a crucial and visible role in
developing regulations.

The voters began to see scientists not as doing science, but as doing politics - as authoring
arguments to support various political views.

The study also found that Americans with moderate political views have long been
the most distrustful of scientists, but that

such distrust was now spreading to other parts of the political spectrum. The study suggests
that the public sees a disconnect between science and scientists. This perception is fueled by
the fact that funding for various types of research has become increasingly politicized, by the
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fact that an increasing percentage of this funding is from the government, and by the fact that
scientists are seen as mouthpieces for political views rather than agents conducting neutral
inquiries into the nature of the universe.
Scientists have come into conflict with science in recent years in the climate debate about
"global warming", in the debate about embryonic stem cell research, in debates comparing
different sources of energy, and in debates about whether there are genetic causes for deviant
social behaviors.

8.4 April

8.4.1 Plague Reveals Heroism (2012-04-11 13:14)

The suffering inflicted by The Black Death between 1346 and 1351 is difficult to imagine: from
region to region, between 10 % and 90 % of the population died in less than a year. Some
towns were utterly erased with 100 % fatalities. Historian Barbara Tuchman writes:

The disease was bubonic plague, present in two forms: one that infected the blood-
stream, causing the buboes and internal bleeding, and was spread by contact; and a
second, more virulent pneumonic type that infected the lungs and was spread by res-
piratory infection. The presence of both at once caused the high mortality and speed
of contagion. So lethal was the disease that cases were known of persons going to
bed well and dying before they woke, of doctors catching the illness at a bedside
and dying before the patient. So rapidly did it spread from one to another that to
a French physician, Simon de Covino, it seemed as if one sick person "could infect
the whole world." The malignity of the pestilence appeared more terrible because its
victims knew no prevention and no remedy.

The societal response was amazing. Although some fled to the relative safety of the coun-
tryside, and others exploited the occasion for looting, most people saw their duty to provide
comfort for the sick or dying. The notion of a ’hospital’ in the modern sense hadn’t yet devel-
oped, so makeshift infirmaries were set up wherever possible. The first line of caregivers were
monks and nuns - Benedictines, Dominicans, Augustinians, and Franciscans. But it became
clear that more would be needed, especially as caregivers were more likely to be infected, and
more likely to die.
True heroism was seen among the ordinary laypeople - farmers and townspeople - who risked
their lives, and in some cases almost ensured their deaths by enlisted to care for the ill. This
desire to help revealed something profound in Western Civilization: an ethic of service toward
one’s fellow man. Centuries of culture and tradition had taught this principle, and when Euro-
pean culture faced one of its worst humanitarian disasters, this principle was securely in place
among the people.

8.5 May

8.5.1 Time (2012-05-31 15:14)

Time has fascinated philosophers throughout the ages: geniuses like Isaac Newton, Gottfried
Leibniz, and Immanuel Kant have written about it. But not only philosophers have studied
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time. From a more sociological and anthropological point of view, authors like Alvin Toffler
have examined how cultures process time.
In his book The Third Wave, Toffler examines the difference between the "first wave" civilization
of agriculture and the "second wave" industrial society. In the ninth chapter of his book, he
contrasts their understandings of time.
He examines the mainstream of the agricultural worldview found in the “First Wave” pre-
industrial societies, and contrasts it with the industrial worldview found in the “Second Wave”
societies. Toffler posits that, despite the appearance of a diversity of ideologies – communist
vs. capitalist, faith vs. religion, internationalists vs. isolationists – there is an underlying com-
mon conceptual framework which is shared by almost all “Second Wave” societies. He calls
this a “super-ideology.”
One part of this set of omnipresent assumptions is a group of three core beliefs.
The first core belief is that “nature was an object waiting to be exploited.” Both capitalist
industrializers and Marxist industrializers see mountains as places from which to mine iron
and copper; they see oceans as sources of fish and salt. Rivers can be rerouted or dammed;
swamps can be drained as locations for future houses or factories. Mechanization has made
this possible on a large scale.
The second core belief was evolution. The political implications of Social Darwinism gave indus-
trial societies a sense of superiority regarding agricultural societies. This rationalized both mil-
itaristic imperialism and economic imperialism, enabling industrial nations to view themselves
as having a natural right to extract raw materials from regions belonging to less developed
nations, and enabling them to see those nations as natural markets for exported manufac-
tured products. The Marxists and capitalists “shared the view that industrialism was the most
advanced form of society.”
A third core belief was progress, defined as “the idea that history flows irreversibly toward
a better life for humanity.” Toffler sees this notion of progress as having “linked nature and
evolution together.” Again, both communists and capitalists saw progress as inevitable and
irresistible.
Having outlined the three core beliefs of “Second Wave” industrial society, Toffler continues,
positing that these beliefs are themselves based upon a quartet of still deeper, more funda-
mental concepts. These are the concepts which people use to understand the world, and more
specifically, these are the particular versions of those concepts which peculiar to “Second
Wave” societies. These are time, space, matter, and causation.
All cultures have time, but the notion of time embrace by industrial civilizations differs from
that of the “First Wave” societies. In agricultural settings, time had been measured primarily
in large spans: seasons and years. Smaller cycles of time were noted, e.g., the daily milking
of the cows. But there was no need to measure minutes or hours, and any reference to small
units of time were imprecise. By contrast, the mechanization of processes demanded precise
measurements of small amounts of time: minutes and seconds became important. In addition,
there arose the need to synchronize events, so standardization of timekeeping meant that
9:30 in New York was also 9:30 in Miami. In addition to precisely measuring small units of
time, and synchronizing them across ever larger distances, a third aspect of time is associated
with the “Second Wave” industrial worldview: that time is linear. Many ancient societies in an
agricultural, or pre-agricultural, phase conceived of time as circular. The notion of linear time
allows for the possibility of significant progress.
The second concept which assumes a distinctive form during the industrial phase is space. Pre-
agricultural societies – the “hunters and gathers” – understood themselves as roving through
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the universe’s vastness. Farming families and their neighbors, by contrast, were rooted to a
specific piece of land, and in sociopolitical systems like feudalism, often spent their entire lives
within a few miles of their birthplace. Industrialization returned greater degrees of mobility to
people, but in a different form than the mobility of the hunters and gatherers. This new type of
mobility was characterized by precision. While the ancient wanderers roamed the landscape
in search of food, the industrial traveler left Chicago and knew not only that he was going to
Omaha, but he knew exactly which building, and often even which room, was his goal. Railroads
lent this great precision to man’s movement through space. A journey of a thousand miles was
plotted accurately – one’s point of arrival could be calculated to within a couple of feet: a man
knew not only that his train would arrive on track thirty-two of the Union Station, but he could
even count on stepping out onto the front, themiddle, or the back of the platform. In addition to
precise journeys, the industrial concept of space is specialized. Architects and engineers design
spaces for specific purposes. A large stone castle built during the reign of Charlemagne might
have many rooms, but they were interchangeable in use. Designs of the industrial age feature
rooms constructed for specific activities. Beyond the scope of a single building, towns and
cities are also now organized in their use of space. A medieval town is a jumble of structures,
placed in no particular pattern – houses, bakeries, carpenter’s shops, schools, churches – no
clear residential zone and no clear business zone, and winding streets which grew organically
without premeditated designs. Industrialization brought with itself urban planning, zoning laws,
and cities whose streets from a Cartesian grid on a map. On a still larger scale, boundaries and
borders between nations were now surveyed with great precision. On both the smaller level –
individual rooms in buildings – and on the larger level – borders stretching hundreds of miles –
the Cartesian plane’s right angles and straight lines made themselves felt. The medieval house
often had walls which gently curved, and its rooms were randomly trapezoidal, quadrilateral,
or merely closed figures. The modern homeowner, by contrast, expects all the angles in his
house to be ninety degrees, and walls and floors to be straight lines.

The third concept used by the “Second Wave” worldview to process reality is the concept of
matter. The industrial perception of nature reduced matter to interchangeable units to meet
the needs of mechanization. All of matter was reduced to the known elements – approximately
one hundred in number. Every atom of a particular element is chemically interchangeable
with every other atom of the same element, e.g., we can substitute any carbon atom for any
other carbon atom. This physical atomism quickly expanded to shape a general worldview
and led to social, political, and economic atomism. Just as one atom can be substituted for
another, one worker can be substituted for another, one dollar for another, one customer for
another, one vote for another, and one voter for another. The interchangeability of automobile
parts, computer parts, airplane parts, and steam engine parts led to the interchangeability of
human beings. This detachable notion of the individual was different than the “First Wave”
concept of society, in which the individual was an extension – an organic limb – of society: in
the “First Wave” conception, neither society nor the individual could exist without each other,
and severing the connection would destroy both. The “Second Wave” society is a complex
whole, constructed of many individuals – but individuals who can be replaced and who are
interchangeable. As the paradigm of atomism was transferred from chemistry to society, in-
dividuals could become more useful to the industrialization process, because they could be
torn loose from their families, towns, and religions. If you needed one more accountant in your
Toledo office, and had one too many accountants in your Milwaukee office, you simply relo-
cated an accountant. Because the individual was seen as an atom, it didn’t matter whether
the accountant’s cousin or grandmother lived in the Milwaukee area, or if the accountant had
formed attachments to the local church or community.

The final concept needed for a “Second Wave” worldview is a notion of mechanistic causation.
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The laws of chemistry as formulated by Boyle, and the laws of physics as formulated by Newton,
offered a paradigm which would be generalized to all of reality. Every phenomenon – every
event seen or heard – could be explained in terms of, and reduced to, a series of causes and
effects occurring with law-like regularity and predicability. This understanding of reality led
to similarly-structured attempts – often successful – to control reality: to make things happen.
While this mechanistic conceptualization of the world led to amazing achievements in science
and technology, it also was dismissive of that which it could not quantify, dismissive of imag-
ination and creativity, and attempted to reduce people to oversimplified units. It sought an
engineering solution to every problem, and caused human suffering by ignoring those human
needs which could not be expressed in mechanistic quantification.
The completed “Second Wave” worldview, then, has three core values – nature as something
to be exploited, evolution, and progress – and understands reality through the lens of four
concepts – time, space, matter, and mechanistic causation. This “super-ideology” provided
a framework in which both capitalism and Marxism would produce their self-justifications. It
created a society of organizations, cities, bureaucracies, and economies. According to Toffler,
it is also a worldview that is now on its way out, is being disassembled, and will be replaced by
a “Third Wave” worldview.

8.6 June

8.6.1 Biography as Philosophy (2012-06-22 03:11)

When Einhard decided to write a biography about his personal friend and employer, Karl the
Great, he did so in a reflective and self-conscious manner. The introduction he wrote to the
book is more a document about the philosophy of history than about Karl.
A linguistic aside: you probably know Karl the Great as ’Charlemagne’ and Einhard’s name
was originally spelled ’Eginhard’ - corruptions resulting from history being rewritten in French,
English, Latin, and various Germanic dialects. Karl’s native tongue was Frankish, a southeast-
ern Germanic dialect. Although the political leaders of the era all spoke Frankish, most royal
records were written in Latin.
Einhard begins his biography - written sometime after Karl’s death in the year 814 A.D., and
before Einhard’s death in 840 A.D.; scholars date the probable writing to somewhere between
817 and 836. Einhard, a theologian and philosopher, begins the introduction to his book with
subtle ironic self-contradictions:

I have undertaken to report as briefly as possible about the private and public life,
and above all also about the actions, of my master and benefactor, the felicitous and
very famous King Karl. In this I took care to leave out nothing that I could discover,
and not to scare away by means of lengthiness such readers who have something
to criticize about everything modern - i.e, if it is possible at all to satisfy them with a
new work, when they really dismiss even the masterpieces of the most learned and
ingenious authors.

Einhard hints at paradox by packing together opposites: "private/public" and "briefly/leave
out nothing" - the irony of the latter pair is compounded by his concern to avoid wordiness!
Although irony and paradox are hallmarks of great authors from ancient times, Einhard under-
stands himself to be modern, making ironic his appeals to classical authors like Cicero.
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Indeed, I know exactly that there are learned men who consider current circum-
stances not so unimportant, that they believe that everything contemporary would
earn contempt and should be omitted silently without any attention; they want rather,
in their enthusiasm for things past, to describe somehow the famous deeds of others,
and hope thereby to avoid that their own name be forgotten by posterity because of
authorial inactivity.

In this confusingmaze of double negatives and clauses, Einhardmakes his plainmeaning rather
unclear. Perhaps he has done this to mock those who sense of self-importance is derived from
their prose styles; perhaps he does this to hint at the ambiguity - another hallmark of great
writers, ancient and modern - of the narrative which he is introducing. Yet his the narrative
which he is allegedly introducing is barely mentioned in the selfsame introduction, yet another
irony.

Nonetheless, all these causes hinder me in no way from beginning with my work,
because I am certain that nobody aside from me can depict more exactly the events,
which have, so to speak, befallen before my eyes, and to whose veracity I can attest.

Suddenly, Einhard’s prose becomes rather clear. When attention is turned away from meta-
level considerations of how one does history, or how one does the philosophy of history, and
when attention is turned toward the activity of simply making a first-person report, Einhard’s
language becomes much more direct. Although engaged in a Lockean empirical project - re-
porting what he has seen - Einhard does so with Cartesian rational certainty. Yet, despite this
sudden clarity, we have not yet gotten to the point: Karl’s name has been mentioned only
once, and then without any concrete content; Karl’s name will not appear again for several
more lines. Einhard is making it clear to the reader that he is first engaging in the philosophy
of history, before to begins to deliver the material substance of history.

8.7 July

8.7.1 Israelite King, British Museum, Assyrian Stele (2012-07-30 17:10)

The united Israelite monarchy had a short lifespan: after 400 years of existence as a tribal
confederation, the nation of Israel restructured itself into a monarchy shortly before 1000 B.C.;
by around 931 B.C., the country was split into a northern half and southern half in a civil war.
The united monarchy lasted only around a century.
The northern half likewise has a short duration. It was occupied and otherwise absorbed into
the Assyrian Empire around 732 B.C.; for the two centuries that the Northern Kingdom lasted,
it was ruled by a series of monarchs, most of them corrupt, many assassinated at the end of
their reigns.
Confusingly, the unitedmonarchy was known as Israel, and after its split, the Northern Kingdom
was also known as Israel. The Southern Kingdomwas known as Judah. Historian Jonathan Kirsch
tells us about archeological details of the Northern Kingom:

On a stele of polished basalt in a gallery of the British Museum, the image of a kneel-
ing man can be discerned among the dozens of other figures inscribed into the cold
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black stone. He is believed to be Jehu, an obscure monarch who sat on the throne
of the northern kingdom of Israel in the late ninth century B.C., and he is shown in a
gesture of obeisance to the Assyrian emperor who subjugated him, Shalmaneser III.
"Silver, gold, a golden bowl, golden goblets, a golden beaker, pitchers of gold, lead,
sceptres for the king and balsam-wood I received from him," goes the inscription on
the so-called Black-Obelisk, which offers the only contemporary image of an Israelite
king ever recovered from the archaeological record.

A stele - or ’stela’ - is an upright stone slab or column typically bearing a commemorative
inscription or relief design. Sometimes a stele can serve as a gravestone. In this case, it did
not.

8.8 August

8.8.1 Feeling Threatened in the Middle Ages (2012-08-24 20:19)

If you lived in Europe, northern Africa, or western Asia after the year 650 A.D., you had good
reason to be a little nervous. Rampaging armies were marching hundreds of miles on a mission
of conquest. Historian Dinesh D’Souza writes:

Before the rise of Islam, the region we call the Middle East was predominately Chris-
tian. There were Zoroastrians in Persia, polytheists in Arabia, and Jews in Palestine,
but most of the people in what we now call Iraq, Syria, Jordan, and Egypt were Chris-
tian. The sacred places in Christianity - where Christ was born, lived, and died -
are in that region. Inspired by Islam’s call to jihad, Muhammad’s armies conquered
Jerusalem and the entire Middle East, then pushed south into Africa, east into Asia,
and north into Europe. They conquered parts of Italy and most of Spain,invaded the
Balkans, and were preparing for a final incursion that would bring all of Europe under
the rule of Islam. So serious was the Islamic threat that Edward Gibbon speculated
that if the West had not fought back, "perhaps the Koran would now be taught in the
schools of Oxford, and her pulpits might demonstrate to a circumcised people the
sanctity and truth of the Revelation of Mahomet."

Specifically, Syria and Persia were home to thriving Christian communities, who lived in peace
with the Zoroastrians, and who produced a culture flourishing with its own art and literature.
Ephrem the Syrian, for example, who died around 373 A.D., wrote a large collection of poems.
The areas around Persia and Syria were the heartland of the Nestorian church - remember that
’Persia’ is what is today called ’Iran’!
But the Christian communities which had peacefully existed for centuries - the Copts in Egypt,
the churches in India, Afghanistan, and what is now Pakistan - were suddenly subjected to the
murderous rage of invading armies. They were killed by the thousands; those who survived
were oppressed and maintained faith only by means of the strictest secrecy. Throughout Africa,
the native population was deprived of its own religious traditions as Islam was imposed upon
it. In the early 700’s, Spain was invaded by Muslim armies coming from northwest Africa.
In Spain, the Islamic invaders destroyed churches and synagogues, oppressing the Christians
and Jews who’d lived together peaceably for centuries. The caliphs - Muslim rulers over subju-
gated nations - forbade the reconstruction of the destroyed churches and synagogues, or the
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building of new ones. The invaders called this "the golden era of tolerance in Spain," but the
Jews and Christians there were mercilessly persecuted.
Having taken most of Spain - a small section of northwestern Spain remained free by means of
valiant resistance - the Muslim attackers moved on France. Most famously by Charles Martel
in the 730’s A.D., but also by other leaders at other times, the French - the Gauls under the
Frankish leadership of Merovingians and Carolingians - repelled the ambitious invaders.
From north-central Africa, other Islamic armies invaded, first Sicily, then the southern end of
Italy in the 800’s A.D. Southern Italy suffered under the harsh rule of the Muslims, who several
times attempted to pillage their way north to central Europe.
Starting from Arabia, and moving in nearly every direction on the compass, Islamic armies
struck terror into a large part of the world, killing tens of thousands, and destroying peaceful
religious communities.

More than two hundred years after Islamic armies conquered the Middle East and
forced their way into Europe, the Christians finally did strike back.

These counterattacks - remember that "the best defense is a good offense" - were an attempt
to get at the source of the continued invasions. Rather than meet the invaders as they entered
European countries, the Europeans hoped to get at the military base to prevent the Islamic
invasions from starting in the first place. These measures, starting in the 1090’s A.D., are
listed as "the Crusades" in the history books, but that word was not used at the time by the
Europeans or by the Muslims. Sadly, the Europeans were able to gain at most only a brief
reprieve from Islamic attacks, for soon after the Crusades ended, Islamic armies were again on
the march against other nations. Europe’s counterattacks

were a belated, clumsy, and defensive reaction against a much longer, more relent-
less, and more successful Muslim assault against Christendom.

The Crusades were simply too small to be significant, compared to

the Islamic jihad to which the Crusades were a response.

Today, art historians mourn the absence of good examples of early wooden-roofed basilicas in
Spain. Priceless architectural monuments were destroyed by the Islamic armies which ravaged
Spain. The sacred art of the Christian communities which flourished in Syria, Arabia, Egypt,
Persia and other Asian regions is largely lost to the scholars of the world’s cultures.

8.9 October

8.9.1 The Fall of Constantinople (2012-10-16 16:01)

A single city with three names - on the shores of the Bosporus. The Bosporus is a straight which
connects the Black Sea to the Aegean Sea. The Black Sea flows into the Bosporus, the Bosporus
flows into the Sea of Marmara, and the Sea of Marmara flows into the Dardanelles. The Dard-
anelles is a straight which connects the Sea of Marmara to the Aegean Sea. The Aegean Sea
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opens onto the Mediterranean. The Bosporus, then, as a segment of the route between Black
Sea and the Mediterranean Sea, has had economic, military, cultural, and political significance
for over 3,000 years.
The Bosporus has been the scene of bloody fighting. The city which surrounds it has been
attacked more often than most cities. This history is reflected in the city’s names: Byzantium,
Constantinople, and Istanbul. Each political or military wave wanted to leave its imprint on the
city - some more successfully than others - and one way of doing that was to rename the city.
Historian Dinesh D’Souza writes:

Constantinople used to be a Christian city, the capital of the Byzantine Empire. When
Mehmet the Conqueror captured Constantinople in 1453, he rode his horse into the
Hagia Sophia and proclaimed that the cathedral would henceforth become a mosque.
Mehmet then gave his soldiers permission to loot the city for three days.

The cultural heritage of the city quickly evaporated. Priceless paintings, marble statues, and
the accumulated civilization of over a thousand years was turned into rubble. The Muslim
soldiers made their way through the city, raping women and girls, and destroying what they
could not carry away. Drunkenness, rape, theft, and destruction: a painful memory of Islamic
invaders, kept alive to this day by the building, the Hagia Sophia, once an impressive cathedral,
still an impressive piece of architecture, but robbed of its paintings, deprived of its statues, and
denied the music of genius composers which once resounded in its arches.

8.10 November

8.10.1 Islam Expands (2012-11-06 15:24)

When Muhammad died in 632 A.D., his young movement had solidified its power in the Arabian
peninsula. Having marched with his army from Medina - former called Yathrib - he defeated the
city of Mecca with his army of 10,000 men and made it the capital of his movement. He rapidly
conquered most of the rest of Arabia and then died. But his organization would continue to
grow. As historian Harold Lamb writes:

What this man of Khoraish had not accomplished in his life came to pass after
his death. Desert men wearing motley helmets, mounted on little horses and thin
camels, went out to conquer. The fire of fanaticism burned in them and spread from
land to land with amazing speed.

Lamb refers to Muhammad’s tribe, the Quraysh, by a variant spelling; the reader will remember
that transliteration of names originally written in alphabets other than ours yields sometimes
numerous alternate orthographies.

Under the Companions, who had been the comrades-disciples of the Prophet, the
rush of conquest began. In less than a century the banners of Islam had been carried
east as far as the Indus and the outposts of Cathay. The swords of Islam were flashing
in the deep gorges of the Caucasus. Egypt had fallen to them, and all the north of
Africa, and Andalus - modern Spain.
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The scimitar was one of the weapons of choice for Islam: a curved sword. Lightweight versions
were used by mounted soldiers; in combat, to slash at an enemy, and in surprise raids on
civilians, when at a full gallup bands of soldiers could ride through a village and kill many in
mere minutes, often decapitating them in a single swing. Heavier version of the scimitar were
used by infantry - soldiers on foot. Ceremonial versions were used, and are still used, for public
beheadings ordered by Muslim authorities. Peaceful cultures which had existed for over 500
years - the Copts in Egypt, the Syriac Church - disappeared in the swings of scimitars and
streams of blood.

8.10.2 Machiavelli - Four Possible Interpretations (2012-11-30 12:41)

Few authors have been as reviled as Machiavelli - although, to a few, he presents an ideal path
to success, if not the only path. Who was Machiavelli, and what was he trying to accomplish
when he wrote his most famous work, The Prince?
Born on May 3, 1469, he spent almost his entire life in Italy, and most of that time in Florence,
his hometown for which he had great affection. He did make brief trips to France, Spain, and
Germany as a diplomat. The family into which he was born was not wealthy.
During Machiavelli’s lifetime, Italy was not united into a single nation-state. That wouldn’t
happen until the 1860’s. Instead, there were many small, independent kingdoms and republics.
They occasionally engaged in war with each other, and sometimes formed coalitions to fight
against another similarly-grouped band of monarchies and republics. Machiavelli seems to
have longed for the unified nation-state.
He held a variety of political appointments over the years, and languished in the intervals
between such offices. He desire to be part of the political process was great, and being outside
the process for any length of time was torture to him.
His career prospered when the Borgia family had control in Florence; although Cesare Borgia
was known for ruthlessness, Machiavelli seems to have believed that Cesare’s tactics were
justified, given the dangers posed by Italy’s political situation. When the Borgia family was
removed from power in Florence in 1512, he lost his position in the city’s government, and was
later accused of plotting against the Medici family, who’d taken control in the city. Machiavelli
did, in fact, oppose Medici rule.
Machiavelli was eventually tolerated by the Medici. He obtained a minor post, allowing him
some small participation in the city’s affairs. When the Medici were overthrown, Machiavelli
hoped to have a role in the new republican government being formed in Florence. But the
meager role the Medici had allowed him to hold in the government was enough to make him
suspect; the new government denied him a post because of his association with the Medici. He
died soon thereafter, on June 21, 1527
The seemingly harsh tone - or, conversely, realistic perspective - of The Prince has made the
book controversial over the centuries. Machiavelli’s name has become an adjective. The reader
must decide whether Machiavelli is truly endorsing what he presents, or merely describing a
pragmatic Realpolitik.
In the universe of interpretive possibilities regarding The Prince, four loom large: first, that the
text is prescriptive, in the sense that it is instructing the ruler how he can achieve maximum
effectivenss; second, that the book descriptive, in the sense that it is reporting how, in fact,
effective princes have conducted themselves in office; third, that it is largely ironic, meant to
show how repulsive political behavior can be; fourth, that it is designed as a sort advertisement
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or solicitation to gain the attention and favor of the Medici and win for Machiavelli a position
in their government.
Clearly, there are many possible variants and mixtures of the four above-listed interpretations;
and there may well be other interpretations at which we have not here hinted. But, in the main,
these four cover the majority of tenable understandings of The Prince.

8.11 December

8.11.1 Cruising the Mediterranean (2012-12-07 09:13)

Within a century of Islam’s appearance - Muhammad died in 632 A.D. - it had accomplished
one of the most amazing military expansions in history. Swinging scimitars and mounted on
horseback, Muslims had slashed their way across northern Africa, Persia, Syria, and into Spain.
Islam’s second century began with an attempt to invade France, over the Pyrenees - and there,
for the first time, it met significant resistance. Charles Martel, aptly nicknamed "the Hammer",
and his army stopped flood of soldiers which had washed across many hundreds of miles.
The Muslims then turned their attention to other routes: if France, and central Europe with it,
could not be invaded over the Pyrenees, then perhaps from the south - from the Mediterranean.
Indeed, Islam had already sent platoons ashore to attack towns on the island of Sardinia in 705
A.D., and attack the towns on Corsica in 713 A.D., but these were harassment raids, not full-
scale invasions.
Islam stationed its occupational troops in parts of Corsica around 809 A.D., and the fighting on
Sardinia was so violent that entire town were abandoned - some temporarily, like Caralis and
Porto Torres; others permanently, like Tharros.
Between 823 and 827, the island of Crete was seized by seaborne Islamic forces; it had previ-
ously been the target of raiding parties. Setting up permanent military facilities, the Muslims
used Crete as a naval base. From it, raiding parties were launched to plunder nearby coast-
lines, and pirate ships were launched to maraud among the cargo boats of the Mediterranean.
Crete remained under the subjugation of Islamic armies until 961, when Byzantine forces aided
the Cretans in rebelling against the oppressive invaders and regaining their independence and
freedom.
The island of Malta met an even harsher fate. Looted and plundered by Muslims in 870 A.D.,
the destruction was so great that many of those not slaughtered outright in the invasion soon
left to settle elsewhere, and Malta was almost deserted. A handful of Maltese remained under
the small Islamic occupational force; taxed and forced into servitude, they lived under the re-
strictions of the Code of Umar (also sometimes cited as the ’Pact of Umar’ or the ’Covenant
of Umar’). In 1048/1049, larger numbers of Muslims began occupying the island; Malta was
absorbing some of the overflow from the large Islamic armies stationed in Sicily. In 1091, Nor-
man forces came to the aid of Malta and Sicily, helping them to expel the Muslim occupational
troops; some Arabic-speaking bureaucrats remained in Malta as late as 1127.
The effective seaborne campaigns of the 700’s and 800’s emboldened the Muslims to try for
bigger prizes. Perhaps, they reasoned, Islam could occupy central Europe after all. The goal
- establishing a single caliphate or Islamic military government over Europe, Africa, and Asia -
remained foremost in their minds, despite the fact that the chief obstacle to the formation of
such a dominating dictatorship was not the resistance of the Europeans, who could be occa-
sionally convincing, like Charles Martel, but who were often ineffectual. The chief obstacle was
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factional fighting within Islam; rival military leaders conducted battles against each other just
as they conducted them against non-Muslims.
But the idea of exterminating Christians in Europe lured them onward, and if invasions over the
Pyrenees seemed futile, then Europe had other points for attack. Historian Will Durant wrote
that

fortified by mastery of the Mediterranean, the Saracens now looked appreciatively
on the cities of southern Italy. As piracy was quite within the

Islamic military pattern of operation at this time, and as the operations based in Crete demon-
strate, Muslim pirate ships raided

Christian shores to capture infidels for sale as slaves, Saracen fleets, mostly from
Tunisia or Sicily, began in the ninth century to attack Italian ports. In 841, the
Moslems took Bari, the main Byzantine base in southeastern Italy. A year later,

in 842, the Italian heartland would face ruin and destruction worse than anything it had ever
seen before - not in Roman civil wars, not in the Punic wars. The Muslims unleashed savage
destruction upon the Italians;

they swept across Italy and back, despoiling fields and monasteries as they went.
In 846 eleven hundred Moslems landed at Ostia, marched up to the walls of Rome,
freely plundered the suburbs and the churches of St. Peter and St. Paul, and leisurely
returned to their ships. Seeing that no civil authority could organize Italian defense,
Pope Leo IV took charge, bound Amalfi, Naples, Gaeta, and Rome in alliance, and
had a chain stretched across the Tiber to halt any enemy. In 849 the Saracens made
another attempt.

They tried, Durant writes, “to seize” Rome. The Italians had faced mass starvation after the
Muslims had burned the crops in the fields. The misery was both physical and intellectual:
the libraries burned by Islamic armies contained Roman and Greek works which were now lost
forever. Despite the suffering inflicted upon them, the Italians were now both resolved and
organized. When the Saracen fleet attempted to attack,

the united Italian fleet, blessed by the Pope, gave them battle, and routed them - a
scene pictured by Raphael in the Stanze of the Vatican. In 866 the Emperor Louis
II came down from Germany, and drove the marauding Moslems of south Italy back
upon Bari and Taranto. By 884 they were expelled from the peninsula.

Although the Italian mainland was now free of the permanent presence of the Islamic occupa-
tional army, coastal raids continued - cities were plundered and sacked - for more than another
century in Italy, France, and Mediterranean islands.
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9.1 February

9.1.1 Varieties of Marriage (2013-02-02 20:25)

When speaking of marriage at different points in human history, one must ever be aware of
sampling errors. Considering the time span from the fall of the western Roman Empire to the
invention of the printing press, one could easily gain the false impression that a huge number
of marriages were arranged for political and economic reasons. Biographies from that era give
examples of such unions.
But the misleading nature of both the evidence and the conclusion it suggests arises from
sampling error. While the vast majority of people - in the entire world - at the point in time were
peasants, serfs, or farmers, written biographies concentrate almost exclusively on aristocrats,
clergy, and literate people. Narrowing the focus to Europe, one notes that the majority of
people did not even have last names or family names as we now think of them. The only
written records of their existence - at most - would have been single entries in the church’s
book: baptism, marriage, funeral. Even the rite of confirmation was often not recorded.
Given the skew in the evidence, we must re-think the concept of marriage during those
years. Among landed gentry, marriages were indeed sometimes arranged for business rea-
sons. Among aristocracy, matches were sometimes made for political reasons. The royals
sometimes married for diplomacy or for the sake of alliances. But these would have been a
small fraction of the marriages. The vast majority, one can state with certainty, were among
the lowest classes of people, who would have married for none of those reasons.
It seems that the poorest people were free to marry for love. Leaving aside the exact definition
of "love" - that question belongs more properly to the philosopher, to the theologian, or to the
psychologist - those whose lives were deemed insignificant by the power structures of their
day were free to choose a mate based on compatibility or on mutual attraction. They enjoyed
very few other freedoms. They were not allowed to relocate: the feudal bonds often kept them
living in the small village into which they were born. They had little choice in vocation: they
were born to work the land. There was no participation in politics for them.
Georges Duby has edited, and Arthur Goldhammer has translated into English, a book titled A
History of Private Life. Volume II of that book is subtitled Revelations of the Medieval World.
The restrictions which limited marriages among upper classes did not affect the peasants:

The aristocracy, the ruling minority, behaved in characteristic ways designed to quell
internal rivalry and ensure continued domination over the rest of society. For a fairly
long period the noble kinship group was more affected by history than was the peas-
ant family, as can be seen in the way the aristocratic kinship system responded
to two major changes in forms of power and exchange. The first change occurred
around 1000 and resulted in the unleashing of wars of unprecedented violence in
the various regional societies that survived the breakup of the Carolingian Empire.
The construction of a host of fortresses and fortified mounds was at once a cause
and a symptom of this new kind of warfare. The "encastlement" of the aristocracy
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was accompanied by what can only be called its "enlineagement." Kinship became
so important within the nobility that it resulted in the crystallization of highly struc-
tured groups known as patrilineages. These stood out against an undifferentiated
background of cognatic kinship and for a time threatened to destroy the conjugal
family. Politically, decentralized power proved more advantageous than centralized
power and lineal kinship acquired, or reacquired, major social functions. For a brief
time the nobility rose to the surface, like an archaic society erected on top of a more
modern one, before it disappeared forever.

While it is true that feudalism allowed medieval culture and society to be a high point in civiliza-
tion’s long history, the aristocracy paid a price for feudalism’s liberation of the human spirit:
aristocrats were not free to choose their mates based on affection or compatibility.
Outside of Europe, women were bought and sold like cattle in parts of Asia and Africa; in other
parts of those continents, marriages were arranged by parents, and spouses often met for
the first time at their weddings. In some arranged marriages, the spouses did know each
other, sometimes for years prior to the marriage, yet their lack of choice was the same. But in
medieval Europe, marriages based on love - that ambiguous concept - were enjoyed more by
the lowest classes than the highest.
Western Civilization, in the European tradition, manifests its value of the individual, and its
value of personal freedom, in its concept of marriage. Ironically, these great cultural values -
individual liberty and the dignity of each individual - emerged more potently among the serfs
than among the nobles.
Although the unpleasant reality for upper-class individuals was that family and economic con-
siderations were often decisive in choosing a spouse, the notion of marriage as a mutually
supportive, respectful, and affectionate union became clearer during the Middle Ages. Crystal-
izing the concept

were scholastic meditations on marriage, which gradually accredited the notion that
wedlock is achieved by mutual consent, hence that the personal commitment of both
husband and wife takes precedence over the collective decision of families.

Ultimately, Europe would distinguish itself by formulating a notion of marriage: spouses who
freely choose each other, care for each other, are faithful to each other, encourage each other,
and help each other. Naturally, the reality often fell far short of the ideal: spouses were not
always freely chosen, especially among the upper classes. Certainly, they were not always
faithful to each other; adultery is a sad constant in human society. Tenderness and affection
were not always the reigning tone in domestic relationships - abuse and violence existed then
as they have at all times.
Nonetheless, it was a breakthrough to create, even if only in the abstract, such a formulation
of marriage. Other parts of the globe still treated women as property, and ignored the concept
of individual choice among both men and women.
Thus Western Civilization, in the European tradition, brought to the world a precious gift in the
concept of a man and woman sharing an affectionate domestic existence. To be sure, we see
this notion presented earlier in human history, among some of the nomadic Semitic cultures
of the Ancient Near East. Europe cannot, therefore, claim exclusive credit for having invented
this schema. Europe did however, succeed in formulating it, and setting it as a norm toward
which all parts of society were to strive.
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9.2 March

9.2.1 The Benefits of Feudalism (2013-03-05 17:26)

It is not unusual to hear the word ’feudal’ used pejoratively or derisively - used to evoke the
specter of a system which represses, enslaves, and disenfranchises. One can be thankful that
thoughtful historians know better - these old platitudes have long been discredited among
those who understand the ways in which the feudal system offered benefits not only to people
at the top of the social ladder, but also to those at the bottom.
Feudalism was above all a system of flexibility. Power and decision-making were localized, not
left in the hands of a distant monarch and his bureaucracy. A lord had a unique relationship,
codified in a unique oath, with each of his vassals. This was a cultural step forward inasmuch
as recognized the individuality of each vassal; this reflects Western Civilization’s concern with
the individual, and European culture’s respect for the individual. The variables of the lord’s life,
and of the vassal’s life, were taken into account when such an oath of fealty was formulated -
the size and nature of the land involved, the number and ages of children, the age of the lord
and of the vassal, spouses, etc.
Even more, feudalism created an obligation for the powerful to help the weak - feudal obliga-
tions were bilateral. The vassal owed service to his lord, but the lord owed certain things to
the vassal. This was in sharp contrast to, e.g., the Roman emperors, to whom much was owed,
but who owed nothing to their subjects.
In a book titled A History of Private Life, in volume two of that book, Revelations of the Medieval
World, edited by Georges Duby and translated by Arthur Goldhammer, Georges Duby writes:

Nevertheless, feudalization should also - and, I think, primarily - be seen as a fragmen-
tation of public power. In Lemarignier’s words: "Public authority was dismembered
and at times reduced to little more than crumbs." This crumbling of authority ulti-
mately resulted in a broad dissemination of the prerogatives of government; each
great household became a sovereign state unto itself, where the power exercised
by the master, though limited in scope, nevertheless preserved its original nature,
which was public. So we might equally well say that in feudal society everything
became public. What happened in reality was that aspects of power perceived to be
public diminished in importance up to the beginning of the twelfth century; then, as
states began to reconstitute themselves, the extent of public authority again began
to increase. At no time, however, not even at the nadir of public authority - around
1100 - did people lose sight of the idea that there is a specifically public way to rule.
They continued to believe in the existence of public rights such as the regalia, to
which the emperor laid claim in Italy in the twelfth century. (His claim was based on
Roman law, newly rediscovered in this period of renaissance, of return to classical
juridical forms that had been swept away by the great feudal wave.) Study of the
political vocabulary has shown that the private-public distinction survived.

As royal and imperial power fragmented, its pieces fell to lower and lower levels of society. A
large-scale decentralization of power meant society’s pyramid was shorter and broader. More
people held small pieces of power, instead of fewer people holding large pieces of power.
Among those who held power, the amount of power each held was small, but there were more
power-holders. Among those who held little or no power, their chances of knowing, interacting
with, and influencing a power-holder were greater.
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In the decades preceding A.D. 1000 the pace of change accelerated. The chain of
authority broke in numerous places, leaving isolated pockets of power. In the past,
kings in their incessant peregrinations had visited innumerable scattered palaces,
which between royal visits were occupied by counts; these now became autonomous.
For some time the counts in France had considered the public power delegated to
their ancestors by the king a part of their own patrimony. The roots of dynasties
were planted in cemeteries, and the kin of the counters were organized in lineages,
just like those of the king. Claiming the emblems and virtues of royalty for them-
selves, the counts little by little ceased to make regular calls upon the sovereign;
their withdrawal, along with that of the bishops, dimmed what memories remained
in the royal court of the days when power was a public good. By 1050-1060 the
Capetian monarch’s only remaining allies were his close relatives, a few hunting
companions and comrades-in-arms, and the heads of his household departments.
The powers of peace and justice were exercised locally by independent princes, who
from time to time met where their respective territories touched, on neutral ground,
to declare their friendship. At these meetings each prince comported himself as a
monarch, treating the portion of the kingdom subject to his power as an annex of his
household.

This localization of power had a freeing effect on society. The mention of France reminds the
reader that feudalism was an outgrowth of a Frankish and therefore Germanic tribal-familial
structure. As memory of Rome’s centralized imperial power receded, a more comfortable rela-
tionship between ruler and ruled, between vassal and lord, arose. This political loosening and
flexibility would yield intellectual fruit: feudalism can be seen as empowering the rise of the
universities, Gothic architecture, polyphonic music, and mathematic and scientific advance-
ments.

9.3 April

9.3.1 Central Europe in the Nineteenth Century (2013-04-21 17:09)

One can best understand the complex interplay between Germany’s cultural history and its
political history by recalling that Germany first became a modern united nation-state in 1871.
For almost a thousand years, German territory had not been a single governmental unit: it
was a collection of small kingdoms and independent cities, each with its own ruler and laws.
The whole area did share a common governmental structure inasmuch as it was all, at least
at certain times, part of the Holy Roman Empire; but that provided no meaningful political
unity, first because the Empire was weak in terms of the control it could exert on the local
territories (the emperor more often pleaded for cooperation from the local aristocrats rather
than dictating terms to them), and second because the Empire included other territories which
were neither culturally German nor in any other way German. The Empire ended at the hands
of Napoleon in 1806.
Lacking political or governmental unity, the area shared cultural unity. Indeed, the cultural
unity was perhaps stronger and more valued precisely because of the absence of a common
nation-state. Culture was one of the common bonds uniting the territory, and so Germany was
then, and is now, noted for the great value which it placed and places upon cultural matters.
In the wake of Napoleon, the Congress of Vienna sought to create a political structure for all of
Europe, a structure which would lead to greater stability and better chances of peace. While
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the Congress of Vienna did indeed create a century of peace - interrupted only by two small
wars, one of which would last only a few weeks (between Prussia and Austria in 1866), and the
other (the Franco-Prussia War of 1871) lasted approximately six months - it failed to create a
united German nation-state. Metternich, the Austrian diplomat who organized the Congress
of Vienna, was a royalist, and suspicious of nationalism. Metternich thought that subjects
owed allegiance to the monarch, not to the nation; nationalism’s emphasis on cultural identity
seemed too close to democracy.
Germans - we may speak of ‘Germans’ and ‘Germany’ prior to 1871, remembering that it was a
cultural and not a political identification - were in fact used to some degree of democracy, but
only at local levels: primarily town councils. The Burschenschaften - fraternities at universities -
were sources of nationalist sentiment, as were many poets. The seeds of the desire for national
unity had been planted when the various Germanic states worked together to throw off the yoke
of Napoleonic oppression. Historian Herbert Schädelbach writes:

In 1831, Germany consisted of thirty-nine separate states (including four free cities),
which since 1815 had been united in the ’German Confederation’ (Deutscher Bund):
it existed as a nation only in the cultural sense. Constitutionally, the German Con-
federation was a very loose federal structure; its political character was determined
by the double hegemony of Prussia and Austria, in which, however, Austria was dom-
inant. The policy of Restoration followed in those years is still linked, even today,
with the name of Prince Metternich, who in external policy too sought to make it the
basis of the first European peace-system through the ‘Holy Alliance’ of Austria, Prus-
sia, Russia, and later most of the European monarchies. Prussia had not yet become
a constitutional monarchy: it was a military and bureaucratic state, centrally ruled
by the royal cabinet, and without political participation by the bourgeoisie, except
at the communal level. The character of internal politics was determined by the
Carlsbad Decrees of 1819, through which the states of the Confederation attempted
to repress all democratic and national aspirations by such measures as banning the
Burschenschaften (student associations), persecuting ’demagogues’, censoring the
press, and so on. Numerous intellectuals were persecuted (for example, the ‘Göttin-
gen Seven’) and driven into exile (Georg Büchner, Heinrich Heine, Ludwig Börne, Karl
Marx, and others). ‘Democracy’ and ’nation’ were the political themes of a politically
immature bourgeoisie, which had been mobilized to resist Napoleon in the so-called
Wars of Liberation essentially by the promise of national unification and democratic
reforms.

The political and cultural nature of nationalism changed over the decades. Prior to 1815, its
goal was to overthrow Napoleon and free the territories occupied by his armies. From then
until the middle of the century, it took on a ‘liberal’ or ‘leftist’ tone - recalling, however, how
greatly those two words have changed their meaning in the last century or two - inasmuch
as they were linked to democracy, the desire for a written constitution, and limitations on the
power of the monarchy. By the end of the century, nationalism became - if not ‘conservative’
or ‘rightist’ - a reactionary movement, a defense of the governmental status quo.

In 1848 there occurred a bourgeoisie revolution, which in Germany resulted in the
defeat of the national and democratic forces. In 1849, the Prussian King, Friedrich
Wilhelm IV, declined the German Imperial crown which was offered to him by the first
German Parliament, meeting in the Paulskirche in Frankfurt: to him it seemed ‘tainted
with the carrion-stench of the Revolution’. The most important political cause of the
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‘defeat of the bourgeoisie Estate’ was the incompatibility of the goal of national unity
with the real configuration of power in Europe, which was in turn determined essen-
tially by the political weakness of the German bourgeoisie: it was not emancipated
or united enough to be able to realize the democratic demands on a national scale.

In play here are slightly differing concepts of nationalism, and the changing definitions of ‘lib-
eral’ and ‘conservative’ - so it was that the notion of a German Empire was proposed in 1849
as a liberal nationalist concept, and rejected by the royalists; by the end of the century, the
monarchy would be heartily endorsing nationalism, and the liberals rejecting it.

9.4 May

9.4.1 Not Too Much Enthusiasm (2013-05-25 20:41)

Tracing the history of Central Europe through the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries,
it is common to note the harmful effects of extreme nationalism, which turned a healthy and
benign patriotism into a toxic, vicious and aggressive sentiment. While there is no doubt that
nationalism - valuing allegiance to one’s country too much - played a role in causing both world
wars, historian Herbert Schnädelbach notes that an additional cause was a lukewarm attitude
toward one’s own nation: a lack of enthusiasm which extended to not bothering to rescue it
from the clutches of dangerous extremists.
The German Empire - a monarchy which politically united modern Germany for the first time
in 1871, and which lasted until 1918 - had been a compromise: between those who wanted to
unite all of German-speaking Europe and those who merely wanted an expansion of Prussia. It
was also a compromise in terms of its structure, failure to be a puremonarchy or a constitutional
republic. Being a compromise, most people were ready to live with it, but were not enthusiastic
about it. Despite the expressions of affection for Chancellor Bismarck and Kaiser Wilhelm, the
grief felt in 1918 was not caused by the loss of the monarchy. Of the many political parties
which populated ballots in the early 1920’s, the few tiny monarchist parties got an insignificant
number of votes. Not many voters were trying to restore the monarchy or the empire.
While German affection for the empire proved to be ephemeral, their fondness for the ensuing
Weimar Republic was event less potent. A confusing and inefficient system, its processes
seemed to be more of an annoyance than a unifying force, and its collapse seemed almost
inevitable. The number of parties, and their inevitable compromises as they formed the needed
coalitions, ensured that most voters were discontent with whatever composition constituted
the cabinet of the day. Schnädelbach writes:

Both constitutionally and in relation to the national question, the German Empire of
1871 represented a compromise between opposing forces, which began to crumble
as a result of the defeat in the World War of 1914-18. The grievances associated with
that defeat - the traumatic Versailles thesis of war-guilt, the prohibition on union with
the Austrian Germans, the separation of Alsace and Lorraine and the ineffectiveness
of the political system of the Weimar Republic in comparison with that of the Empire -
weakened any real will to defend the new state against anti-democratic activities. All
this was made worse by the economic consequences of the inflation and the world
economic crisis, which many attributed to the former enemies and to the political
system.
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Most Germans didn’t like Hitler and his Nazis - he never won a fair election; the most he got
was 37 % - they were also resigned to some type of structural collapse of the Weimar system,
and when Hitler managed to exploit the devices of coalition-formation and non-elected appoint-
ments to gain power, it seemed inevitable. Even with the Nazis in power to rig the elections,
Hitler still on got approximately 43.9 % Although the electorate didn’t like Hitler, they also
didn’t know the extent of the evil and suffering he would inflict on Europe. In 1933, he seemed
like a tolerably mediocre choice.
Extreme nationalists are dangerous for reasons which were made all too clear by Hitler and his
Nazis. But the opposite extreme - an apathy about one’s government, in which one is resigned
to expecting mediocre leadership and even the collapse of the system, a collapse to which one
is indifferent - is also dangerous, inasmuch as Hitler was able to exploit the disengagement
and psychological distance which kept that segment of the voters from caring much or acting
to prevent his takeover.

9.4.2 Emergency! Schooling and the Politics of Fear! (2013-05-30 13:22)

In recent years, the same fears which political candidates foster and exploit in order to be
elected to state and federal offices has been used also to gerrymander school curricula and
policy.
A culture of fear creates an impression of danger surrounding the object of a potential policy
change. Whether the danger is real or imagined is irrelevant; the fear is as powerful in either
case. Once the fear is set in motion regarding its object (global warming or school bullying),
the fear can be leveraged into other questions which are essentially unrelated to the original
object. Fear, being irrational, is capable of being exploited in this way, despite the lack of any
logical relation between the original fear and additional policy questions which are linked to it
once the policy-making behavior becomes fear-based.
We have seen, for example, the enactment of taxes and regulations, with vague references
to global warming offered as justifications. Yet taken on their own terms, many of these have
nothing to do with carbon dioxide emissions at all, but were moved through the legislative pro-
cess in a general atmosphere of panic. Political fear grows best in an atmosphere of ambiguity,
making specific references elusive: hence, when data didn’t support "global warming," the
phrase became "global climate change," and when the evidence for such was found wanting,
the wording changed to "climactic instability," and most recently "climate disruption."
Fear, as an emotion, is essentially illogical, and avoids direct engagement with empirical or
rational study. Hence, even the scientists called forth as "expert witnesses" are coached to
give, not quantifiable and observable evidence, but rather anecdotes and dark forebodings.
The political manipulation of fear is troublesome in a democracy, especially when one considers
that the foundation of American democracy is education and the capability for ration engage-
ment. A culture of fear undermines the historic social and political purposes of schools. Who
benefits as the culture of fear takes root in schools? We can answer that question by asking
who promotes fear in schools?
After creating an ill-defined sense of panic, speeches include phrases like "we’ve got to do
something" - to which only the most rational listeners will respond, "no, we don’t." A deliberate
calmness is the best antidote to urgency; on average, government taking no action is bet-
ter than government taking action. That’s why the United States Constitution is deliberately
designed keep governmental decision-making a cumbersome procedure. It’s a good thing to
have an inefficient government.
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9.5 June

9.5.1 Darius Starts His Reign (2013-06-02 16:57)

Darius I, or Darius the Great, was one of the great monarchs of Persian history. He lived from
550 B.C. to 487 B.C., and is not to be confused with Darius II (born 423 B.C.), Darius III (born
380 B.C.), or Darius the Mede. Professor John Lee writes:

Many people know of Darius (r. 522-486 B.C.) from events at the end of his reign -
he’s the king who sent troops to fight the Greeks at Marathon in 490 B.C. - but fewer
know how he rose to power. How Darius became king is one of the most fascinating
mysteries of Persian history.

Before Darius took the Persian throne in 522 B.C., Cambyses had ruled. The grandfather of
Cambyses was Cyrus II, also known as Cyrus the Great. Confusingly, the father of Cyrus the
Great was also named Cambyses - Cyrus named his son after his father. To further the confusion,
the grandfather of Cyrus II was Cyrus I. We have then, in order, the rulers of Persia as Cyrus,
Cambyses, Cyrus, Cambyses, and Darius.

The reign of Darius I was a crucial moment in Persian history. The territories con-
quered by Cyrus and Cambyses were not yet integrated in a single whole; many of
them had leaders who might want to reclaim their independence. Darius showed
that he was capable of meeting this challenge and establishing an imperial ideology
that would endure for almost 200 years.

There is a complex and ambiguous series of events which fill the time between the death of
the younger Cambyses and the coronation of Darius. Cambyses seems to have died underway
from Egypt to Persia, and one or more interlopers may have pretended to the throne during
the interregnum.

According to Herodotus, the reason Cambyses left Egypt in early 522 to return to
Ecbatana was that a pretender using the name Bardiya (also the name of Cambyses’s
younger brother) had taken the Persian throne. Cambyses died on his way to deal
with the pretender, and Bardiya ruled for seven months before he was exposed and
killed by a group of nobles. In the wake of Bardiya’s death, Darius won the throne.

But Herodotus has one version of the story. There are competing narratives. How did Cambyses
die? Was it an accident? Who was Bardiya? In Greek, Bardiya was known as Smerdis. What
happened to the younger brother of Cambyses?

To get the real story behind Darius’s ascension, we need to turn to the man himself.
Darius was related to Cyrus and Cambyses but not closely. His father, Hystaspes, led
troops in eastern Iran for Cambyses, and Darius served with Cambyses in Egypt. In
522 B.C., Darius was about 30 years old. All the Greek accounts of his rise to power
derive at least partly from an inscription he carved on the cliff face at Bisitun.

On the western edge of modern-day Iran is an impressively large carving on the face of a cliff.
It includes an image and a text. Known as the Bisitun Inscription or as the Behistun Inscription,
it is considered a blasphemy by Muslims because it contains an image, but for European and
American scholars, it is an important historical clue.
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In ancient times, the main road from Babylon to Ecbatana climbed northeast into the
Zagros Mountains, curving around Mount Bisitun. On the southeast slopes of Bisitun,
on a cliff face 300 feet above the road, Darius carved an inscription in 521 B.C., the
year after he took power.

Although the dictates of Islam would have it destroyed, international efforts have so far pro-
tected it. The concern is that the Bisitun Inscription might suffer the same fate as the Buddhas
of Bamiyan and other historic structures which have been dynamited by Islamic leaders.

The inscription’s centerpiece is a 10-foot-high by 18-foot-wide relief that shows Dar-
ius, attended by an archer and a spearman, crushing a rebel underfoot. Before Darius
stand eight more rebels roped together, and above them hovers a figure in a winged
disk, the divine symbol of the god Ahuramazda.

The text on the inscription is linguistically significant, because it is repeated in three different
languages. This provides linguists with important reference points for the process of transla-
tion. Not only are there three distinct languages, but they come from three different groups:
the Babylonian language is a representative of Semitic group; the Old Persian is a represen-
tative of the Indo-European group; Elamite is a mysterious language from neither group. Old
Persian (and later forms of Persian) is a linguistic cousin to modern Indo-European languages
like English, German, and Russian. Babylonian would be related to Hebrew and Arabic.

Beside and below the reliefs is an inscription repeated in three languages: Elamite,
Babylonian, and Old Persian. The inscription presents Darius as a restorer, inspired
by the god Ahuramazda to kill Gaumata (the impersonator who had taken the throne)
and seize the kingship.

One of the mysteries is what happened to Bardiya, the brother of Cambyses. Did he, or some-
one else using his name, establish a brief interregnum government?

Both Greek and Persian sources confirm that Cambyses died of natural causes or an
accident on his way home from Egypt. He may have killed his brother Bardiya, or
Bardiya may have rebelled against Cambyses and set himself up as king. Documents
from Babylonia show that a king named Bardiya did rule from April to September 522.

The mystery surrounding Bardiya is multiplied when another name appears: Gaumata. Was
this Bardiya under another name? Or is this a separate individual, perhaps one who stole
Bardiya’s throne? Or one who murdered Bardiya?

If Cambyses killed Bardiya, it would have been possible for an impersonator (Gau-
mata) to seize the throne, but most scholars today believe that Gaumata never ex-
isted. It’s likely that Darius invented Gaumata and claimed that Cambyses killed
Bardiya in order to hide the real murderer: Darius himself.

Some historians believe that Darius may have obtained the throne by means of assassination.
This is plausible; assassination, even assassination of family members by other family mem-
bers, was common in the Ancient Near East, and is a temptation in hereditary monarchies at
all times and places. While plausible, it is not proven.
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If Darius was lying, that means that Bardiya legitimately came to power after the
death of Cambyses. Bardiya was murdered by Darius, who invented the figure of
Gaumata to divert attention from his guilt.

Bardiya disappeared, that much is certain. The lack of information about his death hints at a
cover-up. An accident, a sickness, or a death in battle would be reported as such. While it is
not certain that Darius killed him, it is probable that someone did. If not Darius, who?

If Darius was telling the truth, Cambyses had Bardiya killed, and Gaumata seized
power and claimed to be Bardiya. Darius overthrew him, restoring the legitimate
line of Cyrus. Given the evidence we have, a complete solution is impossible.

In either case, Darius took the throne, and eventually took his place as one of the most influ-
ential Persian monarchs, reigning during one of Persia’s greatest eras. During Darius’s reign,
and during the reign of his son Xerxes, Persia experienced its last years of the greatness which
Cyrus had started.

9.6 July

9.6.1 Charlemagne vs. Widukind (2013-07-25 14:22)

History has left at least four names for Europe’s greatest ruler: Charlemagne, Charles the Great,
Carolus Magnus, and the name by which he was known in his own native language, Karl der
Große. Born in 742 A.D., he and his brother shared the throne which came to them in 768 A.D.
when their father, Pepin the Short, died. The two brothers co-reigned until the brother’s death
in 771 A.D., leaving Karl to rule along until his own death in 814 A.D.
Initially inheriting the Frankish territory which would include parts of modern-day Germany,
France, Luxembourg, Belgium, and Holland, Karl gradually expanded his realm by marriage,
by purchase, by diplomacy, and sometimes by war. As the territory grew, he was often on the
move, moving from area to area, consulting with the "counts" and other local official whom he
left to govern during his absences. Historian Manuel Komroff notes that

While Charles was traveling through his realm that winter of 774-775, he received
distressing news concerning the Saxons. Those barbarian people to the north whom
he had subdued before leaving on his conquest of Lombardy were again raiding his
borders and burning churches.

Having already dealt with Saxons, as far back as 772 A.D., Karl knew what to expect. Fiercely
pagan, they held to their ancient traditions of human sacrifice, blood-feuds, and the buying
and selling of slaves and wives. They resisted the Christian faith which would pull them away
from these practices. In vain had various missionaries entered Saxon territories to introduce
the more humane ways of the Christianity. Such missionaries often paid with their lives. By
the time Karl inherited the throne, much of Europe had either adopted the Christian faith, or at
least given up human sacrifice and slavery under Christian influence. But northeastern Europe
and the Germanic tribes which occupied it, still adhered to the polytheism of Norse mythology.
By contrast, the Germanic tribes of western and southern Europe, like the Franks and the Goths,
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had embraced some form Christian civilization. Karl the Great - Charlemagne - was a Frank.
He felt that it was his duty to protect southern and western Europe from the Saxons, and to be
an advocate for his faith, a faith which treated human life as valuable and worthy of respect.
The Saxons saw the faith of the Franks and the Goths as a threat. They would fight rather than
adopted the civilized lifestyle they saw on their western and southern borders. Churches and
monasteries were easy targets - unarmed, staffed by priests, monks, and nuns, many of whom
had taken vows of pacifism: they would not take up swords to fight, not even in self-defense.
They were also tempting targets: monasteries contained books, which were extremely expen-
sive at that time, and which could be sold back to the Franks by the Saxons.

Charles was angered by their behavior. Determined that he, as the King of the Franks,
should serve as the champion of Christianity, he decided to wage a war against the
pagan Saxons until the very last of them was converted to Christianity - converted
or annihilated.

Karl decided that if the Church and its clergy would not fight, then he would. As noted above,
he had already encountered the Saxons in battle. He understood the military tactics as well as
their internal politics. Widukind, also known as Wittekind or Waldkind, was one of their leaders.
Little is known about his life; the Saxons were barely literate, and left only a few written records.

Charles had a further reason for wanting to engage in an all-out war against the Sax-
ons. These barbaric people had always lived in separate tribes choosing a national
leader only in times of war, but now they were beginning to consolidate. A man
named Widukind, one of their richest chiefs, a Westphalian related through marriage
to the King of Denmark, was agitating for unity and winning great support among
the common people.

Although the details of Widukind’s life are lost to history, he had an inspirational effect on the
Saxons, seeming able to organize and unify them against the Franks. Karl understood that it
would require similar unity and organization on the part of the Franks to oppose Widukind. The
Franks had several large gatherings each year: the "Field of March" or champ de mars was a
national assembly of the Frank, held each year in March. A similar assembly was held in May. It
was a sort of political and military convention, and gave Charlemagne a chance to present his
plans to the assembly of those whom he had appointed to lead his territories and armies. In
that year, the Field of March was held in Düren, near Karl’s royal capital city of Aachen. Aachen
was also known as Aix-la-Chapelle. The location was good because it was near the Rhein or
Rhine River.

So at the Field of March, which was held in July that year at Duren, not far from Aachen
and only twenty miles from the Rhine, Charles presented his plan for an all-out war.

The Saxons built their fortresses primarily from logs, not stones, in the form of stockades.
Historians have identified the location of these, for example, the site of Sigiburg is now a
historical landmark.

Winning the immediate support of the general assembly, Charles quickly gathered
together his army and began his invasion. He crossed the Rhine so swiftly that the
Saxons were again taken by surprise and unable to organize any defense. Within the
first days the fortress of Sigiburg, a great Saxon stockade, fell after offering but little
resistance.
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The location of the fortress of Eresburg is now known to be the modern German town of Ober-
marsberg. Karl’s tactic was to capture the fortresses one by one, leaving a portion of his army
to hold each one as the main body of his army marched deeper into Saxon territory.

Leaving a garrison at Sigiburg, Charles and his army now swept eastward through
the beautiful open farmlands to the fortress of Eresburg, which he had captured in his
previous campaign and which the Saxons had recaptured and burned to the ground
during his absence. Rebuilding this stockade and leaving it in control of a garrison,
Charles plunged deep into Saxony, cutting a wide ribbon of devastation, trampling
down the grain, burning settlements and slaughtering cattle.

The Weser River formed a significant boundary; the further east Charlemagne marched, the
further he was from civilized Frankish lands, and the deeper he was in a very pagan and savage
area. These regions were filled with barbarian mysteries. The inhabitants still wrote in runic
alphabets.

He met no resistance until he had gone a hundred miles and reached the banks of
the Weser River. There he was confronted by a small force of Saxons under a chief
called Hessi; their lands lay to the east of the river.

Hessi’s capitulation was crucial. Charlemagne was eager to find a group of Saxons who would
swear to abandon the practice of human sacrifice. He calculated that once one group of Saxons
had given up the practice, it would be more probable that other Saxon groups would do the
same.

Charles quickly overcame this show of resistance. Hessi and his people submitted,
giving hostages and promising to embrace Christianity. Seeing this, their neighbors
to the west surrendered without battle. They also vowed allegiance to Charles and
agreed to accept baptism.

While Hessi and Charlemagne were celebrating their newfound camaraderie, Widukind was
preparing an insurgent resistance movement against Charlemagne’s troops stationed at the
various stockades. He would ensure that Charlemagne did not find peace too easily.

Charles was delighted with the goodwill shown by these people and ordered that the
baptisms begin at once. Great wood tubs were brought forth and filled with water.
Each Saxon in turn stripped and knelt in the tub and answered certain questions of
a baptismal service which had been drawn up specially for the Saxons.

Hessi’s Saxons took these special oaths, foreswearing human sacrifice and other pagan prac-
tices. But before all of Hessi’s people could be baptized, messages arrived that Widukind’s
men were attacking one or more of the various stockades manned by Charlemagne’s soldiers
to west, behind the Weser line at which Charlemagne had met Hessi.
Widukind would hold out long after most of the Saxons had joined the Franks. In 777 A.D.,
Widukind joined the king of Denmark, returning in 778 A.D. to Saxony to renew his attacks on
the Franks. Finally, in 785 A.D., Widukind surrendered Charlemagne. Despite the long years of
battle, Charlemagne did not have Widukind executed.
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Again the written records fail to give much detail about the rest of Widukind’s life. He probably
lived another ten or fifteen years, peacefully, perhaps in a monastery. He is probably buried in
or near one of several German churches which are alleged to be his final resting place.
Despite the lack of detail in the historical record of his life, Widukind has remained popular
in folklore, a symbol of resistance, defying Charlemagne longer than others and longer than
anyone thought possible. He also was the last gasp of the pre-Christian Saxon culture: barbaric,
pagan, mystical. After the time of Widukind, paganism retreated to the north, into the woods
of Scandinavia, and to the east, into Slavic lands. In those places, polytheistic heathen would
continue to practice human sacrifice for perhaps another century. But central Europe had finally
been freed from the darkness of Norse paganism.

9.7 August

9.7.1 Coffee and Jihad (2013-08-20 06:57)

Both in cliche and in reality, a visit to Berlin or to Vienna includes pleasant afternoons in a cafe
or in a Konditorei - a cafe which also serves excellent pastries and cakes. An entire subculture
and set of rites is organized around the consumption of coffee.
How did it come to be that we associate coffee with - and that coffee is such an integral part
of - life in these European capital cities?
The answer lies in events which are almost four centuries removed from the present. Berlin
was at that time the capital city, not of Germany, but of the kingdom of Brandenburg. Germany
as a unified nation-state would not be formed until 1871, when a number of such kingdoms
merged to form it. Brandenburg was ruled from 1640 to 1688 by Frederick William, Elector of
Brandenburg. He was called ’elector’ because he was one of the kings who together chose the
Holy Roman Emperor. As the leader of that group of kings, he was called the ’Great Elector’ and
was known as Friedrich Wilhelm. The Holy Roman Empire, as the old joke tells us, was neither
Holy, nor Roman, nor an empire. It was a Central European Defensive Coalition. The Emperor
had no autocratic power, but rather had the task of forging a consensus between the kings.
These kingdoms in the Empire usually behaved independently of each other, uniting usually
only for the purposes of mutual defense. That came to pass in the 1680’s, for example, when
the Islamic armies attempted to conquer Hungary and Austria, with the goal of establishing a
caliphate - a Muslim military dictatorship - and imposing Islam on Eastern Europe.
The Holy Roman Emperor himself lived in Vienna - orWien as the city is more commonly known
- and summoned to his aid the armies of the empire when the Muslims surrounded the city.
Historian Uwe Oster writes:

Berlin was not yet the capital of Germany but only the residence of the electors of
Brandenburg. The Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire resided in Vienna. The city on
the Danube River was in great danger. Once again, the Turks were standing before
her gates. But after the Battle of Kahlenberg in 1683, the had to break off their
siege, and the West remained Christian. During the hasty retreat of the Turks, they
left behind not only weapons, expensive carpets, and silverware, but also sacks and
sacks of coffee beans. So if more coffee is drunk today in Germany and Austria than
anywhere else in the world, then we have to thank the hasty retreat of their one-time
Turkish enemies for this delicious treat.
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And so it was that not only were the Christians of Europe saved frommass murder and from the
forcible imposition of Islam, but coffee - previously a rarity - became common and cherished
beverage in Eastern Europe. The consumption of coffee is nearly universal in Europe, and cafe
culture of Austria, the Czech Republic, and Germany is a pastime unto itself.

9.8 September

9.8.1 Mary Magdalene: Legend and Myth (2013-09-30 19:29)

Over the centuries and millennia, the individual known to us as Mary from Magdala has at-
tracted attention and speculation. Who was she? What did she do? In response to these
questions, myths and legends arose. Myths are narratives designed to explain. Legends are
semi-historical or partially verifiable narratives which have existed long enough to be perceived
as part of cultural heritage. About this Mary Magdalene we have lots of myth and legend.
But who and what was she really? Some historians regard the quest for fact - the search for
what is really or actually the case - as simplistic and naive. But such tired skepticism about
historical knowledge is receding, and researchers are once more willing to ask about what
happened.
The intense interest in Mary of Magdala arises in part exactly because of the lack of certain
details about her life. The ambiguities make her fascinating. This is nowhere more evident
than in popular culture. Frommedieval passion plays to popular stagemusicals of the twentieth
century - like Jesus Christ Superstar andGodspell - she has been the focus speculative narrative.
Darrell Bock writes:

Mary Magdalene has always possessed a certain mystique. In the 1960s she was
often the key figure in musicals about Jesus. Interest in her has not waned and
reflects a curiosity that has belonged to her almost from the beginning. Part of the
reason for such interest is that there are actually so little data about her. One element
of a story like Mary’s is that where there is very little information, there is a desire to
round out the picture. Proving or disproving what is speculated about her is hard to
do.

Naturally, readers are interested in the more flamboyant questions about her life: was she
married? was she a prostitute? had she been possessed by demons for some segment of
time? But sober historians begin with the mundane, knowing that the mundane, when carefully
examined, can sometimes become rather exotic or interesting.

Magdala, where she lived, identified her. So Mary Magdalene was Mary fromMagdala.
Magdala is probably modern-day Migdal, located near the Sea of Galilee in Israel.
Jesus’ main ministry took place in the Sea of Galilee area.

Mary’s named is derived from either her place of birth or place of residence - or both - which
simply happens to be in the region in which Jesus did some of His major work. So an accident
of geography places her on the stage of world history. Had she been born in Egypt or Syria -
or in India or America - we would probably have never heard of her. As to the allegation that
she was a prostitute,
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none of the texts we have surveyed referred to Mary Magdalene as a prostitute. The
idea is popular in some sections of the church and in the culture at large. So where
did this tradition come from?
The first mention of Mary as a prostitute comes from a homily (or sermon) delivered
by Pope Gregory the Great in A.D. 591. In all likelihood, this notion resulted from
confusion concerning passages in the gospels of Luke and John.

The notion that Mary Magdalene may have been a prostitute appears over 500 years after
her death, and over 500 years of the first written texts describing her. The late date of the
allegation alone makes it unlikely to be true, and the fact that the allegation seems to have
arisen from a conflation of unrelated texts greatly increases the probability that the charge is
not true.
At the other end of the spectrum of speculation is the notion that somehow Mary Magdalene
and Jesus were secretly married, and even had children together. This legend appears only
centuries after the events, and appears to be a conflation of medieval courtly love and the
post-modern embrace of pure narrative in place of historical data-driven narrative. Professor
Paul Maier, of Harvard University and Switzerland’s Basel University, writes:

In sober fact, Jesus never wed anyone, but for years sensationalizing scholars and
their novelistic popularizers have played the role of doting mothers trying to marry
of an eligible son. Now, if there were even one spark of evidence from antiquity
that Jesus evenmay have gotten married, then as a historian, I would have to weigh
this evidence against the total absence of such information either in Scripture or
the early church traditions. But there is no such spark - not a scintilla of evidence -
anywhere in historical sources. Even where one might expect to find such claims in
the bizarre, second-century, apocryphal gospels - which the Jesus Seminar and other
radical voices are trying so desperately to rehabilitate - there is no reference that
Jesus ever got married.

Evidence from across the spectrum - from the most orthodox and canonical texts to the icono-
clastic and unchristian texts - contains zero evidence that Mary Magdalene ever married any-
one. The desire to see her in a romantic relationship has overridden reason in the case of
those who manufacture such narratives. It is a tribute to the power of human imagination,
and to the mystique surrounding Mary of Magdala, that otherwise rational scholars have been
tempted to generate utterly unfounded speculation, and generate speculation which actually
contradictions the little solid data and evidence we have about this Mary, in order to satisfy the
psychological desire to see her in a satisfying romantic relationship. It is a warning to future
historians about the need to calm logic and strict reasoning.

9.9 October

9.9.1 Medieval Travelers: Finding Safe Routes (2013-10-17 10:37)

Just as many people anticipated with dread the year 2000, wondering if a world-wide computer
crash would devastate human civilization - or speculated even more wildly about the end of
the world - so also the round number of the year 1000 caused concern among the superstitious.
Although almost of Europe had been exposed to Christianity by that year, enough pre-Christian
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influence remained to fuel irrational superstitions. While we may laugh at the idea that a mere
round number like 1000 would cause the end of the world, similar fears arose a millennium
later, among people with the technology of the modern world.
Such fears were not only irrational and superstitious, but even contradicted by the obvious
empirical evidence available to the eyes of most Europeans. Not only was the world not going
to end in the year 1000, but things were actually getting better for Europe in that year. After
approximately three hundred years of attacks, the aggressors were beginning to back off. It
had started in the year 711, when Muslim armies had invaded Spain. They would kept the
Spanish under their occupational forces for several centuries. Having solidified its hold on
Spain, Islam turned its armies toward France. Muslim armies made not one but numerous
attempts, marching over the Pyrenees to invade Gaul, as France was then called. Each time,
the Franks, the Germanic tribe which protected France, made heroic defenses. In the year
732, Charles "the Hammer" Martel made the most famous such defense, defending not only
France, but all Europe, at the battles of Tours and Poitiers. Finding no success with a land
invasion, Islam attempted a sea route, sending raiding parties and small invasion groups along
the southern coast of France. There they established occasional footholds, occupying seaside
towns and the surrounding farmlands, sometimes for years at a stretch. The inhabitants of
southern Gaul lived in terror of the Muslims, who could appear at any time, burning towns and
fields to the ground, slaughtering some inhabitants, and taking others as slaves.
The town of Fraxinetum was a base for Islamic pirates and raiders. Around 889 A.D., Muslims
invaded the area and established an occupational headquarters. From this base, Islamic sol-
diers were able to move inland northward, terrorizing villages and confiscating supplies. They
also moved east and west along the coast, raiding ports to commandeer supplies from the
locals. Muslim pirates based from Fraxinetum kept the waters of the northwest Mediterranean
insecure for nearly a century. Finally, the Franks reclaimed their land and pushed the invaders
out, and in 973 A.D., reclaimed Fraxinetum. No longer inhibited by the occupational forces, the
passes between Italy and France were open and safe again, and travel and commerce could
resume.
But by the year 1000, this danger was fading. Southern France was becoming more secure,
and Islamic attacks less frequent. Southern Italy, which had likewise been occupied by Muslim
armies, was liberated, and its inhabitants once more safe. Muslims no longer had occupational
forces on Corsica, Sardinia, and Sicily, and their attacks on those islands became less frequent.
Historian Marjorie Rowling writes:

AD 1000 was a date much dreaded in Christian Europe as the year of doom. Yet by
then the savage attacks of Moslem, Norse and Magyar upon her were beginning to
lessen, though only the Magyars - by the German victory at Lechfeld (955) - had been
finally staved. Byzantine sea-power had also revived and Fraxinetum, the Moslem
pirate stronghold in Provence, had been destroyed in (975). The Moslems had lost
ground also in Spain and on the Mediterranean, while the sea-power and trade of
Venice, Naples and Amalfi had increased.

Feeling more secure, Europeans began attempts to reconnect with the broader world. Having
been on the defensive for three centuries, connections to India and other parts of the East
had been weakened or lost entirely. Europe looked for ways to reconnect with the East, but
land routes were not safe: they led through Islamic territories. The Spanish and Portuguese
would begin looking to the sea. The first voyages to the Canaries and southward along Africa’s
west coast were promising. There were no Muslim pirates in these waters. They discovered
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new trading partners, and new routes to old trading partners. Although it would take another
century or two before the great voyages of Bartolomeu Dias and Vasco da Gama, the age of
exploration had begun.
The land route between Europe and India was not safe. But Europe sought to renew its trading
relationship with India, and discovered the sea routes around Africa’s southern tip - the Cape
of Good Hope - to make that connection.

9.10 November

9.10.1 Notes Toward a Philosophy of History (2013-11-16 12:02)

Thoughts about the Philosophy of History do not belong to the study of History, but rather
to Meta-Historical thought, or perhaps even to Meta-Meta-History. Conducted with more rigor
than will here be shown, they would belong to Philosophy. (The Philosophy of History should
not be confused with the History of Philosophy!)
One possible point of departure for a Philosophy of History is human nature. Among the many
traits belonging to humans are a set of needs and wants, a set of flaws and imperfections, and
a set of strengths and virtues.
Human needs and wants include food, clothing, water, and shelter; humans also want someone
to care for them and care about them; they have a desire to know and be known, a desire for
a sense of meaning in their lives, and a desire for some form of happiness and joy.
Sadly but realistically, human nature is inherently flawed. Thomas Hobbes famously wrote that
in the state of nature, meaning if humans lived out their innate qualities, their lives would be
"solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short." As evidence, one might mention that nobody needs
to be taught how to lie, how to be selfish, or how to be overly aggressive in a moment of anger.
It comes quite naturally.
By contrast, there are also some constructive elements in human nature. Humans naturally
love - nobody needs to be taught to feel affection for someone else. Humans are creative and
inventive. Humans are sometimes even noble.
Human nature is, in short, a mixed picture. The result of this is, however, that human flaws
prevent people from getting those things which they need or want.
To this end, society attempts, sometimes successfully, to develop correctives for the imperfec-
tions found in human nature. There are many such ventured remedies, but most of them may
be grouped under three headings: art, philosophy, and religion. (G.W.F. Hegel wrote something
vaguely related about those three.)
In art, society attempts to bring the individual into contact with beauty. (In this context, many
writers will capitalize the word Beauty.) True beauty can inspire humans and can bring joy
to them. If a society can successfully connect the individual with art, it might be a partial
corrective to the intrinsic flaws in human nature. But a society’s attempts can also fail in this
regard, either by failing to bring the individual into contact, or by bringing him into contact
with something which is not true beauty.
Philosophy attempts to bring the individual into contact with truth. (Again, many will capitalize
the ’T’ here.) Using the powers of human thought and reasoning, philosophy attempts to
find realities which are in some sense foundational or deep. Because there are many different
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schools of philosophy, some of which would reject the use of the words ’foundational’ or ’truth’,
it is a complex and murky enterprise. If successful, however, philosophy can give the individual
some grasp of reality and his position in it. But philosophy can also fail, yielding nothing fruitful,
and perhaps something harmful.

Religion attempts to bring the individual into contact with God, who cares for and about the
individual, and who offers a sense of meaning and joy to the individual - all this despite the
realities of living in a flawed world. Successful religion, which allows the individual to receive
a sense of unconditional positive regard writ on a cosmically large scale, can indeed be a
corrective to the innate corruptions found in human nature. But unsuccessful religion can bring
harm rather than benefit, instilling in the individual a sense of needing to somehow accumulate
enough merit to earn God’s favor. Successful religion yields peace which instills qualities like
helpfulness, cooperativeness, and contribution into the individual. Unsuccessful religion instills
selfishness and aggressiveness, and yields war.

History, then, is the concrete playing out of the above. History is the specific unfolding of
the better parts and the worse parts of human nature - the imago dei and the original sin -
in particular times, places, and people. History would end, or rather would go on infinitely,
in a cosmic stalemate between good and evil thus described, were it not for an intervention.
History contains one more, one new, element.

Society’s efforts - by means of art, philosophy, and religion - , however noble, remain limited
because they are, finally, human products, and subject to the flaws and limits of their human
creators. History reveals intervention by a force beyond, or above, humans. Art, philoso-
phy, and religion attempt to bring humans into contact with something better. But as human
products, art, philosophy, and religion are as flawed as the humans who created them. The
intervention occurs when beauty, truth, and God bring themselves into contact with humans.

As the old proverb says, "If the hill will not come to Mahomet, Mahomet will go to the hill."
Francis Bacon, who probably coined this phrase, was indicating that it is important to identify
the agency in an action - who’s actually doing something? The proverb is often quoted as "If
the mountain won’t come to Muhammad, then Muhammad will go to the mountain."

History records an intervention - ab alio - which finally tips the scale in the grand stalemate. In
this intervention, agency is not with the humans. It is for this reason that History is temporally
finite. The correctives, ultimately powered and empowered ab alio, change the course of His-
tory. When truth, beauty, and God are agents - and not objects of study - the course of History
takes a decisive turn toward its eventual end. Which then gives meaning to the phrases "the
end of History" and "after History" - phrases on which philosophers have long meditated.

9.10.2 A Change in Dynasties (2013-11-28 12:41)

One of the turning-points in world history is the emergence of the Carolingian Dynasty among
the Franks in Gaul. This event would lead, in turn, to the establishment of Charlemagne’s
empire, which would be reinvented as the empire of Otto the Great, and finally as the Holy
Roman Empire. All of these would play a crucial role in defending Europe, which would be
under period attack for centuries.

Einhard, the biographer who recorded Charlemagne’s life, gives us an account of the emer-
gence of the Carolingian Dynasty. Orthography deserves attention in this matter, for two
reasons: first, because these events took place in a bilingual environment; chronicles were
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discussed and recorded in both Frankish and Latin. Second, because the notion of fixed orthog-
raphy had not yet emerged; spelling was understood to be fluid, and most words had more
than one acceptable spelling.
Einhard himself is also recorded as Eginhard and Einhart. Charlemagne is also known Charles
the Great and Carolus Magnus; during his life, he was known as Karl.
But the narrative begins much earlier. Long before Charlemagne was born, the Carolingian
Dynasty earned respect in the person of Charles "the Hammer" Martel, who defended Gaul,
and most of Europe, from an invasion force of thousands of Islamic soldiers. The Muslims
had invaded and occupied Spain in 711 A.D., and had periodically conducted raids over the
Pyrenees into Gaul. At this time, Gaul was beginning to become known as France, because the
Germanic tribe known as the Franks had been stabilizing the area for over two centuries; the
area had been a power vacuum in the decades after the fall of the Roman Empire in 476 A.D.,
and the Franks helped to restore civil order after a period of chaos.
Having secured their occupation of Spain, the Muslims wanted France. After a few year of
raiding over the Pyrenees mountain range, they attempted a full-scale invasion. Historian
Eleanor Shipley Duckett writes:

Ever since their arrival in Spain from Africa in 711, the Muslims had raided Frankish
territory, threatening Gaul and on one occasion (725) reaching Burgundy and sacking
Autun. In 732 Abd ar-Rahman, the governor of Cordoba, marched into Bordeaux and
defeated Eudes. The Muslims then proceeded north across Aquitaine to the city of
Poitiers. Eudes appealed to Charles for assistance, and Charles’s cavalry managed
to turn back the Muslim onslaught at the Battle of Tours. The battle itself may have
been only a series of small engagements, but after it there were nomore great Muslim
invasions of Frankish territory.

The forces of Charles "the Hammer" were outnumbered by the attacking Muslims, making
his victory a tactical masterpiece, and making him an instant hero in Europe. After the victory,
Charles Martel pointed out that the Merovingian Dynasty, in the person of Hilderich III, had done
little or nothing to contribute to the defense of France, despite the fact that the Merovingians
were the reigning monarchs of Gaul. Accusing the Merovingians of negligence, Charles Martel
claimed the throne for himself and his family. The pope issued an opinion supporting Charles
the Hammer. Einhard himself wrote:

The Merovingian Dynasty, from whom the Franks used to choose their kings, ruled
according to the general opinion, up until the time of Hilderich. Hilderich was de-
posed by order of the Roman pope Stephan, shorn, and sent into a cloister. Although
the dynasty, by all appearances, died out with him, it had already long since lost its
significance and had henceforth only the empty royal title.

Clovis (Chlodowech or Chlodwig) was the first Frankish, and first Merovingian, king of Gaul,
ruling until his death 511. Hilderich III was the last, having ruled from 742 to 751. Pope
Zacharias, in office from 741 to 752, had already prior to his death in early 752 ordered the
deposing of Hilderich. Pope Stephan, in office from 752 to 757, was chosen in March 752 as
successor, and traveled in person to Gaul in order to anoint Pippin. Pippin the Short was the
son of Charles Martel and the father of Charlemagne. As long as the Merovingians, having
lost any real authority or power, remained on the throne as nomical rulers, the real activity of
ruling fell to the major domo, the chief of staff, who happened to be Charles Martel. Einhard
continues:
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The major domo had real power and authority in the kingdom, the so-called chief of
staff, who stood at the top of the government. Nothing was left to the king except to
content himself with the title and to sit on the throne flowing hair on his head and an
uncut beard and to play the ruler. He was allowed to hear ambassadors, who came
from everywhere, and to dismiss them with words which seemed to be his own, but
which one had in reality written for him and often had forced upon him.

So when Hilderich was deposed, he in reality had no power to lose anyway. His long hair and
beard were symbols of royal power, but they had become empty symbols. When Carolingians
ascended to the throne, they ruled in reality, having already long ruled behind the scenes.

9.11 December

9.11.1 Western Civilization, Love It or Hate It (2013-12-17 12:47)

Since perhaps the middle of the twentieth century, Western Civilization has been controversial.
Since long before that, the term has been somewhat ambiguous: ’western’ is a geographical
denotation, but also a relative one. Given that Dakar, and all of Senegal, is west of Portugal, it
is not clear that Western Civilization is in the west. Given that Jerusalem, Babylon, and all of
Mesopotamia is east of Europe, it is not clear how these cradles of Western Civilization are in
any sense in the West.
It is equally problematic to refer to this heritage as ’European culture’ or the ’Judeo-Christian
tradition’ - it is certainly not limited to Europe, as it is found in North and South America and in
Australia; it does not find its origin in Europe, as neither Hammurabi nor Moses, neither Jesus
nor Cyrus ever set foot in Europe. While this heritage finds its roots in the Judeo-Christian
tradition, it is also the case that many deists, agnostics, and atheists have embraced the values
of this heritage, as have adherents to belief systems like scientology and other lesser-known
sects and religions.
However ambiguous its namemay be, there is no ambiguity about the hatred directed toward it.
It has become not only fashionable, but in some situations required, to speak dismissively of the
West: students are encouraged to study literature by ignoring Shakespeare and Chaucer and
praising Frantz Fanon. Michelangelo and Mozart, Bach and Dürer are ignored precisely because
they were traditionally studied. Although the allegedly academic authorities who encourage
this repudiation of the West are often ignorant of the cultures of Asia and Africa, they embrace
the a priori assumption that such cultures are superior to the West simply because they are
not the West.
Whether we label it irony, or label it merely self-contradiction, those whose hatred of the West
is most vocal are also usually those who most loudly proclaim their adherence to the values
which are peculiar to the western heritage. Wherever they are found in the world, movements
such as the abolition of slavery or the legal equality of women trace their roots to the West.
When Moses revised Hammurabi’s standards and proclaimed that it is equally wrong for a
husband or a wife to commit adultery, and when he expressed the notion that slaves were
humans with rights and that slavery should eventually come to an end, seeds were sown that
grew in 1215 A.D., when the Magna Carta endorsed women’s rights to self-determination, and
in 1869, when women began voting in Wyoming, long before the nineteenth amendment was
superfluously ratified. These seeds also grew when the abolitionist movement grew so strong
in the mid-1700’s in North America that the emancipation of slaves became inevitable.
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TheWest is the unique source of individual liberty and personal freedom; that is its nature. That
other cultures offer a critique of the West is the result of their having embraced the West’s
gift of critical thought. That academics in the West critique the West is the result of their
embracing the West’s gift of intellectual freedom. Much of this was expressed by the French
thinker Jacques Ellul in his book The Betrayal of the West. He writes:

Let me repeat: I am not criticizing or rejecting other civilizations and societies; I have
deep admiration for the institutions of the Bantu and other peoples (the Chinese
among them) and for the inventions and poetry and architecture of the Arabs. I
do not claim at all that the West is superior. In fact, I think it absurd to lay claim to
superiority of any kind in these matters. What criterion would you apply? What scale
of values would you use? I would add that the greatest fault of the West since the
seventeenth century has been precisely its belief in its own unqualified superiority
in all areas.

The adversaries of the West allege that the West is guilty of a sense of superiority vis-a-vis
other cultures. While there certainly have been a few chauvinists among the thinkers of the
West, in general the West has demonstrated a friendly curiosity about the rest of the world.
By contrast, the most deeply-seated sense of superiority is to be found precisely among those
who denounce the West; they confidently proclaim it inferior to any other world culture, despite
their ignorance of other cultures. It was during the allegedly xenophobic heyday of Western
Civilization that university students in large numbers eagerly studied Sanskrit, Nubian, and
Ge’ez (the ancient language of Ethiopia). Now that multi-culturalism, a misnomer because it
omits the serious study of any culture and embraces simply the denunciation of one culture, has
influenced the university, one is hard-pressed to find any opportunity to study such languages.
The West’s unique ability to examine itself critically has led to reform movements and revolu-
tions of various kinds. But this same ability, carried to an irrational extreme, yields merely a
bizarre form of cultural self-hatred.

The thing, then, that I am protesting against is the silly attitude of western intel-
lectuals in hating their own world and then illogically exalting all other civilizations.
Ask yourself this question: If the Chinese have done away with binding the feet
of women, and if the Moroccans, Turks, and Algerians have begun to liberate their
women, whence did the impulse to these moves come from? From the West, and
nowhere else! Who invented the "rights of man"? The same holds for the elimina-
tion of exploitation. Where did the move to socialism originate? In Europe, and in
Europe alone. The Chinese, like the Algerians, are inspired by western thinking as
they move toward socialism. Marx was not Chinese, nor was Robespierre an Arab.
How easily the intellectuals forget this! The whole of the modern world, for better
or for worse, is following a western model; no one imposed it on others, they have
adopted it themselves, and enthusiastically.

When areas of the world were colonies of the West, and desired to throw off the yoke of colo-
nization, that desire was seen as just only through the lens of western values, and the impetus
to anti-colonial revolution came exclusively from western thinkers. People suffered for long cen-
turies under non-western despots, with no explicit way to formulate their desire for freedom,
and with no way to organize that desire. Once exposed to western thought, they were able
to articulate and act upon a value system which included liberty. Paradoxically, they obtained
that value system from the very colonists whom they overthrew.
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The West is not perfect; the West committed its share of crimes and sins against humanity. But
the West has bestowed unique gifts, not only upon its own, but upon the entire planet.
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10.1 January

10.1.1 The Peculiar Values of the West (2014-01-13 15:59)

What are we studying, when we study human civilization? Although seemingly simple, this
question eludes easy answers. If we speak of Western Civilization, we note first that the earth
is a sphere, and any one point on a parallel - on a line of longitude - is to the east and to
the west of every other point on that line; both Senegal and Sierra Leone are to the west of
Spain, Portugal, and the rest of continental Europe; Africa is to the west of Australia. There
is certainly nothing a priori about the direction west on the magnetic compass that gives it
cultural or societal priority over the other three.
If, instead, we speak of the European Culture, we encounter similar difficulties in analyzing
this definition. The roots of such culture lie outside of Europe - neither Moses nor Hammurabi,
neither Jesus nor Cyrus ever set foot in Europe. Even the initial sparks of intellectual brilliance
which we associate with the archaic Greeks were often located outside of Europe - Homer,
Thales, and a handful of pre-Socratic philosophers lived in Asia Minor, not in Europe. In the
twenty-first century, we find this culture’s peculiar values - the value of each human life, per-
sonal freedom and individual liberty, due process, etc. - all around the globe. The Americas,
Australia, parts of Asia and Africa - it is not limited to Europe.
A third attempt at defining civilization’s progress is to use the phrase "Judeo-Christian tradi-
tion," which is as problematic as the first two. The characteristic values of this tradition, which
have significant elements in common with European Culture’s values, are however now em-
braced by a wide range of people who are neither Jews nor Christians. A diverse spectrum of
people now embrace these values: people with other religions like Hindus and Buddhists, peo-
ple with no religion like atheists and agnostics, and people with unusual religions like Unitarians
and Scientology followers.
Whatever we call it, and however we define it, this Western Civilization has introduced its
peculiar values to the rest of the world - values which dictate that every person is entitled
to humane treatment, even in prison; that a society should work to ensure personal freedom
and individual liberty for each citizen; that every human life is valuable, precious, and should
be respected and its dignity acknowledged. Ironically, Western Civilization has spread these
values, at times, by violating them.
It was precisely because India had been dominated by the British that Gandhi learned to see
such domination as wrong. While committing sins against the Indians, the British had also
exposed them to a great train of thought - from the Magna Carta of 1215 to the Bill of Rights of
1689 to Wilberforce’s principled abolitionism in the early 1800’s. Gandhi accused the English
of violating their own principles in their treatment of the Indians - he did not accuse them
of violating Indian principles. Indeed, prior to the arrival of the British, and of the Portuguese
before them, the Indians had been treated worse at the hands of their own leaders and thought
nothing of it.
The native inhabitants of South Africa learned their slogans - "home rule" and "majority rule"
and "integration" - from their uninvited European colonizers. Their desire for freedom, and their
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expression of such desire, was learned from the very powers which violated their freedoms.
Anti-colonialism, the force directing itself against the West, is a product of the West. Jacques
Ellul writes:

This is a point we must be quite clear on. If the world is everywhere rising up and
accusing the West, if movements of liberation are everywhere under way, what ac-
counts for this? Its sole source is the proclamation of freedom that the West has
broadcast to the world. The West, and the West alone is responsible for the move-
ment that has led to the desire for freedom and to the accusations now turned back
upon the West.

Consider the outrage which emerges when it is suggested that an American soldier has in some
way violated the rights of a citizen - whether a citizen of the United States or of any other nation.
Among the most diverse political gatherings, consensus quickly emerges: an American soldier
should never humiliate or maltreat anyone. We need not here get sidetracked into a detailed
discussion of the precise definition of ’torture’ - by unanimous consent, Americans, civilian or
military, should not commit even less severe forms of abuse.
But this outrage is peculiar to Western Civilization. In other parts of the world, torture is not
only permitted, it is positively demanded by law and custom. Public torture is considered,
in parts of Asia and Africa, to be an appropriate part of legal justice. While Europeans are
shocked, appalled, dismayed, ashamed, etc., at discovering that one of their own might be
guilty of committing torture, other civilizations are not shocked: torture is expected among
them. Americans are shocked if there are unproven rumors of torture at Guantanamo Bay or
Abu Ghraib. No resident of the Middle East is shocked to learn that governments there routinely
flog, beat, or brand their prisoners; no pretense is made of hiding or denying such activities -
indeed, they are advertised as part of the justice system there.

Today men point the finger of outrage at slavery and torture. Where did that kind
of indignation originate? What civilization or culture cried out that slavery was unac-
ceptable and torture scandalous? Not Islam, or Buddhism, or Confucius, or Zen, or
the religions and moral codes of Africa and India! The West alone has defended the
inalienable rights of the human person, the dignity of the individual, the man who is
alone with everyone against him. But the West did not practice what it preached?
The extent of the West’s fidelity is indeed debatable: the whole European world has
certainly not lived up to its own ideal all the time, but to say that it has never lived
up to it would be completely false.

There is deeper significance to the oft-told tale of Marco Polo’s meeting Kublai Khan thanmerely
entertaining children with an odd scrap of world history. Polo’s arrival in China, around 1275,
was an intersection of individualism and collectivism. The Italian explorer marveled at the
Chinese culture, and the Chinese probably marveled at him, not merely because of strange
clothing, language, food, or customs. Polo came from a culture which acknowledged and val-
idated the individual and the individual’s freedom. To be sure, the West’s acknowledgement
was then, and is not, not perfect, but it was an identifiable principle which was unfamiliar to
the east Asians.
It is this confirmation of individuality, and the equal value of each individual as a member of the
human race, which motivates the opposition to torture. Only a society which clearly concep-
tualizes the individual as such can see torture as a violation of the individual. If the collective
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whole is seen as an undifferentiated mass of humanity, then any one thread in that cloth can
be treated arbitrarily without hesitation. If individuals are merely the indistinguishable atoms
of a social body, each can be treated capriciously without remorse.

In any case, that is not the point. The point is that the West originated values and
goals that spread throughout the world (partly through conquest) and inspired man
to demand his freedom, to take his stand in the face of society and affirm his value
as an individual. I shall not be presumptuous enough to try to "define" the freedom
of the individual. But there is no need that I should: we know well enough, without
verbalizing it or defining it, what that freedommeans. Look at the way societies have
developed. We can legitimately say that all of them have moved from monolithic
structures toward more flexible ones in which old bonds are broken; from a stage in
which individuals are not distinguished from one another toward true individuation
of the members; from an "original community" toward a sum-total of distinct and
separated men and women; from a complete absence of freedom and independence
toward a progressive assertion of this freedom and an affirmation of the self that
brings with it an exigency for liberty and independence.

Western Civilization has, in fact, earn rebukes from other cultures; it has at times sinned against
them and violated their rights. But Western Civilization taught the world how to deliver such
rebukes - it taught the vocabulary of rights and freedoms, of the dignity of each individual hu-
man life. The rest of the world did not have the conceptual apparatus to critique the West until
the West enunciated principles of liberty and individualism. While the West is not xenophobic,
it did, however, originate the practice of self-critique.
This characterization of the West is significant in the light of educational trends at the end
of the twentieth century, and at the beginning of the twenty-first century: a large number of
schools, colleges, and university have conformed, or have been conformed, to a programmatic
defamation of Western Civilization. Students are taught to be dismissive of the cultural prod-
ucts of the West. If they are taught about the literature and history of West, it is only in the
form of a critique.
Admittedly, the West is not perfect. But whatever crimes it may have committed, it is also true
that it generated within itself a series of concepts - liberty, rights, freedom, individuality - and
formulated these concepts clearly. Distinguished by these concepts, the West shared them
with the rest of the world. Sometimes it transmitted these values accidentally, or even in the
course of committing oppressions, but it is nonetheless the source of these singular societal
principles. To be dismissive of Western Civilization is to be dismissive of human dignity. To
critique the West for its sins - a critique which it deserves - is to embrace and use the principles
of the West.

10.2 March

10.2.1 Being Poor: Poverty and Society (2014-03-26 07:21)

Comparing societies around the world and throughout time, a number of distinctions emerge.
One of them is this: in some societies, wealth and poverty are viewed as permanent conditions.
In such societies, it is assumed that people who are poor will always be poor, and people who
are rich will always be rich. Similarly, the wealthy in such societies accumulate influence,
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power, control, and alleged authority, forming plutocracies. Hence the proverb, "the rich get
richer and the poor get poorer."
But in other types of societies, the permanency and inevitability of one’s social class has been
dismantled. The possibility of a transition from poverty to wealth, or from affluence to impov-
erishment, exists in principle for each individual. The concept of social mobility frees humans
from a sense of irrevocable fate, even as it introduces a sense of risk for those who possess
material wealth.
Paradoxically, in exactly those societies in which the poor have a chance at escaping poverty,
there is a heightened awareness of social class. In societies with the possibility of social mo-
bility, one is more aware of one’s status as rich or poor, precisely because it is variable, and
because one must take care about it. By contrast, in those societies which view poverty or
wealth as an inevitable lot, the poor and the wealthy take their situations for granted and are
less aware of them.
This can be seen to some extent in the comparison of Moses and Hammurabi. The Babylonian
king Hammurabi presided over a society which was largely fixed: those born into the upper
class would remain there, and those born into the lower class could not even conceptualize
that their condition could ever change. Yet Moses represents a different worldview: a con-
ceptual framework in which slaves could escape slavery, form their own society, and live as
autonomous and free in their own land.
French scholar Jacques Ellul notes a corresponding difference in concepts of deity: a distant
god who irrevocably assigns humans to their fates, or a God who creates humans with the
ability to make meaningful and consequential choices about their lives:

Similarly, and as part of the same process, the West brought about the division of
societies and the world into rich and poor. Please note, however: I am not saying that
there had not been rich and poor earlier and in other parts of the world. The point is,
rather, that everything used to be so organized that wealth and poverty were stable
states, determined (for example) by the traditional, accepted hierarchy, and that this
arrangement was regarded as due to destiny or an unchangeable divine will. The
West did two things: it destroyed the hierarchic structures and it did away with the
idea of destiny. It thus showed the poor that their state was not something inevitable.
This is something Marx is often credited with having done, but only because people
are ignorant. It was Christianity that did away with the idea of destiny and fate.

Ellul further notes that there is a detectable difference in history between those who merely
use the word ’Christian’ to cloak their own selfish desires with the mantle of respectability, and
those on the other hand who sincerely engage in the concepts taught by Jesus. In blunt terms,
’fake’ Christianity has been used to justify efforts to keep the poor ’in their place,’ while true
followers of Jesus have been about the work of helping the oppressed find escape from their
misery.

Doubtless there have been Christians who used the notion of "God’s will" to deter-
mine the order of the world and the distribution of wealth and wretchedness. But that
is a deviation from true Christian thought (as Stalin was a deviation from Marx), and
in any event it could not suppress the self-assertion of freedom itself. Marx made
the Christian line of thought his own and reasserted the authentic message; he is
unthinkable without the Christian infrastructure. He is utterly representative of the
West in everything he wrote.
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In addition to highlighting Marx’s Christian antecedents, Ellul points out that the entire spec-
trum of different types of revolutions are founded on the assertion, by Jesus, that humans were
not governed by arbitrary fortune. There is irony in the fact that many of these revolutions,
some successful and some not, cast themselves as explicitly anti-Christian, while operating in
fact on premises articulated by Jesus.

Once Christianity had destroyed the idea of destiny or fate, the poor realized that
they were poor, and they realized that their condition was not inevitable. Then the
social organisms that had made it possible to gloss over this fact were challenged
and undermined from within.

This notion of a revolution, which has brought benefits to people when well-executed and
brought misery to them when poorly conceived, is a product of Western Civilization. Through
a long train of events, the Hebrews conceptualized freedom as no other society had previously
done, the Greeks systematized such freedom and designed societal institutions to realize it, the
Romans actualized and put those institutions into practice, and European culture developed a
worldview and artistic traditions to ensconce this notion of freedom.

To be sure, all of this was done impurely. As James Madison noted, men are not angels. Eu-
ropean culture has been guilty of exploitation. Yet it was the only culture to articulate liberty.
Thus any critique directed at European culture is a critique based on European values. If we
point out that Western Civilization has been at times unjust, it is only by a Western standard
of justice that this claim makes sense. Ellul writes:

Against all this background we can see why the whole idea of revolution is a western
idea. Before the development of western thought, and apart from it, no revolution
ever took place. Without the individual and freedom and the contradictory extremes
to which freedom leads, a society cannot engender a revolution. Nowhere in the
world — and I speak as one with a knowledge of history — has there ever been a
revolution, not even in China, until the western message penetrated that part of the
world. Present-day revolutions, whether in China or among the American Indians, are
the direct, immediate, unmistakable fruit of the western genius. The entire world has
been pupil to the West that it now rejects.

When the charge is leveled, that in some instance, representatives of Western Civilization were
guilty of torture, all are outraged, and none more so than the inhabitants of Western Civiliza-
tion. Those in other civilizations are less surprised when any hierarchy - East or West - uses
torture. In fact, in those civilizations, torture is blithely assumed to be one of the proper tools
a government may use when carrying out justice.

Only those exposed to, and influenced by, Western Civilization are outraged at torture. Any
critique of the West, based on the fact that in some instances, representatives of the West may
have used torture, is a critique which can be carried out only by accepting the values of the
West.

The same is true if the West is criticized because it, in some cases, may have failed to offer
freedom of speech or political liberty. Such critiques, true as they are, are based only on values
found exclusively and solely in the West.
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10.3 April

10.3.1 The Essence of Western Civilization (2014-04-14 12:20)

Naming civilizations is a complex task. If we use the term ’European culture’, we must im-
mediately point out that the roots of the civilization are found in the Ancient Near East, and
its modern domain includes the Americans, Australia, and is spreading into parts of Asia and
Africa.
If we use the term ’Western Civilization’, we note that there is nothing on the compass which
indicates societal trends: Senegal is west of Portugal, but it is not more "western" than Portugal.
The term probably arose when Europe saw itself as the western end of the known world, and
saw China as the eastern end. Even if we ignore that the Americas would be found further
west, and that Japan was further east, the geographical designation, while handy and, at least
at that point in time, intuitive, is not to be taken literally.
Finally, the term ’Judeo-Christian tradition’, while accurately identifying the source of much
of Western Civilization’s values and world views, ignores the fact that now Hindus and Sikhs,
atheists and Buddhists, and followers of many other belief systems are now part of this Judeo-
Christian tradition. The prophet Muhammad consciously and deliberately placed himself and
his ideas among the outgrowths of this tradition.
While these names for civilization have the defects noted, they have been and probably will
continue to be in widespread use in textbooks and classrooms. A more accurate name would
reflect the two key features of Western Civilization: its discovery of, and emphasis on, the
individual - and its discovery of, and emphasis on, freedom.
French scholar Jacques Ellul examines this notion of personal liberty:

Let me return to my main argument. It was the West that established the splendid
interplay of freedom, reason, self-control, and coherent behavior. It thus produced a
type of human being that is unique in history, true western man. (I repeat: the type
belongs neither to nature nor to the animal world; it is a deliberate construct achieved
through effort.) I am bound to say that I regard this type as superior to anything I have
seen or known elsewhere. A value judgment, a personal and subjective preference?
Of course. But I am not ready on that account to turn my back on the construction
and on the victory and affirmation it represents. Why? Because the issue is freedom
itself, and because I see no other satisfactory model that can replace what the West
has produced.

Perhaps a concrete example of Ellul’s formulation would be George Washington. While exert-
ing himself maximally to obtain a degree of freedom previously unknown in world history, he
imposed upon himself a moral and behavioral code more rigorous than the personal codes
of those against whom he fought. Freedom does not, in Ellul’s framework, imply anarchy.
Quite the opposite: in order to retain liberty, individuals and societies must exhibit reason,
self-control, and coherent behavior.
One peculiarly human feature which distinguishes us from plants and animals is the ability to
say ’no’ to one’s self: the habit of identifying a desire or drive or impulse and then denying it.
Self-control, or self-denial, is an essential ingredient for political liberty. Those who use liberty
as an excuse for license will lose that liberty. Societies will eventually invite authoritarianism,
even at the cost of society’s liberties, to quell anarchy.
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While such self-control is required for enduring liberty, it is also a feature which aspiring despots
seek to exploit. Tyrants attempt, and sometimes succeed, in persuading citizens that this virtue
of self-denial should be extended beyond what is actually necessary tomaintain liberty. Samuel
Adams wrote insightfully:

Subordination is necessary to promote the purposes of government; the grand design
of which is, that men might enjoy a greater share of the blessings resulting from that
social nature, and those rational powers, with which indulgent Heaven has endow’d
us, than they could in the state of nature: But there is a degree of subordination,
which will for ever be abhorrent to the generous mind; when it is extended to the
very borders, if not within the bounds of slavery: A subordination, which is so far from
conducing “to the welfare and happiness of the whole”, that it necessarily involves
the idea of that worst of all the evils of this life, a tyranny: An abject servility, which
instead of “being essential to our existence as a people,“ disgraces the human nature,
and sinks it to that of the most despicable brute.

Thus it is that, when despotic governments seek to regulate and tax, they are not only reducing
or ultimately eliminating liberty; they are striking at the very foundations of civilization itself.

10.4 June

10.4.1 Defining Romanticism (2014-06-28 15:25)

A dutiful student will hopefully develop some intuitive understanding of Romanticism as ex-
emplified in poetry by Goethe, Keats, Wordsworth, Shelley, and Byron, and as exemplified
in music by Beethoven and Wagner, and as exemplified in the visual arts by Caspar David
Friedrich, J.M.W. Turner, and Eugene Delacroix.
Yet this same student might be forgiven for being confused if told about Romantic Astronomy,
Romantic Chemistry, Romantic History, Romantic Linguistics, or Romantic Politics.
Romanticism is more than an artistic style for painting, music, and poetry. In fact, Romanticism
had a major impact on political revolutions and on the science of historical linguistics. But what
exactly is Romanticism?
Both Romanticism and its intellectual grandchild, post-modernism, can be characterized as
the privileging of emotion over reason. While that characterization is helpful, it is also merely
the beginning of an exploration of how one might construct a reasonably useful and accurate
definition of the word ‘Romanticism’ - as Professor Allen Guelzo of Gettysburg College writes,

In 1836, Alfred de Musset created two fictional blockheads, Dupuis and Cotonet, and
allowed them to make themselves ridiculous in the pages of the Revue des Deux
Mondes, trying to define “Romanticism.” At first, they “thought that romanticism
meant imitating the Germans.” Then, in 1830–31, they were sure it meant writing
historical novels about “Charlemagne, Francis I, or Henry IV.” Then it occurred to
them that “romanticism might be a system of philosophy and political economy.”
But on further reflection, it seemed more likely to have “consisted in not shaving,
and in wearing waistcoats with long, stiffly starched lapels.” In despair, they finally
wondered, “Is it anything, or is it only a fine-sounding word?”

©2021 river-rat-humanities.blogspot.com 237



BlogBook 10.4. JUNE

The poem Erlkönig, written by Goethe in 1782, exemplifies a calmly calculated text designed
to give the impression of an agitated spontaneous outpouring. Its strict form - rhyme and
meter - are used in a way to suggest an emotional power which seeks to break the bonds of
strict formalism. Thus Romanticism - for the Erlköig poem was paradigmatic for Romanticism -
contains this internal tension within itself.
Historians influenced by Romanticism tended to produce narratives in which ambiguous individ-
uals 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. Romanticist
history texts are often suspiciously devoid of specifics.
Scientific linguistics, under the influence of Romanticism, saw itself not as simply cataloguing
and analyzing the historical development of languages, but rather as somehow tapping into the
essential nature of ethnic groups by revealing their roots and sources. Thus it was that when the
Grimm brothers began to collect their famous tales, originally for the purpose of documenting
regionalisms in the German language and for preserving the various forms which narratives
took in different localities, their project slowly morphed into a one of Romantic nationalism.
They, and others, began to see these tales as revealing a psychological core of the peoples of
central Europe.
Romantic history and Romantic linguistics gave way to Romantic nationalism: history and lin-
guistics were used to fuel a vision of what it meant to be “truly Polish” or “truly French” or to
belong to any nation - a nation defined as an ethnic group. Romantic history gave a narrative
to each nation.
Romantic nationalism in turn fuel revolutionary movements against monarchies. A grand shift
took place: what gave identity to the state was not its hereditary dynasty, but collective identity
of the nation. In Germany and Italy, this took the form of a question for unity, as dozens of
small kingdoms and republic united to form modern nation-states.
In Russia, the Romantic nationalist drive took the form of Slavophilia, as the Russians looked
less toward Europe and more to their own heritage for identity. In England, the citizens began
to identify with the nation instead of with the monarchy. In France, a series of revolutions left
citizens with no predictable political identity, but a culturally national one.
Although Romanticism’s impact on the observational and empirical sciences was not obvious, it
was nonetheless significant. In contrast to Newtonian optics, Goethe’s theory of colors sought
to show that the phenomena of color were internal to the human mind, not an external reality
about wavelengths; this was an attempt to put a the physics of light on a subjective rather
than an objective footing.
Likewise, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, published in 1818, exemplified the Romantic under-
standing of science; Shelley was not a scientist herself, but as a Romantic saw science as
a “promethean” opportunity for man to exercise a grand control over nature. Allen Guelzo
continues:

Defining Romanticism has not gotten any easier since 1836, but neither has our
sense of its importance diminished. Isaiah Berlin thought Romanticism was “the
greatest single shift in the consciousness of the West”; Kenneth Clark believed that
it introduced an entirely new sensibility into European art. But what it certainly was,
at the very least, was a revolt against the Enlightenment — against the bourgeois
capitalism the Enlightenment had turned into the stuff of heroism, against natural
law and natural rights, and against the balance and predictability that Newtonian
science had imparted to the 18th-century world. It clothed itself, as so many revolts
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do, in the costume of what it deemed an unjustly despised past — Hugo’s medieval
Paris, Ossian’s epics, the Grimm brothers’ German fairy tales — but its real grasp was
for the future, a future that would glorify the politics of race and blood, the philosophy
of Dionysian passion, and the aesthetic of the mysterious.

The effects of Romanticism are clearly seen in the twenty-first century: in, for example, what is
variously called ‘the politics of identity’ or ‘identity politics’ (notice how many times the word
‘identity’ appeared in some of the paragraphs above). This is the notion that one votes, or
should vote, based primarily upon one’s identity as old or young, as African-American or Asian-
American, as male or female, as English-speaker or Spanish-speaker, and not based upon those
things which are common to all humans, not based upon reasoning about the universal human
condition and human nature.
In the religious trends of North America and Europe in the twenty-first century we also detect
the impact of Romanticism, in the form of postmodernism, as people do not base their religious
understanding on the formulated statements of religious institutions, nor on the careful analysis
of text. Rather, they base their religious feelings, not understandings, on experiences and
emotions. So it is to the postmodern individual that a question like “are you Presbyterian or
Methodist?” has become both meaningless and uninteresting.
Romanticism - whatever it was - has had a lasting impact on civilization. It paved the way
for Hitler’s National Socialism (note the ‘national’) and gave permission to postmodern man to
ignore reason and follow his passion.
It would be too simple to call Romanticism good or evil. It gave us both Beethoven and Dachau.
It gave us Mary Shelley and politicized racism. Whatever it is, it’s important.

10.5 July

10.5.1 Historical Romanticism - Romanticist History (2014-07-01 00:45)

While Romanticism is primarily introduced in schools as an artistic style in painting, poetry, and
music, its political implications are also significant. What is a Romanticist political view?
One answer can be given in a single name: Rousseau. While Rousseau sought a sense of
freedom, he based it on extreme subjectivism, arguing that science and art did more to harm
morals than to strengthen them. He saw humans as born with a good nature, but corrupted by
society.
To improve both humans and human society, then, Rousseau argued that we should free them
from the formative influences of culture and tradition. Thatmeant shielding them from a variety
of influences, including disciplines as seemingly disparate as algebra and religion.
For Rousseau, however, those were not as different as they might seem: both were a discipline
of the mind, requiring analytical thinking.
Knowing that his program would not be easily implemented, he warned that some people, not
understanding what was truly good for them, might resist his reshaping of society. They would,
he stated, need to be forced to be free.
Equally paradoxically, while demanding the end to establish institutional religion as it was
known, Rousseau created his own religion, and argued that anyone who failed to embrace it
should be put to death.
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Rousseau’s militant irrationalism was eerily predictive of the massive bloodshed which would
constitute the French Revolution.
In such a system, the individual was trammeled by a mass movement which was undertaken,
ironically, for the cause of liberating the individual. Rousseau had no patience for economics,
and was not interested in giving the kind of freedom which allowed the simple baker or tailor or
carpenter to make goods in his workplace and sell them as he saw fit. Rousseau was interested
in mass movements, and among Rousseau’s followers, this turned into visions of nations and
ethnic groups. Allen Guelzo writes:

The bourgeoisie, therefore, was nothing more than what Goethe called “the gaw-
ping public.” What Rousseau hoped to be ruled by was a mysterious “general will”
emerging from “the people” as a tribal mass, not by the checks and balances of in-
dividuals and their representatives. Nations, as culturally defined organisms rather
than assemblies of free and equal citizens, became the object of Romantic ardor.

Rousseau, and the Romanticist politics he engendered, ignore or shun the concepts which had
been carefully formulated by a previous generation of thinkers. Locke had crystalized notions
like the legitimacy of a government being based upon the consent of the governed, and the
idea of majority rule. Rousseau was not interested in a republic in which citizens could freely
elect representatives.
Also rejected by Rousseau was any effort to analyze human nature, and from that understand-
ing, to form a notion of how society might be structured, given that humans are what they are.
Rousseau seems to reject the notion that “being human” has any clear meaning or definition,
and seems rather to think that it can be or mean whatever he wants. Allen Guelzo continues:

Authoritarian notions of society and polities built on Blut und Eisen feed their souls
on a Romantic rejection of democratic universalism and natural law. In that sense,
Romanticism’s darkest legacy is the one that stained the 20th century with fascism
and socialism.

Sadly, those very concepts which Rousseau rejects are the ones which place a limit on the
power and authority of government. While Rousseau thought he was building a future with
some type of freedom, he was in fact paving the way for tyrannies and dictatorships.

10.6 September

10.6.1 Gender and Society (2014-09-29 18:18)

Civilizations in different places and different times have created social structures around the
concrete manifestations of gender. In various cultures, humans have organized diverse tradi-
tions around the same phenomenon.
The phenomenon of gender may be subdivided into several sub-phenomena, some of which
are physical, and some of which are psychological.
First, each cell in the human body can be identified by gender. In every cell of man’s body, the
genetic material is peculiarly male. In every cell of a woman’s body, each cell is clearly and
exclusively female.
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Second, bone structure is determined by gender. For this reason, paleoanthropologists can
determine the gender of human remains given nomore than a few bones from a skeleton. Given
a fingerbone, an anklebone, and a rib, it is possible to discover the gender of the individual.
Third, brain structures are divided intomale or female: given a brain, a neurologist can examine
it and learn the gender of the individual from whom it came.
The three physical factors outlined above show us the raw data of gender: yet each culture or
society will develop different structures around this common evidence.
Such concrete physical manifestations remain constant, consistent, and universal across time
and space, from culture to culture, but the social constructs around them vary.
Alleged “gender reassignment” therapies and surgeries cannot change these specific gender
manifestations. They are unavoidable.
Beyond physical data, there are psychological manifestations of gender.
Across all cultures, civilizations, and societies, it is a constant that men commit the majority of
violent crimes - and not merely a majority, but an overwhelming majority.
Arson, assault, murder, kidnapping, and other manifestations of physical violence are clearly
correlated with the male gender.
A second psychological trait of gender is a preference for certain learning styles. It is possible
to offer a presentation tailored to favor one gender or the other.
For example, an algebra lesson can be designed so that it more effectively facilitates learning
among girls, or among boys, or equally for both genders. An individual’s psychological style of
learning is determined, in part, by her or his gender.
The task of the historian or anthropologist or sociologist is, then, to examine how different
societies respond to the universal facts of gender, or how different cultures create very different
institutions and traditions around the same phenomena.

10.7 November

10.7.1 Inventing the University (2014-11-16 15:40)

Prior to the appearance of the university as we now know it, there were centuries and even
millennia of educational institutions. Formalized, institutionalized, and structured schools have
been found by archeologists in, e.g., the city of Ur dating from around 2000 B.C.
But the university did not arise until around 1088 A.D. - three thousand years later. What
was the difference between a university and the schools which had existed up to that point?
Historian Thomas E. Woods explains:

In order to identify a particular medieval school as a university, we look for certain
characteristic features. A university possessed a core of required texts, on which
professors would lecture while adding their own insights. A university was also char-
acterized by well-defined academic programs lasting a more or less fixed number of
years, as well as by the granting of degrees. The granting of a degree, since it entitled
the recipient to be calledmaster, amounted to admitting new people to the teaching
guild, just as a master craftsman was admitted to the guild of his own profession. Al-
though the universities often struggled with outside authorities for self-government,
they generally attained it, as well as legal recognition as corporations.
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Thus it was that, while there were many schools which were centuries older than the universi-
ties, it was not until Bologna’s school emerged as the first clear university in 1088 A.D. that the
conceptual difference became clear. It is probable that Bologna was functioning as a university
some time prior to 1088, but the documentation is scant, and the very notion of the university
hadn’t been precisely articulated yet.
There are many schools which predate Bologna’s university, some of which contend that they
should be recognized ahead of Bologna. But the school of al-Qarawiyyin in Morocco, although
it expanded beyond being a mere madrasa, was not a university until long after Bologna’s
emergence. Located in the city of Fes, this school is also transliterated as ‘al-Karaouine’ or
‘al-Karueein’ and it was not until centuries after Bologna’s founding that al-Qarawiyyin added
certain essential curricula such as mathematics or languages. Although some writers want to
claim Morocco as the home of the world’s first university, such assertions lack any evidence,
given the definition of university.
One fundamental aspect of the university was that it took the trivium and the quadrivium as
foundational and essential, but not as limiting. The trivium consisted of grammar, logic, and
rhetoric. The quadrivium included arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music.
Not to be left out of the competition, the Byzantine Empire asserts that its Magnaura University
is a couple of centuries older than Bologna. In fact, however, the narrative of the Magnaura has
been conflated with the University of Constantinople. While both institutions were admirable
centers of learning, the Magnaura, founded around 855 A.D., was a palace school, and lacked
the breadth and structure to be a university. The “University of Constantinople” was founded in
425 A.D. as a school, not a university, and lacked the structure and degree-granting privileges
of a university until much later in its history.
The al-Azhar University, in Egypt, certainly predates Bologna, but as a strictly Sunni institution,
its intellectual explorations were limited, and only centuries after its founding around 972 A.D.
did it add the full range of faculties found in a university.
Another defining characteristic of a university is debate. Exemplified by in Paris in the 1200s
and in Erfurt in the 1400s, the original form of this academic exercise require a student to
prepare and present argumentation to support a thesis chosen by the professors, and then
required the student to organize and deliver argumentation against the same thesis - a good
student was expected to deliver plausible and persuasive arguments for and against any ran-
domly chosen proposition.
By contrast, schools like Iran’s Nizamiyya, founded around 1065 A.D., while offering a range of
subjects, lacked intellectual independence of a true university.
The seven subjects of the trivium and quadrivium were called ‘the liberal arts’ long before the
university appeared in 1088. They were so called because they were the skills a citizen would
need to be part of public life. During the era of the Roman Republic, ending around 27 B.C.,
citizens had opportunities to vote and speak publicly on political matters. The “liberal arts”
ensured that their their balloting and opinions were informed and well articulated.
From this ancient Roman heritage, the university inherited some amount of civic awareness,
and a mission to inform those who would take part in the public life.
Thomas Woods explains how, while the university received parts of its form and parts of its
content from Greco-Roman Classicism, it represented simultaneously something new:

The university was an utterly new phenomenon in European history. Nothing like
had existed in ancient Greece or Rome. The institution the we recognize today, with
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its faculties, courses of study, examinations, and degrees, as well as the distinction
between undergraduate and graduate study, comes to us directly from the medieval
world. The Church developed the university system because, according to historian
Lowrie Daly, it was “the only institution in Europe that showed consistent interest in
the preservation and cultivation of knowledge.”

The universities existed on the border of independence and dependence. While self-governing,
and recognized as legal corporations, they sometimes needed external support, which came
either from local nobility or from the church. With such support came, occasionally, the intima-
tion that the university should honor its patrons by respecting them in lectures: a nod to the
local duke or earl or baron, or a kind word about the church.
Yet the universities largely retained their intellectual independence. Bologna, during its first
centuries, was explicit that it was run by laymen, not ordained church officials. This left the
universities free to examine sacred texts as they saw fit.
Such intellectual exploration was the impetus for the invention of the university. After all,
palace schools and cathedral schools and monasteries were educating enough people in the
basics of mathematics and writing. But the desire for academic investigation of text drove
people to design the university. The addition of professional schools - e.g., law and medicine -
would come later.
Thomas Woods describes the gradual emergence of the universities.

We cannot give exact dates for the appearance of universities at Paris and Bologna,
Oxford and Cambridge, since they evolved over a period of time - the former be-
ginning as cathedral schools and the latter as informal gatherings of masters and
students. But we may safely say that they began taking form during the latter half
of the twelfth century.

Such a desire for scholarly creativity in independent thought could not have been the driving
force behind the original founding of al-Qarawiyyin 859 A.D. - it was clearly bound by Sunni
sensibilities.
Indeed, one of the hallmarks of the university was that it came into conflict with the church at
different times and different places over its first few centuries.
Such conflicts - signs of intellectual independence - were based on scholarly study of text.
Often, professors were more attuned to nuances in sacred scripture than church officials.

10.7.2 The Eleventh Century - Good News, Bad News (2014-11-24 19:54)

Central European cities like Speyer, Aachen, Bamberg, and Goslar contain evidence of the
Middle Ages. Significant pieces of architecture are silent witnesses to events of a thousand
years ago.
Historians distinguish the early Middle Ages, beginning around 500 A.D and lasting until around
1000 A.D., to the high Middle Ages. But such distinctions are at best vague and ambiguous,
and should not be taken too seriously.
The eleventh century (1000 A.D. to 1099 A.D.) was a significant time, because it began with
the turn of the millennium. Just as “Y2K” attracted large-scale public attention as the year
1999 drew to a close, the year 1000 was celebrated.
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The century began with Islamic attacks on various parts of Europe: Muslims soldiers had occu-
pied Spain for over 200 years, and in 1011, to celebrate the 300th anniversary of the Islamic
invasion of Spain, they organize a pogrom in Cordoba, killing large numbers of Jews: peaceful
and innocent men, women, and children.
Another pogrom was conducted in Grenada in 1066, and coastal raids by Muslim ships contin-
ued to attack various coastal towns in Italy and southern France. Islam threatened Europe’s
security.
In response, military expeditions were directed to the source of this military aggression: the
Muslim lands of the Middle East. Largely unsuccessful, these missions managed to achieve,
at best, a mere pause in the Muslim attacks on Europe. These campaigns were called the
‘Crusades’ and are still staple in the both history classes and romantic fiction.
The First Crusade was planned in 1095 and began in 1096. 330,000 people set out for
Jerusalem, but only 40,000 arrived there. They were not prepared for the military skill of the
Islamic armies.
In central Europe, away from the Mediterranean coast which took the brunt of the attacks,
life was more peaceful. Culture and civilization could flourish. Brilliant thinkers like Hildegard
of Bingen could work on projects as diverse as musical compositions and the chemistry of
medicinal herbs.
Cloisters and monasteries were home to intellectual development. Housing the philosophi-
cal texts of the past, from the Greco-Roman heritage of significant thinkers, they were the
incubators of the intellectual future, laying the foundations of what would become modern
mathematics, chemistry, and physics.
Life in the eleventh century was difficult. The average lifespan was 35 years. But the numbers
mislead: the average life expectancy was much older. If a person survived childhood, she or
he had a reasonable chance of living past the age of 50.
Schools were continuously improving. The educational momentum had started two centuries
earlier with emperor Karl the Great - known as ‘Charlemagne’ - and had continued during the
reigns of Heinrich I (ruled 919 A.D. to 936 A.D.) and Otto the Great (ruled 962 A.D. to 973 A.D.).
Literacy was on the rise, students learned Latin grammar, and literature became major occu-
pation.
The word ‘Germany’ was not often used at that time to denote what we think of as the country
of Germany. There were many small independent Germanic kingdoms, held together by the
emperor in a defensive coalition called the ‘Holy Roman Empire’ (which wasn’t holy, and wasn’t
Roman).
The empire also included a few kingdoms which weren’t Germanic. So the word ‘German’ re-
ferredmore to culture and language than to a unified political nation. The empire was Germanic,
the emperors were almost all Germans, but non-Germanic kingdoms were included.
People would have thought of themselves as Saxons or Hessians or Prussians or Franconians
- all regions within the boundaries of modern Germany. They rarely thought of themselves as
Germans.
Six Germans became pope between 996 A.D. and 1085 A.D., which is significant because the
popes not only had religious importance, but also contributed to cultural and political trends.
The German emperors had influence not only in Germanic regions, but also inside France and
Italy. The eleventh century was a high point in cultural development and civilization.
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One man who might be a good symbol for this era is Heinrich III - in many history books known
as ‘Henry III’ - who began his career as a highly educated Germanic king. Historian Hanns Leo
Mikoletzky writes:

Henry was the son of the emperor Conrad II and Gisela of Swabia. He was more
thoroughly trained for his office than almost any other crown prince before or after.
With the emperor’s approval, Gisela had taken charge of his upbringing, and she
saw to it that he was educated by a number of tutors and acquired an interest in
literature.

An emperor who promoted the intellectual work of the universities, and a spiritual man who
valued prayer and peace, his reign began in 1039 with every prospect of being a cultural high
point in European history - and in some ways, it was. But by the time he died in 1056, the
empire was weakened. His would be the last strong reign for many decades.
The eleventh century was a high point, but it also marked the beginning of a time when Europe
languished without the help of Frankish or Saxon ruler.

10.8 December

10.8.1 Charles the Hammer: the Carolingians Save Gaul (2014-12-19 14:21)

The decade of the 750s marked a turning point in history. Between 751 and 754, the Merovin-
gian dynasty came to an end.
Centuries earlier, the family had brought an end to the chaotic condition of Gaul, which arose
when the Romans withdrew from the region, leaving a power vacuum in their wake. The
Merovingians were Franks, meaning they came originally from Franconia, an area in what is
now northern Bavaria.
After the collapse of the Roman domestic administration, and after realizing that the native
inhabitants of Gaul were unable to institute a functioning government, a number of Frankish
noble families migrated westward into to the area and created an internal structure for the
region.
Gaul would eventually be renamed ‘France’ because the Franks had built the civilization there.
Childeric I officially became king of this territory around 457 A.D., and his son Clovis I succeeded
him on the throne in 481. Thus began the Merovingian dynasty.
In addition to stabilizing a governmental structure, the Merovingians had a powerful cultural
influence. By introducing the ideas of Jesus, they brought an end in the region to the practice
of human sacrifice. They began minting the territory’s own coins, rather than relying on a
mixture of coins from neighboring or defunct governments. They codified and organized the
legal system.
Many of the ordinary inhabitants spoke a native Gaulish or Celtic dialect, or a version of Roman
Latin. The nobility and educated classes spoke Frankish.
How, then, did this Merovingian dynasty, which began so auspiciously, collapse three centuries
later?
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As the throne was handed down from generation to generation, the Merovingian kings began
to rely more and more on the major domo, the “mayor of the palace” or the highest official of
the household, to coordinate the routine operations of the kingdom.
Themajor domo was the chief steward and managed the kingdom for the king. As generations
passed, this individual did practically all the work of the kings; the Merovingian monarchs did
less and less, until they became the idle rich and did nearly nothing. While they held the office
of the king, another family, the Carolingians, occupied the role ofmajor domo generation after
generation.
Eventually, the Carolingians ruled the region and controlled the Frankish kingdom. They did
everything except possess the title of king.
So those who were called kings did none of the real work of a king, while those who were not
called kings did all the work of a king.
This situation came to its extreme in the case of Charles the Hammer.
In 711 A.D., Islamic armies invaded and occupied Spain. They destroyed, equally, Jewish syna-
gogues and Christian churches. The Spanish women were raped, the children sold into slavery,
and many of the men executed. The Spaniards who remained in the region under the rule of
the occupying Muslim armies were subjected to strict and humiliating rules.
On the other side of the Pyrenees, the mountain range which separates Spain from France,
the inhabitants of the Frankish kingdom heard reports of how the Islamic armies ruthlessly
subjugated Spain. It was, then, with terror that the Franks learned that a massive army of
Muslims was marching over the Pyrenees with the intent of invading and occupying France.
True to form, the Merovingian rulers were useless, and could organize no defense of Gaul. The
major domo at that time was, however, a man known as Charles “the Hammer” Martel. The
year was 732 A.D.
Charles Martel organized Frankish troops. With brilliant tactics, he was able to repel the Islamic
invasion force, even though it outnumbered by the Franks by several thousand. Charles the
Hammer became the hero not only of Gaul, but of all of central Europe and the British isles.
What had already been known was now more obvious: the Merovingians did nothing to merit
retaining the title of king, and the Carolingians were, and had for some time been, the actual
kings, even if they lacked that title.
Charles the Hammer had a son named Pepin the Short. After Charles died 741 A.D., Pepin
began to agitate for the Carolingians to be recognized as the actual dynasty of the Franks.
Historian Thomas Woods writes:

The Carolingians had profited from the decline of the Merovingians. They held what
eventually became the hereditary position of mayor of the palace, similar to the role
of prime minister. Far more skilled and sophisticated than the kings themselves, the
Carolingian mayors of the palace performed more and more of the day-to-day gov-
ernance of the kingdom of the Franks. By the mid-eighth century, the Carolingians,
increasingly in possession of the power exercised by kings, sought to acquire the
title of king. Pepin the Short, the mayor of the palace in 751, wrote to Pope Zachary
I to inquire whether it was good that a man with no power was called king, while a
man with power was deprived of that title. The pope, understanding full well what
Pepin was driving at, replied that that was not a good situation, and that the names
of things should correspond to reality. Thus did the pope, on the basis of his acknowl-
edged spiritual authority, give his blessing to a change of dynasty in the kingdom of
the Franks. The last Merovingian king quietly retired to a monastery.
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An examination of the events surrounding the Merovingians and the Carolingians brings lin-
guistic trends to light. The leaders spoke in Frankish, but rarely wrote in that language. The
Gauls spoke in either Celtic or the decayed Latin which would become French, but also wrote
little in that language. Much, even most, of the writing was done in Latin, which was also still
sometimes spoken, but which was also beginning to give way to the vernacular.
The name Clovis, for example, is a Latinized rendering of the Frankish name Chlodowig or
Chlodowech. This Frankish name, in turn, is rendered into French and English as Louis (or
Lewis), and also became Ludwig in modern German.
Charles the Hammer was known in Latin as Carolus and in Frankish as Karl; his grandson,
Charles the Great, is often known by his Latinized name, Charlemagne, and during his own
lifetime was known as Karl der Große.
These names show us the historical development of nations: modern-day France still bears the
name of the Germanic Franks who stepped in to preserve civilization in the wake of the Roman
Empire’s collapse.
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11.1 January

11.1.1 Before Locke? (2015-01-13 19:14)

Nearly a century before John Locke articulated the principles which have become associated
with his name, and which have made possible modern civilization, a Spanish scholastic named
Juan de Mariana seems to have anticipated Locke and given relatively precise expression of
those same principles.
The view that the legitimacy of a government is based on the consent of the governed is a view
now associated with Locke. Yet, as historian Jesús Huerta de Soto notes, this Spanish scholastic,
enjoying the freedom of thought which Spain experienced after the occupying Muslim armies
were repelled from the area in 1492, expresses Lockean ideas at a time long prior to Locke:

Although Father Mariana wrote many books, the first one with a libertarian content
was De rege et regis institutione (On the king and the royal institution), published in
1598, in which he set forth his famous defense of tyrannicide. According to Mariana,
any individual citizen can justly assassinate a king who imposes taxes without the
consent of the people, seizes the property of individuals and squanders it, or prevents
a meeting of a democratic parliament. The doctrines contained in this book were
apparently used to justify the assassination of the French tyrant kings Henry III and
Henry IV, and the book was burned in Paris by the executioner as a result of a decree
issued by the Parliament of Paris on July 4, 1610.

The logic of Juan de Mariana clearly antedates and foreshadows Locke, who in turn influenced
the Declaration of Independence. Could it be that the “Spirit of ‘76” owes as much, or more,
to a Spanish late scholastic than to an middle-class English political philosopher?

11.1.2 Spanish Scholastics and Modern Political Liberty (2015-01-16 15:57)

Scholasticism, and the thought of the Middle Ages generally, manifests itself under close ex-
amination as seminal. Medieval thinkers laid a foundation for observational, empirical, natural
sciences by asserting that mathematical laws apply consistently across the physical universe;
the medieval axiom that the world can be rationally understood encouraged scientific research.
Thomas Bradwardine has become, perhaps, one of the more famous examples of the way in
which medieval thought formed a basis for modern thought. He articulated, in the early 1300s,
mathematical formulations of the mean speed theorem, as well as proofs for it. Together with
his colleagues, the “Oxford Calculators” of Merton College, Bradwardine opened the door to
the use of exponential calculations in physics.
But not only did the Middle Ages make modern mathematics and physics possible, it also was
foundational for the social sciences.
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Thomist concepts, crystalized by scholastics in the High Middle Ages, allowed later thinkers,
like Juan de Mariana, to precisely formulate questions about economics and political science,
and to articulate answers to those questions.
“The prehistory,” writes Historian Jesús Huerta de Soto,

of economics can be found in the works of the Spanish scholastics written in what is
known as the "Spanish Golden Century," which ran from the mid-sixteenth century
through the seventeenth century.

The work of these post-medieval thinkers, ushering in the era, not only of modern political
science and economics, but also of Lockean notions of liberty, was made possible by the Aris-
totelian and Thomist conceptual framework of previous centuries. “Who were these Spanish
intellectual forerunners,” asks Jesús Huerta de Soto,

of economics? Most of them were scholastics teaching morals and theology at the
University of Salamanca, in the medieval Spanish city located 150 miles northwest
of Madrid, close to the border of Spain with Portugal.

Juan de Mariana studied and lectured on the texts of Thomas Aquinas, and authored detailed
history books. He thus combined both an abstract conceptual framework with the concrete
and specific content which would inhabit that framework.

These scholastics, mainly Dominicans and Jesuits, articulated the subjectivist, dy-
namic, and libertarian tradition on which, two-hundred-and-fifty years later, Carl
Menger and his followers would place so much importance. Perhaps the most lib-
ertarian of all the scholastics, particularly in his later works, was the Jesuit Father
Juan de Mariana.

Nearly a century before John Locke’s Two Treatises of Government, Juan de Mariana articulated
concepts which are nowwidely viewed as Lockean. Even as Bradwardinemay deserve credit for
discoveries assigned to Galileo, so Juan de Mariana may deserve credit for notions of political
liberty assigned to Locke.

11.2 February

11.2.1 Roman Walls (2015-02-10 19:28)

The Roman Empire, having risen around 27 B.C. from the remains of the Roman Republic,
expanded and reached its largest size in the middle of the second century, around 150 A.D.,
give or take a few decades. Having occupied such a large area of land, it needed to defend
and hold that land.
The momentum of expansion dwindled and was redesigned into the momentum of defense.
The Roman military had formerly focused on conquering new land and transforming such land
into integrated provinces of the Empire. Now, the military was more interested in ensuring
that competing powers - like the Germanic tribes, the Scots, and the Irish - did not expand into
Roman land.
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In addition to stationing garrisons along the border, the Romans, ever the good engineers,
undertook another amazing building project: a series of walls which would eventually stretch
for hundreds of miles along selected segments of the empire’s borders.
The empire sprawled across Africa, Asia, and Europe, and included islands like Great Britain.
The borders totaled thousands of miles. Historian Andrew Curry describes how

A stunning network of walls, rivers, desert forts, and mountain watchtowers marks
Rome’s limits. At its peak in the second century A.D., the empire sent soldiers to
patrol a front that stretched from the Irish Sea to the Black Sea as well as across
North Africa.

As a percentage of the total imperial border, the walls were a small fraction, built where strate-
gists figured they were most needed. The engineering precision is impressive. In one case, a
31-mile stretch of wall is almost perfectly straight, deviating merely 36 inches. The design of
the wall is precise and crisply geometrical. The exact shape of the wall varies: Hadrian’s Wall
between England and Scotland is a different structure than the Limes wall in Germany.

Why did the Romans build the walls? To protect a regime besieged by barbarians, or
simply to establish the physical edge of the empire?

The walls were only a small part of the border system. More often, there were watchtowers
spaced at intervals. How porous were these borders? Certainly, local Germanic and Celtic
tribesmen in central Europe were used to trading with each other, and if a Roman border
ran between two small settlements, that would have meant little to them, and little to the
Roman military men stationed there. The borders were most likely surveilled for the purposes
of watching for major military movements.
But such imperial thinking was foreign to the original Roman Republic, a governmental struc-
ture dating from around 509 B.C., and designed to administering a city-state and a few agricul-
tural lands surrounding it. The Republic’s success in expanding would also be its downfall.

From around 500 B.C., Rome expanded continually for six centuries, transforming
itself from a small Italian city-state in a rough neighborhood into the largest empire
Europe would ever know.

The Republic was not capable of effectively governing this large territory. The Empire replaced
it.

The emperor Trajan was an eager heir to this tradition of aggression. Between 101
and 117, he fought wars of conquest in present-day Romania, Armenia, Iran, and
Iraq, and he brutally suppressed Jewish revolts. Roman coins commemorated his
triumphs and conquests.

Trajan left a gigantic empire to his successor. Had Trajan lived longer, he might have learned
that the empire was perhaps too big to be thoroughly organized and successfully defended.
The military requirements - defending borders in England, across central Europe, into south-
western Asia, and across northern Africa - were enormous. Too big, in fact. The regular Roman
army was supplemented at first by domestic mercenaries, then by foreign mercenaries. But
this help was often actually another problem.
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When he died in 117, his territory stretched from the Persian Gulf to Scotland. He
bequeathed the empire to his adopted son — a 41-year-old Spanish senator, self-
styled poet, and amateur architect named Publius Aelius Hadrianus. Faced with more
territory than Rome could afford to control and under pressure from politicians and
generals to follow in the footsteps of his adoptive father, the newly minted emperor
— better known as Hadrian — blinked. “The first decision he made was to abandon
the new provinces and cut his losses,” says biographer Anthony Birley. “Hadrian was
wise to realize his predecessor had bitten off more than he could chew.”

The Romans had ventured northeast of the line on which the Limes wall would eventually be
built. The earliest walls had actually been built as far back as the reign of Octavian-Augustus,
who suffered a humiliating defeat in 9 A.D. at the hands of the Germanic tribes.

Under Hadrian’s rule, they would pull back a few miles to more defensible positions.

But under Hadrian and his successor, the Limes boundary line, roughly the southwest border
of Germany, would reach its full structural development of walls, watchtowers, and forts.

The new emperor’s policies ran up against an army accustomed to attacking and
fighting on open ground. Worse, they cut at the core of Rome’s self-image. How
could an empire destined to rule the world accept that some territory was out of
reach?

As it turned out, the Roman Empire had not only stopped its expansion, but it was preparing
to shrink. The Germanic tribes in Europe, and the Scots in Great Britain, became bolder and
more familiar with Roman military practices. Knowledge of the Romans allowed the tribes to
strategize ways to outmaneuver and outfight the Romans.

The Limes marked the highpoint of the empire, but at the same time marked the beginning of
the end.

11.2.2 Hadrian’s Wall and Free Trade (2015-02-21 15:34)

Of the many civil engineering feats performed by the Romans, Hadrian’s Wall is one of the
most famous: it stretches over seventy miles across the island of Great Britain, from east to
west, from one coast to another.

Traditionally, historians reckoned that these walls were constructed to deter an invading army.
The Romans had stopped their northward expansion at this point because of the fierceness of
the Scots.

Recent reconsiderations of Hadrian’s wall, however, have raised the notion that the wall would
not have been an effective barrier to a large military force, especially because it has gates at
intervals along its length. The numbers of Roman soldiers stationed along the wall also would
not have been sufficient for the purposes of repelling a large-scale attack.

If not strategic defense, what, then, was the purpose of the wall? Historian Andrew Curry asks:

If the walls weren’t under constant threat, what were they for?
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Although scholars are diligent in their efforts to be objective, they are nonetheless affected in
many and subtle ways by their time and by their location as they study events in other times
and other locations.
Perhaps those who hypothesized about Hadrian’s Wall were retrojecting geopolitical patterns
from their own era onto the earlier Roman era. Andrew Curry writes:

Ever since British antiquarians organized the first scientific excavations along
Hadrian’s Wall in the 1890s, historians and archaeologists have assumed Rome’s
walls were military fortifications, designed to fend off barbarian armies and hostile
invaders.

The wall seems to constitute a sealed border, Romans to the south, Scots to the north. Why,
then, the gates? Why no evidence of massive battles along the wall?
The wall was of a physical size and shape that a large invading army could easily scale it with
ladders or ropes, and doing so in large numbers, would easily be able to overwhelm the few
soldiers stationed there.

For decades arguments focused on tactical details: Did soldiers stand along the wall
to rain spears and arrows down on invaders or sally forth to engage the enemy in
the field? The trenches of WWI — and the deadly back-and-forth battling of WWII
— did little to change the prevailing view of the ancient frontier as a fixed barrier
separating Rome from hordes of hostile barbarians.

Perhaps Hadrian’s Wall was less like the ‘Iron Curtain’ border between East and West Germany
during the Cold War, and more like the wall which divided East and West Berlin. The former
was in anticipation of large-scale military formations and attacks, the latter was designed to
prevent individual defectors or smugglers, or those in very small groups.
These same questions can be raised about other Roman borders, like the Limes fortifications
and walls between the Rhine and the Danube in central Europe. Historians face divergent
paradigms in thinking about the Roman frontiers.

Archaeologists studying the frontiers in the 1970s and ’80s later found that the Iron
Curtain dividing Europe had shadowed their view of the distant past. “We had in
Germany this massive border, which seemed impenetrable,” says C. Sebastian Som-
mer, chief archaeologist at the Bavarian State Preservation Office. “The idea was
here and there, friend and foe.”

How were the relations across the border at the frontier? Were the Scots north of England, or
the Germanic tribes northeast of Gaul, regarded as enemies simpliciter?
Or was there mutually beneficial trade between local farmers and villages on both sides of the
borders? It is known that the Romans sometimes hired mercenaries from among those on the
other side of the border. This would indicate that the border had more the character of an
administrative structure than of a sworn blood feud.

Today a new generation of archaeologists is taking another look. The dramatic, un-
broken line of Hadrian’s Wall may be a red herring, a 73-mile exception that proves
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an entirely different rule. In Europe the Romans took advantage of the natural bar-
riers created by the Rhine and Danube Rivers, patrolling their waters with a strong
river navy. In North Africa and the eastern provinces of Syria, Judea, and Arabia, the
desert itself created a natural frontier.

The Roman border guard may have been more about monitoring roads and commerce than
about confrontations between massive armies.

Taxes and tariffs were an important source of income for the imperial government, a purpose
for which it would gladly spend the money needed to keep soldiers stationed along the border.
Was their main purpose perhaps tax collection?

Military bases were often ad hoc installations set up to watch rivers and other key
supply routes. The Latin word for frontier, limes (LEE-mess), originally meant a pa-
trolled road or path. We still use the term: Our “limits” comes from limites, the plural
of limes.

Perhaps the detachments who served along the border were more like customs officials than
a strategic defense. The Romans would want to keep an eye on the people and merchandise
which entered and left their empire.

Artifacts show that there was substantial trade across the borders of the empire. Roman prod-
ucts are found deep into Germanic territory; Germanic products, like amber from the shores of
the Baltic, are found deep in Roman territory.

Outposts on rivers like the Rhine and Danube or in the deserts on Rome’s eastern
and southern flanks often resemble police or border patrol stations. They would
have been useless against an invading army but highly effective for soldiers nabbing
smugglers, chasing small groups of bandits, or perhaps collecting customs fees. The
thinly manned walls in England and Germany were similar. “The lines were there for
practical purposes,” says Benjamin Isaac, a historian at Tel Aviv University. “They
were the equivalent of modern barbed wire — to keep individuals or small groups
out.”

In the empire’s later centuries, there was a need for workers in the Roman provinces, and slave
or servants were imported from outside imperial borders. But the bureaucrats of the empire
would want to know who, and how many, and from where these servants came.

Both observing and controlling the flow of people and goods across the borders would be im-
portant to Roman economic policy.

Isaac argues that the frontiers resembled certain modern installations more than
thick-walled medieval fortresses: “Look at what Israel’s building to wall off the West
Bank. It’s not meant to keep out the Iranian army, it’s made to stop people from
exploding themselves on buses in Tel Aviv.” Warding off terrorists may not have
motivated the Romans, but there were plenty of other factors — as there are today.
“What the United States is planning between itself and Mexico is substantial,” says
Isaac, “and that’s just to keep out people who want to sweep the streets in New York.”
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The outposts along the borders may have had as goals, in addition to monitoring and regulating
trade, expanding trade. A permanent and official presence at the outer limits of the empire
may have been meant to encourage traders from deep inside Germanic or Scottish territory to
bring their wares for trading.
Roman coins have been found, e.g., on the Scottish island of North Uist, almost unimaginably
far north of Hadrian’s Wall.

More archaeologists are endorsing that view. “Isaac’s analysis has come to domi-
nate the field,” says David Breeze, author of the recent Frontiers of Imperial Rome.
“Built frontiers aren’t necessarily about stopping armies but about controlling the
movement of people.” The Roman frontier, in other words, is better seen not as
an impervious barrier sealing Fortress Rome off from the world but as one tool the
Romans used to extend influence deep into barbaricum, their term for everything
outside the empire, through trade and occasional raids.

In Denmark and Sweden, archeologists have found Roman coins. Although we must exercise
caution in drawing conclusions from the these finds - we don’t know how or why those coins
came to be in those locations - these finds indicate at least the probability of widespread Roman
trade beyond the borders of the empire.
Might we conjecture that a Roman merchant would venture past the lines which marked the
edge of the empire? Profit would be a powerful motive for such travels. Likewise, Germanic
and Scottish traders, we can say with certainty, entered and left the empire on a regular basis
to peddle their wares.

11.3 March

11.3.1 Caesar Augustus: Natural Law and the Empire’s Lust for Power
(2015-03-06 10:09)

Roman Stoics are among the earliest thinkers to explicitly articulate something resembling a
Natural Law concept. (Granted, they got it from Zeno of Citium, a Greek.) Among philosophers,
Natural Law is understood as a method of ethical thought, but not as determining the moral
content of such thought.
Natural Law is the “how” but not the “what” of ethics.
Cicero, although he probably appropriated Stoic rhetoric more than he sincerely embraced
Stoic worldviews, authored a number of formulations which are taken as early versions of the
Natural Law hypothesis. Cicero’s writings on this topic were influential on Roman thought.
Octavian, later known as Caesar Augustus, either cooperated in the assassination of Cicero, or
at least did not block the murder. Yet even he was influenced by Natural Law thinking.
The Romans who lived during the decades of transition from the Roman Republic to the Roman
Empire encountered complex ethical questions because of this transition, and Natural Law
often entered into the public discussion of these questions.
To be sure, some public statements were more sincere than others, but even those who wrote
or spoke cynically needed the logic of Natural Law to persuade their audiences.
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As a method, Natural Law fit well into this situation, because Roman religion was increasingly
nonfunctional: few took the pantheon of Roman polytheism literally or seriously. Although
vague allusions to “the gods” or to one of the gods by name were standard ornamental phrase-
ology in Latin and Greek rhetoric, these words could have as easily appealed to nature, common
sense, or experience.
Even if, and to the extent that, one took the pagans gods seriously, they were of little help in
addressing ethical dilemmas. These deities were capricious and arbitrary, often motivated by
rage or jealousy, committing adultery, and betraying, fighting, punishing, waging war against,
and killing each other.
The Stoics had no logical or systematic motivation to engage in the polytheistic system, but
used occasional rhetorical mention of the gods and goddesses as cultural accommodations.
Stoicism contained within itself the germ of the logical rejection of polytheism, and the seed of
a systematic monotheism, which in the thinking of some Stoics took the form of a pantheistic
conception of the entire universe having its own agency, personhood, teleology, or conscious-
ness.
But despite the Stoic inclination toward monotheism, Stoic ethics founded itself on a version
of Natural Law which was based more on nature than on divine legislation. (A millennium or
two later, this would emerge explicitly in the thought of writers like Grotius.)
Thus among pagans and Stoics, and among both sincere and insincere adherents of the two
groups, the vocabulary of Natural Law - again, sometimes sincerely used, and sometimes not
- formed a mutually intelligible basis for public discourse about ethical questions.
Consequently, among a wide range of Roman historical persons, Natural Law formulations are
used to discuss moral propositions. Historian Korey Maas writes:

abortion was discouraged by Rome’s first Emperor, Caesar Augustus, and even pun-
ished by the similarly pagan emperors Septimus Severus and Antonius Caracalla.
The Stoic philosopher Musonious Rufus, in particular, and the philosophical school of
Stoicism more generally, objected to it. Some first-century physicians, interpreting
the Hippocratic Oath as forbidding all abortions, refused to perform them. The satirist
Juvenal could bluntly describe the abortionist as one “paid to murder mankind in the
womb.” The Roman poet Ovid, not otherwise given to moralizing, could be so harsh
as to declare that “Who unborn infants first to slay invented, Deserved thereby with
death to be tormented.”

Despite this commendable evidence, all was not well with Natural Law discourse during the
Roman Empire. The actions of the empire undermined the moral credibility of its society’s
authors and speakers.
While Roman writers and orators contributed to the spread of Natural Law discourse, they also
contributed to its emptiness. However sound or valid their argumentation may have been, they
operated within a system which many in their audiences saw as baseless, or as based only on
the lust of power.
Although Caesar Augustus had some moral impulses which the Roman public viewed as noble,
some of his other actions were perceived as unnecessarily harsh. While his rule brought some
relief from decades of civil war, his greed for power was undeniable.
Many thinking citizens saw the empire and its emperors as illegitimate, although it was danger-
ous to say so. In authors from Lucan to Tacitus, one detects hints that the moral illegitimacy of
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the empire spread like a disease, infecting other areas of life, including private life, with vanity,
with vacuity, and with meaninglessness.

Because an amoral monster like Nero employed those who used both Stoic rhetoric and Natural
Law discourse, such verbiage was seen as bankrupt. The willingness of audiences to take such
vocabulary seriously was undermined.

Thus it was that during the Roman era, Natural Law discourse flourished for the first time, and
during that same era declined.

11.3.2 Lycurgus: Order out of Chaos (2015-03-26 20:02)

The Spartan lawgiver Lycurgus - alternately, Lykurgus - is so shrouded in ambiguity that some
scholars question whether he even existed. While the latter view may be extreme, it is a
reminder to caution when formulating assertions about Lycurgus.

Living somewhere between the ninth and seventh centuries BC, he created more than simply
laws. He formulated what might even be called a constitution. He shaped Spartan government
and society.

Plutarch, relying on earlier sources like Plato, tells us that Lycurgus was pivotal in the formation
and stability of Spartan government. Recall that ‘democracy’ meant here ‘mob rule’ and not
the formation of a republic by freely elected representatives.

For the state, which had hitherto been wildly oscillating between despotism and on
the one hand and democracy on the other, now, by the establishment of the Council
of Elders, found a firm footing between these extremes, and was able to preserve
a most equitable balance, as the eight-and-twenty elders would lend the kings their
support in the suppression of democracy, but would use the people to suppress any
tendency to despotism.

It was the wild oscillation which made Sparta ready, perhaps, to embrace a rather stark life as
proposed by Lycurgus. His patterns made the word ‘Spartan’ from a mere geographic designa-
tion into a synonym for austerity. Plutarch describes the social patterns:

The training of the Spartan youth continued till their manhood. No one was permitted
to live according to his own pleasure, but they lived in the city as if in a camp, with a
fixed diet and fixed public duties, thinking themselves to belong, not to themselves,
but to their country.

Clear-minded Athenians harbored some admiration for the Spartans, although the two were at
war with each other. The political corruption and decadence among the Athenians made the
model of Lycurgus attractive.

The Spartan collective memory understood that the uncomfortable disciplines had been their
path out of anarchy, an anarchy which would have rendered them easy prey for the Athenians.
Thus they continued the disciplines for generations after the first-person experience of that
moment of crisis.
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11.4 April

11.4.1 The Founding of Rome: Competing Narratives (2015-04-12 06:47)

The most common hypothesis about the founding of Rome is a harmonization of the broad
outlines of both the familiar mythological narrative and of archeological findings. Leaving aside
the notion of twin baby boys abandoned in the forest and raised by a wolf, the events begin
with veterans who’d fought in the Trojan War.

After the war ended around 1184 BC, these soldiers mustered out, and set sail to find a new
home. They settled on the coast of Italy and founded a city known as Alba Longa.

Archeologists have found graves in Italy which seem to have been structured in the Trojan or Io-
nian fashion, and which seem to be from the centuries surrounding the Trojan War. Around 753
BC, colonists from Alba Longa eventually planted a daughter city. That city would eventually
became Rome.

There are, however, alternative narratives which compete with this standard account of Rome’s
founding.

This variant explanation starts with a patriarch named Sabinah, who descended from an ear-
lier patriarch named Tubal, and who founded the tribe known as the Sabines. This narrative
connects with the documented split of the Sabines into two groups, one of which merged with
the Romans, and the other of which opposed the Romans.

The latter group eventually also joined the Romans, after many decades of conflict.

Early texts from the Ancient Near East use the word ‘Kittim’ or ‘Chittim’ to refer to, variously,
inhabitants of a city on the island of Cyprus, ormore generally, inhabitants of theMediterranean
world west of the Levant. Ken Johnson writes:

The most ancient history of Italy records that Sabinah, the grandson of Tubal, settled
in Italy, founded a city, and named it after himself. Some time afterwards, Chittim
(or Rome) was founded. In order for Rome to grow quickly, a decree was issued that
any criminal that would come to help colonize Rome would be declared a free man
and made a citizen of Rome. This attracted a lot of criminals and caused the sons of
Tubal not to intermarry or trade with them.

A language called ‘Oscan’ is documented as belonging to ancient inhabitants of the Italian
peninsula, but not to the Etruscans.

A variant of the Tubal and Sabinah narrative ties the speakers of Oscan neither to the Ionians
nor to settlers from Cyprus, but to pioneers from somewhere near Greece or Macedonia.

Italian history has theorized that a tribe called the Sabini came from the Adriatic
coast; possibly speaking a language called Oscan, and settled on the western coast
of Italy.

Ken Johnson’s narrative accounts for the famous narrative about the rape of Sabine women.
By his reckoning, it would have occurred around 1721 BC:
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The Romans decided that since they could not trade or intermarry with the children of
Tubal, they would secretly slip into their cities and steal as many of the young women
as they could. They then took the women back to Rome. Tubal’s children gathered
forces and started a war to free their daughters. The war lasted eight years.

A few years later, around 1713 BC, the two groups confronted each other. This version of
the narrative fits with the archeological evidence that the Sabines split into two groups, one
of which merged with Rome, and the other of which remained independent for a few more
decades.

The Sabine daughters all had children of their own. The Romans stated if the Sabines
did not stop the besiegement of Rome they would put their own daughters and grand-
children on the front lines. Like it or not, they were all now related. So Tubal’s children
had no choice but to end the war and return home.

In historiography, a competition between two narratives is sometimes best resolved, not by a
victory of one narrative over another, but rather by a harmonization of the two.

If Sabinah or Tubal can be identified with one, or more, veterans from the Trojan War, then
there is at least the possibility that this competing narrative could be merged with the others.

11.4.2 Homer, Virgil, and PTSD (2015-04-22 10:57)

Although warfare has been with the human race since recorded history began, around six
to eight thousand years ago, societal understanding of war changes over time. While poets
have long known that combat experience produce profound changes in the individual psyche,
only recently has that knowledge been formalized into the diagnosis of Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD).

In modern times, large-scale mechanized conflicts have increased both the numbers of indi-
viduals in combat and the traumatic nature of that combat. The first well-known occurrence
is the frequent diagnosis of “shell shock” WW1. The term ‘battle fatigue’ arose around 1944.
The designation ‘PTSD’ arose around 1978 in relation to veterans who’d served in Vietnam.

Although the nomenclature may change, the phenomenon itself must have been around for
millennia. Some scholars see a description of PTSD in Lady Percy’s soliloquy, found in Act II,
Scene 3 of Shakespeare’s Henry IV, Part 1.

Going back further, the personalities of some of Virgil’s characters seem to be impacted by
PTSD. Aeneas displays, e.g., seemingly uncontrollable fits of rage and sleeplessness.

Seven or eight centuries before Virgil wrote the Aeneid, Homer wrote the Odyssey and the Iliad,
around 750 BC, although precise dates for Homeric composition are difficult and controversial.

Homer’s characters display questionable judgment and substance abuse in ways compatible
with a diagnosis of PTSD.

Understanding the psychological aftereffects of combat may prove to be a useful interpretive
tool for various works of world literature.
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11.5 May

11.5.1 Marriage and Society (2015-05-05 09:29)

The institution of marriage is a constant in human civilization. Separated by several centuries
and thousands of miles, both Confucius and Aristotle identified it as one of the fundamental
relationships which is a necessary component part of society.
Confucius was born around 551 BC, while Aristotle was born around 384 BC. Both produced a
short list of relationships which combine to form complex institutions. Aristotle enumerated
three, and Confucius five, such basic connection.
For Aristotle, the list was husband and wife, employer and employee, and parent and child.
Confucius varies the list slightly: parent and child, sibling to sibling, husband and wife, friend
to friend, ruler to subject.
Aristotle’s employer relationship approximates Confucius’s ruler relationship.
While a civilization usually includes many more relationships than three or five, Confucius and
Aristotle seem to imply that those other relationships are produced by analogy or by mixtures
of analogies to the elemental relationships.
Homer’sOdyssey arguably contains within its epic structure a dramatic subplot about marriage.
The driving tension is whether or not Odysseus will be able to return to his wife. The narrative
shows a series of decisions to be variously wise or foolish - decisions made by Odysseus and
Penelope, decisions which harm or strengthen their marriage. It is the reunion of husband and
wife which signals to listener or reader that the plot is largely resolved.
Ibsen’s A Doll’s House is a drama about marriage. Nora and Torvald make a series of disastrous
decisions which reveal that they are both quite worldly, and that their devotion to personal
acquisition is greater than their devotion to each other. Torvald’s selfishness and greed are
obvious; Nora’s flaws are more subtle. The action is the unfolding collapse of the marriage and
the character flaws which cause that collapse.
In any case, marriage is seen as an essential part of society. Only in a postmodern, or late
modern, worldview is marriage construed as a right. Marriage is one way, among several, in
which an individual can fulfill duties and obligations.
Marriage is more often construed as a contract, albeit an usual one. When a person marries,
it is the voluntary assumption of responsibilities. To marry is to make one’s self liable, either
legally or ethically.
A married person has an obligation to live for the other - for the spouse, and perhaps eventually
for the children. Likewise, an unmarried person has that same obligation - to live for the other
- but fulfills those duties in a different social structure.
To construe, therefore, marriage as a ‘right’ - analogous to the “right to free speech” or the
“right freely to assemble” - is, at the very least, to stretch that analogy beyond any intuitive
sense.
Marriage is a necessary precondition for society. Donald Sensing points out that civilization is
contingent upon marriage:

Society’s stake in marriage as an institution is nothing less than the perpetuation
of the society itself, a matter of much greater than merely private concern. Yet
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society cannot compel men and women to bring forth their replacements. Marriage
as conventionally defined is still the ordinary practice in Europe, yet the birthrate in
most of Europe is now less than the replacement rate, which will have all sorts of
dire consequences for its future.

A civilization needs children, and marriage is the most reliable and efficient way of producing
them. While it may sound callous and impersonal to speak of a society’s need for children,
and to speak of marriages producing them, it is nonetheless the case that low birth rates will
destroy a culture and an economy.
Yet marriage provides other necessary factors to civilization beyond children: stability and
clarity. The legal system is clogged with civil procedural suits in the absence of a healthy
marriage structure. Society lacks an element of trust and reliability in the absence of a sound
marriage culture.
Civilization needs not only marriage, but sound and healthy marriage. It will be an important
task to define exactly what is sound and healthy marriage. For ‘sound’ and ‘healthy,’ a variety
of adjectives could be supplied. An intuitive rough draft might include something like this: a
mutually supportive and affectionate relationship in which each sacrifices willingly for the other,
and willingly binds herself or himself to the other unconditionally, giving positive regard.
Much more remains to be articulated about which type of marriage edifies civilization the best
and most.
In any case, however, a lack of marriage is as destabilizing and weakening as a low birth rate.
It is biologically possible to generate a high birth rate despite a low marriage rate, but there is
little benefit to society, and in fact some cost to society, as large numbers of children may be
born illegitimately. Donald Sensing continues:

Nationwide, the marriage rate has plunged 43 % since 1960. Instead of getting
married, men and women are just living together, cohabitation having increased
tenfold in the same period. According to a University of Chicago study, cohabitation
has become the norm. More than half the men and women who do get married have
already lived together.

Economically and societally, then, the United States has been preparing its own downfall for
several decades.
Not only are we suffering from a low marriage rate, but those marriages which do take place
lose significance in the current environment.

Weddings became basically symbolic rather than substantive, and have come for
most couples the shortcut way to make the legal compact regarding property rights,
inheritance and certain other regulatory benefits.

In the popular press, much discussion of marriage has been framed in terms of religious in-
terpretations. Whatever one may understand by the word ‘religious,’ marriage is certainly
a notion which can be conceived apart from organized religious institutions and apart from
religious conceptual frameworks and traditions.
Notably, both Aristotle and Confucius were relatively non-religious in their analysis of society,
yet both considered marriage necessary for society.
Whether or not marriage is a right, it is much more a requisite component of society. It is, at
most, tertiarily a right. Marriage exists across demographic and national groups.
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Marriage is primarily a social institution, not a religious one. That is, marriage is a
universal phenomenon of human cultures in all times and places, regardless of the
religion of the people concerned, and has taken the same basic form in all those
cultures. Marriage existed long before Abraham, Jesus or any other religious figure.
The institution of marriage is literally prehistoric.

The institution of marriage supports and strengthens civilization in more than one way. It is
part of a larger social structure.
A late modern, or postmodern, misunderstanding of marriage is the ‘romantic’ understanding,
which sees marriage as based solely on emotion, and sees marriage solely as an expression of
passion. But, as Peter J. Leithart writes,

This isn’t what marriage has been through most of human history. Instead, marriage
has taken the particular shape it has because it is part of a larger network, the kinship
system.

Against the romantic understanding of marriage stands a more objective concept, perhaps
somewhat similar to a Kantian concept of duty. Affection is a powerful emotion, and certainly
has a proper place within marriage.
But marriage is an objective commitment. The contractual nature of marriage - the word
‘covenant’ is often used - is essential, even if the term ‘contract’ is here used in a most un-
usual way, quite foreign to the usage of bankers, lawyers, and businessmen.
Quantifiably, a measured decrease in marriage rates is observed to correlate to empirically
documented societal destabilization and the declines of civilizations.
Marriage is often viewed as an institution of two people. But such a view ignores the wider
range of stakeholders. Society as a whole benefits from, and has an interest in, the success of
relatively large numbers of healthy and sound marriages.

11.6 June

11.6.1 Roman Borders: Physical and Psychological (2015-06-09 09:25)

The engineering and architectural feat of constructing a straight wall thirty-one miles long,
while having it deviate by only thirty-six inches over that length is remarkable under any cir-
cumstances, but completing such a project before 200 AD is even more impressive.
That’s exactly what the Romans did. The limes was a series of walls, and frontier outposts
which stretched for hundred of miles across Europe along the empire’s borders. The borders
in England, Africa, and Asia featured similar demarcations.
At places the border was a wall, at places a river, and at places merely a patrolled line. The
border marked the maximum expanse of the empire. Beyond it lay the lands of the Scots and
of the Germanic tribes, the groups against which Roman military might could not prevail.
But the borders were not places of constant conflict. There were decades of peaceful coexis-
tence and trade. Yet the Romans kept the walls in place, so, as historian Andrew Currie asks,
"If the walls weren’t under constant threat, what were they for?"
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“By bringing the sheer scope of the Roman frontier into focus, the effort to create,” Currie
continues, a “heritage site may help answer the question.” As archeologists and historians
look at the entire border project, it becomes clear that have a well-defined, observed, and
controlled border was important to the Romans even in peacetime.
The notion, held by earlier historians, that the walls were constantly under attack by Scots
and by Germanic tribes can be replaced by the idea of a border fortification which played an
important role in the absence of military conflict. Currie notes that

Ever since British antiquarians organized the first scientific excavations along
Hadrian’s Wall in the 1890s, historians and archaeologists have assumed Rome’s
walls were military fortifications, designed to fend off barbarian armies and hostile
invaders.

Instead of a border designed to defend against, and repel, organized assaults by armies, the
border more often may have been a place to control imports and exports, levy tariffs, and
regulate immigration and emigration.
The borders also served a psychological and political purpose: to define what it meant to be
Roman. A clear boundary was a statement about a separate identity.
To the extent that the Romans were defining themselves, they also created an atmosphere in
which the Scots and Germanic tribes were encouraged to define, or continue defining, them-
selves. There was a mutual encouragement to see the other as the “other.”
Paradoxically, this self-definition as “other” took place also in those peaceful decades, when
there was cooperation in import and export, and when there were regular border crossings in
both directions. The fostering of this ethnic identity did not preclude good relationships along
the border.
This happened too early in history to call these identities “national.” It would be an anachronism
to use that word, because the concept of the modern nation-state had not yet emerged - hence,
the word ‘ethnic.’
The Roman effort to identify themselves by contrast to the ‘savage’ or ‘barbarian’ others met
with some cognitive dissonance, in light of fact that the Germanic tribes were literate at an early
date: The Negau Helmet, with its Germanic inscriptions, dates to around 50 BC; the Meldorf
Fibula, a broach with similar inscriptions, dates to around 50 AD; and by the time the Goths
appeared as a major political power, in the 200s and 300s AD, they were composing extended
textual commentaries on other books.
Another source of cognitive dissonance undermining the Roman’s claims of superiority was
the military situation. The borders were where they were because the Romans had run into
military units which they could not overcome. The Scots and the Germanic tribes represented
the limits of Roman military capacity.
The Romans comforted their collective ego by disparaging as ‘savage’ or ‘barbarian’ the very
military forces who’d proven themselves Rome’s betters. Historian Avner Falk writes:

Like the ancient Greeks, the ancient Romans considered the Germanic tribes north of
the Danube River “barbarians”, and in 9 CE they fought a major battle against these
“savage” tribes. The Teutoburg forest, now in the German states of Lower Saxony
and North-Rhine-Westphalia, was the site of the that battle between the Roman Em-
pire and an alliance of Germanic tribes. The location of the battle was given by the
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Roman historian Gaius Cornelius Tacitus (56-117 CE) as saltus Teutoburgiensis (Teu-
toburg forest valley), a northern extension of the central European uplands, extend-
ing eastward towards the Weser River, southward from the town of Osnabrück, and
southeastwards to Padeborn, Charlemagne’s future capital. The battle was therefore
called the Battle of the Teutoburg Forest. Recent archeological excavations suggest
that the final stages of the battle took place farther north, at Kalkriese, north of
Osnabrück.

The Battle of the Teutoburg Forest came to have powerful meaning both for the Romans and for
the Germanic tribes. The Roman Empire would survive for another four-and-a-half centuries,
and many of those years would be years of peace between Rome and the Germanic tribes.
Yet a precedent had been set. Rome was no longer considered invincible, and the Germanic
tribes were seen by themselves and by Rome as something serious.
The self-concepts both of the Romans and of the Germanic tribes changed. The concepts which
each held of the other changed, too.
The symbolic significance attributed to Hermann, whom the Romans called Armeinius, arose
from the fact that he had been in Rome and received Roman military training, had later worked
for the Roman military commander against whom he would lead the Germanic troops in the
battle, and had united the independent tribes to fight against the Romans.
The battle is sometimes called the Hermannsschlacht (Hermann’s Battle) in German, and the
clades Variana (Disaster of Varus) in Latin. Varus was the Roman commander in the battle.
Although some interpreters argue that nineteenth-century European historians overempha-
sized the significance of the battle, it remains the case that it caused the Romans to pull back
to the Rhine and maintain it as a more modest and defensible frontier. The battle was the
permanent end of serious Roman hopes for a large and permanent trans-Rhine presence; the
trans-Rhine areas were acknowledged to be firmly in Germanic hands.
The battle was a major turning-point in Roman history, redefining not only the physical border,
but both the interior and exterior psychological landscape of the Romans and the Germanic
tribes.

11.7 July

11.7.1 Intellectual Activity During the Middle Ages: Eriugena and Gerbert
(2015-07-09 21:00)

The Middle Ages were a time of intense intellectual activity: philosophy, mathematics, and
physics flourished. These centuries, however, are often dismissed as ‘Dark Ages’ and are
thought to be an era of superstition and ignorance.
How did this period of academic excellence come to be seen as a time of mental dullness? The
answer is not simple, but part of it is due to histories written by Renaissance scholars who,
hoping to cast their own era in a better light, denigrated the medieval thinkers.
One example of a superlative intellect was John Scottus Eriugena. Alternative spellings of his
name include ‘Johannes Scotus Eriugena.’ He was born in Ireland around 800 A.D.
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He was known for the ease and nuance with which he read classical Greek texts. He even
composed poetry in ancient Greek. He read the writings of Plato, and was familiar with Aristotle.
He voiced doubts about the Ptolemaic system of astronomy.

Eriugena died around 877 A.D., and this date, which places him solidly in the early Middle Ages,
reveals the weaknesses in claims that the medievals were ignorant and superstitious. Eriugena
was neither, and he was not alone in his era: he was appointed as a teacher, and his skill was
widely recognized and praised.

The monasteries of the Middle Ages were the homes of learning. They copied the ancient
Greek and Roman manuscripts; they were home to investigations about mathematics, physics,
philosophy, and astronomy; they were the birthplace of new books and essays.

The monasteries also functioned as the social welfare agencies of the day, distributing food
and clothing to the poor, and even offering a place to live and employment to those who had
none.

One challenge for the medieval scholars was to get philosophy and mathematics to a wider
audience: to those outside the monasteries. One way to do this was the establishment of
‘cathedral schools’ in larger towns.

Historian Thomas Woods writes that “one of the brightest lights of the early stage of” scholar-
ship’s rise

was Gerbert of Aurillac, who later became Pope Sylvester II (r. 999 - 1003). Gerbert
was certainly the most learned man in the Europe of his day. He was renowned for
the breadth of his knowledge, which encompassed astronomy, Latin literature, math-
ematics, music, philosophy, and theology. His thirst for ancient manuscripts calls to
mind the enthusiasm of the fifteenth century, when the Church offered rewards to
humanist scholars who recovered ancient texts.

Gerbert led a school in the town of Rheims. His intellectual energy was part of the run-up to
the founding of the world’s first universities. Bologna would be the first in 1088 A.D.

The Germanic Saxon King Otto III requested Gerbert to visit his court to teach the king about
arithmetic and about Greek and Latin literature. David Knowles writes:

Despite the intrigues and restlessness of his later public life, Gerbert was — and
was recognized as — the most learned, versatile, and influential master of his age.
Rheims during his first stay (c. 966–980) became a principal center of the educational
revival that was beginning to inspire the cathedral schools of France and that from
them passed to the universities. Fulbert, founder of the school of Chartres, was
Gerbert’s pupil.

Eriugena and Gerbert are merely two among many examples of intellectuals who flourished
during the Middle Ages, even during the Early Middle Ages. The exact charges leveled against
the medievals - they knew no Greek and weren’t acquainted with Aristotle - are refuted by
these two alone, to say nothing of their many colleagues.

The Middle Ages may therefore safely be characterized as an era of intense intellectual inves-
tigation and philosophical debate.
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11.8 August

11.8.1 The Nature of Political Parties (2015-08-29 07:28)

To consider the role of political parties in history, the reader must step back from his own
nation and decade, and look at a larger pattern. We think not only about the Republicans and
Democrats in the United States; but also about the Conservatives, Liberals, Whigs and Tories
in Britain; about the CDU, FDP, CSU, SPD, and AfD in Germany; and about the SPÖ, ÖVP, and
FPÖ in Austria.

Looking at the broader global pattern over time, we see that parties are often formed for a
quite specific reason or set of reasons, but that they gradually lose focus over the years.

The Republican Party in the United States, for example, was formed for the sole purpose of
eliminating slavery. It has, in the intervening century, expanding its concerns to economics
and foreign policy.

In addition to losing a specific emphasis over the decades, parties also lose consistency.

The reader will note that on any specific question, there is a diversity of views within almost
every party.

As parties lose focus and consistency, they gain a different goal. The goal of nearly any political
party eventually becomes that of obtaining, maintaining, and retaining power.

Parties begin by using parliamentary maneuvers to achieve their policy goals; they end by
using those maneuvers to keep themselves in power.

Friedrich Nietzsche observed that there is an inevitable tendency to deceive in partisan politics;
note that he writes, not that a party member ‘is’ a liar, but that a party member ‘becomes’ a
liar:

By lie I mean: wishing not to see something that one does see; wishing not to see
something as one sees it. Whether the lie takes place before witnesses or without wit-
nesses does not matter. The most common lie is that with which one lies to oneself;
lying to others is relatively, an exception.
Now this wishing-not-to see what one does see, this wishing-not-to-see as one sees
is almost the first condition for all who are party in any sense: of necessity, the party
man becomes a liar.

Although there is no nuanced question of translation here, the practices of good scholarship,
and Nietzsche’s controversial reputation, demand that the text also be examined in its original:

Ich nenne Lüge: etwas nicht sehn wollen, das man sieht, etwas nicht so sehn wollen,
wie man es sieht: ob die Lüge vor Zeugen oder ohne Zeugen statthat, kommt nicht in
Betracht. Die gewöhnlichste Lüge ist die, mit der man sich selbst belügt; das Belügen
andrer ist relativ der Ausnahmefall. – Nun ist dies Nicht-sehn-wollen, was man sieht,
dies Nicht-so-sehn-wollen, wie man es sieht, beinahe die erste Bedingung für alle,
die Partei sind, in irgendwelchem Sinne: der Parteimensch wird mit Notwendigkeit
Lügner.

266 ©2021 river-rat-humanities.blogspot.com



11.9. OCTOBER BlogBook

As the party ages, or ossifies, it attempts to transfer the moral weight of its original focus to
its generalized attempt to preserve itself and to preserve and expand its control.
Parties also seek to rewrite history: the desire to sustain power overrides the attraction of intel-
lectual honesty. The Democratic Party in the United States, e.g., does not want to remember
that it defended the institutions of slavery and racial segregation.
The lesson for, and from, history is this: there is a significant difference between the principled
adherence to an ideology and the unprincipled adherence to a party.

11.9 October

11.9.1 Rome Fell: Or Did It Jump? (2015-10-28 07:18)

The gradual decline and fall of the Roman Empire has been the subject of an amazing amount
of analysis: hundreds of books and articles have been written about this topic. None of them
agree 100 % with each other.
We can safely write that the decline was multifactorial: weather, economics, external military
pressure from other nations, internal social decay, agriculture, and other variables had parts
to play.
Did the final collapse of the Empire come as a complete surprise to its inhabitants, or did they
see it coming, and brace for the impact? Here again, the evidence is mixed, but it seems that
at least some of the citizens realized that the government was about to crumble.
Those with foresight understood that, if a government is soon to vanish, then its property is
available to anyone who has the physical means to take it. Building blocks were gleaned from
many of the large stone buildings in Rome.
Landowners simply sent their servants to disassemble parts of those structures, bit by bit, and
use the material to build other, privately owned, structures. Historian Thomas Cahill writes:

Between the Sack of Rome by Alaric in 410 and the death of the last western emperor
in 476, the Imperium became increasingly unstable. The large landowners - more
and more, laws unto themselves - ignored the emperor’s decrees, going even so
far as to use the great public edifices as quarries for private palaces. Rome itself,
abandoned by the emperors for the more defensible marshes of Ravenna, saw the
splendor of its public buildings crumble before the destructiveness of private greed.
Though the emperor announced dire punishments for any official who cooperated in
this destruction - fifty pounds of gold for a magistrate, a flogging and the loss of both
hands for a subordinate - the looting continued unabated. The Vandals were not the
only vandals.

The authority of the emperors was undermined by several factors, one of which was their
absence from the city. If they remained sheltered in Ravenna, and content merely to send
orders to the city, then the residents of the city felt ever more free to ignore those missives.
The end of the empire was an at least partially peaceful and orderly transfer of government: the
Germanic tribal leader Odoacer was acknowledged as the ruler of Italy by Byzantine emperors
Zeno and Julius Nepos, and Odoacer worked collegially with the Senate.
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It is possible, in fact, that some saw the end of the empire as an improvement: no longer
was any effort wasted in sustaining the facade of imperial authority - an authority which had
vanished long before its pretense finally expired.
Odoacer - whose name is subject to various spellings - may have represented, in the minds
of some Romans, a new start. His rule was largely successful. Given the increasing numbers
of Germanic soldiers working for Rome, Odoacer may have had a better chance at leadership
than a Roman.
Theodoric eventually assassinated and replaced Odoacer. The violence of imperial succession
outlived even the empire. Theodoric was from a different Germanic tribe than Odoacer, but
their successive reigns showed that the Germanic tribes were now in control of Rome, and with
it, most of Europe.

11.10 December

11.10.1 Some Cultures are Better Than Others (2015-12-02 14:41)

It is a fundamental fact about the world that some cultures are better than others. Some
civilizations are better than others. Some societies are better than others.
Great efforts have been made to conceal this fact.
Comparative ethnography can be carried out on a micro level: we can compare the cultures of
North Dakota and South Dakota; we can compare the cultures of Graz and Linz.
We can also contrast cultures on a macro level: we can juxtapose Brazil with Sweden, or Burma
with Japan.
Sometimes, we’ll even find that of two cultures, one or the other is “not better or worse, but
simply different.” But that’s not always the case.
Well-intentioned but misguided educators have drilled several generations of students to say,
of any social comparison, that various societies are “not better or worse, but simply different.”
In some cases, this is true: that the French produce more red wine, and the Germans more
white wine, is an interesting difference, but not one which places a higher value on one or the
other. The same is true of the comparison that people in northern Poland eat, on average, more
seafood than those in southern Poland.
But in many cases, there is a valuative difference between cultures. ‘Valuative’ in this case
refers to a state of affairs: a factual and descriptive evaluation.
A culture which regularly and largely denigrates women, restricts their personal and artistic
expressions, denies them legal and political rights, permits and institutionalizes the physical
and emotional abuse of women, denies them education, and generally relegates them to an
inferior status, - such a culture is worse than a culture which usually does not do such things.
The same is true of race - where ‘race’ is understood to denote innate visible physical charac-
teristics.
A society which structures itself in a manner calculated to minimize human creativity, and
thereby eliminates not only much of academic education, but also largely reduces artistic ex-
pression in painting, music, and literature, and which so undermines the spirit of rational in-
quiry that the observational and empirical sciences not only fail to make progress, but rather
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retreat; a society which stunts the exercise of reason to the extent that higher mathematics
and philosophy are neglected, and that those who pursue those disciplines are in danger of
being persecuted; - such a society is worse than a society which allows the better and creative
aspects of human nature to be developed.
As the International Baccalaureate Organization notes, scholars should “evaluate a range of
points of view.”
The IBO is suggesting that differences not merely be observed and noted, but rather evaluated:
values should be assigned.
A society which values human life generally, and each human life concretely, and which seeks
to maximize individual political liberty for all its citizens, working to create “equal opportunity”
and a “level playing field” for people to experiment, allowing them to seek or avoid risks and
the rewards which follow them; a society which generally prefers peace to war - such a society
is measurably and observably better than a society which seeks to confine and bind the human
spirit.
Serious scholarship, examining the historical record, leads the reflective reader to conclude
that some cultures are better than others.

[Postscript, January 2017: This post is deliberately provocative, but it is so in order
to make this point: that one may not rationally evaluate one race to be better than
another, or one gender to be better than the other. While one cannot assign supe-
riority to any race or to either gender, and while one can also not assign inferiority
to any race or to either gender, one can assign relative valuations to cultures. A cul-
ture which would disadvantage an individual based on the individual’s race or gender
is, ceteris paribus, inferior to a culture which does not so disadvantage individuals.
This is clear in the original post above, but this postscript is added in response to
correspondence from various readers.]

11.10.2 The Surprisingly Short History of Tarot Cards (2015-12-10 13:35)

At carnivals, circuses, fairs, and other public events, tricksters and swindlers offer, for a cash
fee, the “reading of tarot cards.”
Often the fraud is accompanied by verbiage about the ancient nature of this stunt. Tarot cards
are, however, a recent invention. The practice of using them to feign predictions is even newer.
Tarot cards were first introduced in the 1400s. They were very rare until the printing press en-
abled their mass production. They were originally used for playing games, not telling fortunes.
It was not until the 1700s that the cards became associated with divination. As historian Paul
L. Maier writes:

They appeared in the fifteenth century as nothing more than playing cards and did
not take on significance related to the occult until the late eighteenth.

Although playing cards in general, like those used for common games, go back many centuries
in history, the appearance of tarot cards is a recent, and their use for fortune-telling a modern
development.
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12.1 March

12.1.1 Societal Analyses: the Atoms of Civilization (2016-03-06 08:23)

Philosophers have considered the enormous complexity of human society and sought the basic
building-blocks of that structure. With surprising uniformity, separated by thousands of miles
and several centuries, thinkers as diverse as Aristotle and Confucius reach similar conclusions.
Both of them see several basic human relationships as foundational to society. Recursively
combining and rearranging these relationships leads to the complexity.
For Aristotle, there were three primary relationships: parent-child, husband-wife, and employer-
employee. To those, Confucius adds two more: friend-friend and sibling-sibling.
These three or five simple valences still form a powerful conceptual framework in sociology.
Dietrich von Horn, however, proposes a different lens through which to view human civilization.
Rather than asking about the primary relationships, he asks about the primary occupations.
What are the foundational core tasks which humans perform? These vocations - the tasks to
which people are ‘called’ - will yield, again by recursive combinations and arrangements, the
many other roles and functions which people have in society.
Just as atoms constitute molecules and physical objects, so these essential trades are ‘atomic’
vis-a-vis society.
Identifying four atomic callings - clergy, farmer, physician, teacher - Dietrich von Horn writes:

Eigentlich gibt es doch nur vier richtige Berufe auf der Welt: Das sind der Pastor,
der Bauer, der Arzt und der Lehrer. Nur sie müssen sich mit den wirklichen Dingen
des Lebens auseinandersetzen: Wie finde ich mein Seelenheil, wer versorgt mich mit
Nahrung, wer heilt mich undwer gibtmir die Bildung, die ich brauche, um im späteren
Leben zurechtzukommen? Im Idealfall sollte das funktionieren, aber leider kommt
einem immer das Leben dazwischen, also die Unvollkommenheit der Menschen.

Dietrich von Horn’s insight lies in his anticipation of the effects of fallenness in the world. Ideally,
these four foundational callings, together with the universe of other callings which arise from
them, would lead to a smoothly-functioning society.
But no analysis, and no corresponding plan, for society achieves that utopian result, because
people are imperfect. Whether we follow Aristotle, Confucius, or Dietrich von Horn, we are
confronted by the inescapable conclusion that every human being is flawed, which entails that
every society will be flawed.
This does not mean that we should give up hope for the human race. Rather, a sober realism
reveals the importance of forgiveness.
If perfection is expected, disappointment will result. If imperfection is anticipated, forgiveness
is easier to extend, and constructive activity more quickly resumed.
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12.2 April

12.2.1 Modern European Anti-Semitism Emerges (2016-04-08 09:08)

Europe has seen anti-Semitism in various forms over the centuries: in 1290 A.D., King Edward
I issued an edict of expulsion, designed to remove all Jews from England. There had already
been a partial expulsion of Jews from France in 1182.
After the Reformation, Lutherans and Roman Catholics, having had to learn to live with each
other, also extended more tolerance toward the Jews. This is seen, e.g., in the 1555 treaty
signed at Augsburg.
Eventually, Jews returned to both England and France. The good times didn’t last, however.
When Louis XIV annexed, in 1648, the provinces of Alsace and Lorraine - called ‘Elsass’ and
‘Lothringen’ - he at first was prepared to eliminate all Jews in those territories, and relented
only when he saw economic advantages in keeping them. He did, however, expel all Jews from
Martinique and the French West Indies in 1683.
Frederick the Great, however, welcomed Jews in Prussia.
Technological developments brought about the industrialization of western Europe. Socialist
movements arose as a reaction against the capitalism which fueled, and was fueled by, this
industrialization.
Socialism was not kind to the Jews. It contained within itself two different types of anti-
Semitism, as Lucy Dawidowicz writes:

Hostility to the Jews began to emerge from the newly developing socialist movement.
That anti-Jewish outlook had two sources: first, the atheist, anti-Christian bias con-
demning Judaism as the antecedent of Christianity, and second, the anticapitalist
ideology that depicted the Jew as the embodiment of capitalism, the banker, the
middleman, the parasitic profiteer.

Examining the terminology, it is to be noted that ‘anti-Jewish’ is more accurate than ‘anti-
Semitic’ - the word ‘Semitic’ includes many ethnic groups which are not Jewish.
As the concept of a republic formed by freely-elected representatives became widespread in
parts of Europe, the question arose as to suffrage for the Jews. Would the Jews have full citi-
zenship?
Jews were, in fact, full citizens with voting rights across much of central Europe in the mid to
late nineteenth century, but the voices against civil rights for Jews grew louder:

First to articulate this leftist anti-Semitismwas Bruno Bauer (1809-1882), who in 1842
published an article on the Jewish question, which he supplemented and issued the
following year as a separate book, Die Judenfrage. In this work he argued against
political equality for the Jews.

Among the Jews, there were those who remained orthodox, and those who adopted the attitude
of assimilationism. Both groups were able to find their ways to professional success in the
business world, but neither group was exempt from anti-Jewish rhetoric.
Bruno Bauer rejected Christianity, and hoped to rid the world of it. He understood Judaism as
a foundation of Christianity, and in order to destroy either, he sought to destroy both.
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Orthodox Judaism was, in his view, an anachronistic phenomenon, whereas Reform
Judaism was worthless; the Jews had never contributed to the civilization of the world.

In contrast to Bauer, Karl Marx used his materialistic understanding of society to interpret
Judaism, not primarily as a religion, but as an economic problem. Like Bauer, Marx rejected
both Christianity and Judaism.
Marx quickly embraced militant atheism. Bauer came only later to the same cause. Initially,
therefore, Marx and Bauer were in disagreement over this question.
As a materialistic atheist, then, Marx’s disagreement with Judaism was not that it represented
a falsehood or an untruth. In Marx’s mind, Judaism was false, but no more so than any other
religion.
Marx’s chief attack on Judaism was based on its economic effects. In Marx’s brand of ma-
terialism, social questions of culture and religion are ultimately reduced to economics. Lucy
Dawidowicz notes:

Marx disputed Bauer’s ideas on the ground that his view of the Jews as a religious
group was distorted. The true Jewish religion, Marx argued, was Schacher (haggling,
huckstering) and their god was money.

Bauer eventually joined Marx in this line of thought. This harmony between the two thinkers
formed a basis for a renewed and more dangerous anti-Jewish trend in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries.

12.3 May

12.3.1 The Failure of the French Revolution: Setting a Pattern
(2016-05-11 02:44)

Although the French Revolution ended in 1799, its influence on political and social movements
continues today. Although triggered by human impulses which were understandable and
perhaps even noble, it was shaped and directed by intellectual frameworks which ultimately
caused it not only to fail, but to self-destruct.
Begun with a demand for freedom of speech, it ended with the harshest censorship known
at the time. Begun with a demand for freedom of religion, it ended by killing people merely
because they were followers of Jesus.
Begun with a demand for people’s participation in governance, it ended with a dictatorship
more tyrannical that the monarchy it replaced. Begun with a demand for an end to hereditary
rule, it ended by paving the way for a self-proclaimed emperor who would, in turn, give way to
the restoration of the Bourbon dynasty.
What was the built-in flaw of the French Revolution? In part, it confused society with govern-
ment.
The French Revolution sought to change not only the government, but also society. Political
problems need political solutions, while social problems need social solutions. As historian
Jonah Goldberg writes,
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Whatever else it may have been, however, one thing is clear: the French Revolution
was the first totalitarian revolution, the mother of modern totalitarianism, and the
spiritual model for the Italian Fascist, German Nazi, and Russian Communist revolu-
tions. A nationalist-populist uprising, it was led and manipulated by an intellectual
vanguard determined to replace Christianity with a political religion that glorified
“the people,” anointed the revolutionary vanguard as their priests, and abridged the
rights of individuals. A Robespierre put it, “The people is always worth more than
individuals … The people is sublime, but individuals are weak” — or, at any rate,
expendable.

Because the French Revolution sought to control both society and government, it was a total-
itarian movement. It wanted to control and redesign every aspect of culture and civilization -
which meant that the ordinary individual had almost no liberty.
As the leadership of the French Revolution becamemore andmore paranoid, the few executions
which began the Revolution increased and became indiscriminate. Historian estimate deaths
from the ‘Reign of Terror’ total between 20,000 and 75,000.
Further casualties were the result of the war declared by the French Revolutionary government
on April 20, 1792 against Austria. Even more fatalities arose when the Revolutionary govern-
ment imposed price controls on food in September 1793, causing a collapse of the agricultural
production, and causing thousands of deaths from famine.
Although the French Revolution was, itself, a failure, it created a pattern which shaped many
later revolutionary movements.

12.4 June

12.4.1 Vienna Wanes (2016-06-22 02:49)

Austria is a German-speaking country, and Vienna is its capital. But while most of Austria
is culturally Germanic, Vienna’s atmosphere is not exclusively Germanic. As the social and
political center of a multi-ethnic civilization, Vienna bears the imprint of Czechs, Poles, Slovaks,
Serbs, Croatians, Hungarians, Romanians, Slovenes, Bosnians, and others.
This diversity gives the city a certain entertaining variation in cuisine, in music, in literature, in
dress, and in language. But there is also a sinister nihilism which emerges among some of the
Viennese who find that they identify with nearly nothing.
This is as true of Vienna in the early twenty-first century as it was a hundred years earlier.
Historians Allan Janik and Stephen Toulmin write:

In the popular imagination, the name "Vienna" is synonymous with Strauss waltzes,
charming cafes, tantalizing pastries, and a certain carefree, all-embracing hedonism.
To anyone who has scratched this surface even slightly, a very different picture
emerges. For all those things that went to make up the myth of Vienna, the City
of Dreams, were simultaneously facets of another, darker side of Viennese life.

The last quarter of the nineteenth century saw the military defeat of the Habsburg empire at
the hands of Bismarck’s Prussia; this was the battle of Sadowa. The economic erosion of the
empire’s strength was manifest in the crash of the Viennese stock market in 1873.
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Austria-Hungary was known as the ’Dual Monarchy’ because it was both ’royal’ and ’imperial’
and the House of Habsburg had been its ruling dynasty for centuries. Until the mid-1800s, the
empire and its capital city were a focal point for civilization.

The virtue of Vienna was its blend of strength, creativity, and intellectual liberty. The natu-
ral and observational sciences flourished alongside the arts. The aristocracy channeled its
traditionalism and authoritarianism into a patronage of the arts, not the control of them.

When Napoleon had dismembered the Holy Roman Empire in 1807, he seemed to permanently
threaten the health of culture. But Metternich rescued society from the jaws of destruction at
the Congress of Vienna in 1814-1815. The new Habsburg Empire would continue the imperial
tradition in Central Europe.

But Metternich’s resuscitated dynasty would succumb, not to Napoleon’s artillery, but rather
to loss of identity which Napoleon inflicted.

The empire’s self-concept, and its image among the other nations of the world, lacked some
clarity.

Vienna’s artistic and scientific achievements lost some meaning and value when they were
stripped of the context of a world-class superpower. Vienna’s cultural diversity lost sense when
it ceased to symbolize unifying influence of the Habsburg dynasty in Central Europe.

The city’s ethnic potpourri had been a symbol of the monarchy’s political and military domina-
tion. When the empire lost its vigor, cultural diversity became merely a lack of orientation.

Scientific and artistic achievement had been the badge of diplomatic and economic supremacy.
In the absence of imperial vitality, these accomplishments lost some of their global significance.

12.5 August

12.5.1 Greek Colonization – Searching for a New Home (2016-08-08 14:45)

In the last third of the sixth century B.C., many hundreds of “Samiers”, residents of the Greek
island Samos, left their home. Among them was Pythagoras, a well-traveled man, experienced
in many areas of knowledge, who, with his wife, his mother, and a servant, emigrated be-
cause he found no opportunities in the city to develop himself and make use of his knowledge,
because of the rule of a tyrant.

The boat took him to Kroton (today’s Crotone), a Greek city in southern Italy. Like many who
sought advice, he had previously turned to the Oracle at Delphi, and took from the utterances of
the Pythia, the priestess of Apollo, that this would be a good place for him. In fact, Pythagoras
founded a school in Kroton, which became very famous. Later, he moved again to Metapont,
and continued his teaching and research.

The other Samiers planned a completely new beginning: they wanted to found a town, in which
justice would rule, in contrast to the rule of the tyrant on Samos. Therefore, they named their
new city in southern Italy “Dikaiarchia” (“the city in which justice rules”). Today it is Pozzuoli
near Napoli (Naples).

The history of the people from Samos took place at the end of an era which we call the era of
Greek colonization. This was part of Greece’s “archaic” era.
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12.6 September

12.6.1 Sowing the Seeds of Future Misery: The French Revolution Causes
Pain for Centuries (2016-09-10 19:55)

The history of the French Revolution is a complex, shocking, and ultimately depressing narrative
of a movement which began by seeking freedom, and ended by destroying freedom to an
extent rarely seen in human history.
It started in 1789 with demands for freedom of speech, of the press, of religion, and of belief;
with demands for the right “peaceably to assemble;” with demands for fewer taxes and less
taxation; with a demand that the government reduce its flagrant spending and avoid national
debt; and with demands for the economic opportunities offered by a free and unregulated
market.
It ended in 1799, having murdered thousands of men, women, and children because they were
merely suspected of harboring affection for the king, because they were merely suspected of
engaging in a personal faith in Jesus, or because they merely expressed a political opinion.
Censorship was total.
Viewing the ten years of the French Revolution, historian Jonah Goldberg writes, “it is no longer
controversial to say that the French Revolution was disastrous and cruel.”
Although many people in various countries applauded it when it began, the vicious public
executions of innocent civilians, by means of the guillotine, led the world eventually to decide
that “it was fascist.”
Goldberg goes on to note that “the French Revolution is the fons et origo of the” fascist move-
ment, and of other political trends: totalitarianism and statism. The French Revolution is the
very antithesis of liberty.
The failure of the French Revolution caused thinkers in Europe and around the world to “look
fondly on the American Revolution.” While the French Revolution proclaimed ‘liberty, equality,
fraternity’ as its slogan, the American Revolution actually achieved those things.
The French Revolution was evil disguising itself in noble words.
To compare the French to the American situations, consider that American women began voting
in 1869, fifty years before the 19th amendment; women in France did not vote until 1945.
Consider that the abolition of slavery in the United States was already a stated goal, toward
which concrete progress had beenmade by 1800, while the French Revolution actually imposed
a form of slavery on ordinary French citizens.
For a decade, the civilized world was “shuddering at the horrors and follies of Jacobinism. But
if the French Revolution was fascist, then its heirs would have to be seen as the fruit of this
poisoned tree, and fascism itself would finally and correctly be placed where it belongs in the
story of the” development of political movements.
The French Revolution was not only a homicidal rampage inflicted on the French people, but it
the source of political misery for the next two centuries: fascism, totalitarianism, statism and
dictatorships of various stripes.
It gave birth to Stalin, Mussolini, Mao, Pol Pot, Tojo, Lenin, Kim Il-sung, and other murderous
tyrants.
The French Revolution is a tragic example of flawed human nature attempting to effectuate a
utopia by any means necessary.
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12.7 October

12.7.1 Education and Peace: The Complexities of the Medieval World
(2016-10-26 13:43)

To say anything at all about the Middle Ages is risky, inasmuch as one cannot clearly define
the ‘Middle Ages’ in either time or space.
Roughly, it began around 476 A.D. with the fall of the Roman Empire. But arguably it began
earlier, with the great migrations of the Völkerwanderungen, and it began later, inasmuch as
the afterglow of Roman society lingered after the political leadership was surrendered.
The Middle Ages might be said to end in 1453 with the emergence of mechanical print, or
in 1517 with the Reformation, or in 1215 with the Magna Charta, or in the mid-1300s with
Petrarch’s writing, or at any other arbitrary but plausible point in time.
In terms of geography, the Middle Ages are often conceptualized as a European phenomenon.
But the northernmost regions of Scandinavia and the Slavic regions on the easternmost edges
of Europe seem to have taken a separate cultural path, despite being on the continent of
Europe. And some Mediterranean islands, North African cities, and parts of Asia Minor engaged
in medieval patterns, despite not being on the continent.
Despite this ambiguity, scholars continually explore and reflect on medieval society. Clearly,
this era holds an attraction and a fascination. Victor Davis Hanson writes:

The medieval world was a nearly 1,000-year period of spectacular, if haphazard,
human achievement.

The medievals laid the foundations for modern mathematics and physics with their ruminations
on the structural roles which geometry and algebra play in the universe. Thomas Bradwardine,
e.g., worked as one of the ‘Oxford Calculators’ and formulated rules for using exponents in
calculating the velocities and accelerations of moving bodies. He died in 1349.
Bradwardine’s work was representative of medieval scholarship, as Hanson notes:

The great medieval universities - at Bologna, Paris and Oxford - continued to make
strides in science. They were not unlike the medical and engineering schools at
Harvard and Stanford.

It is easy to overlook the common humanity of the medievals. Like most people they generally
prefered peace to war, and like most people, they often had to endure wars which they did not
want. As historian Irma Simonton Black writes,

The serfs went to the little village churches and prayed, “Oh Lord, let us have peace.”

The medievals, in fact, worked to stop warfare, introducing notions which foreshadowed the
modern concept of a ‘ceasefire.’
Medieval society was built on relations of mutual obligation. The nobles were obliged to provide
for their serfs, exactly as the serfs were obliged to work for the nobles. This legal bivalency
was intended to have equal and reciprocal force.
This represented a departure from the “top down” rule of the Roman Empire. A serf actually
had a legal claim upon his lord, while a Roman slave did not.
Concerning these nobles, Irma Simonton Black writes,
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Many were kind and generous. They gave their serfs good homes, and if there was
a shortage of food, fed their serfs as much as they dared from their own supplies in
the castle granary or storehouse.

The political structure of the Middle Ages - mutual obligation - facilitated a climate of intellectual
creativity. Roman absolutism had a ‘chilling effect’ on intellectual activity.
The emergence of the university played a key role in medieval thought. Because debate was
considered an essential form of instruction, the universities of the Middle Ages, by their very
structure, fostered intellectual freedom.
Students at these institutions were required to debate both side of any subject. A thesis was
presented, and students worked to produce argumentation, both in support of, and in opposi-
tion to, this thesis.
In this way, the medieval European university was a departure from the narrow dogmatism of
schools like the Al-Azhar Madrasa in Egypt, where Saladin and other Muslim leaders burned
over 100,000 books in the twelfth century.
Likewise, the earliest universities - Bologna is often cited, having been founded around 1088
A.D. - were a departure from the doctrinaire rigidity of institutions like the Al Quaraouiyine
Madrasa in Morocco.
The Middle Ages, then, laid the foundations not only for modern science, but also for modern
political liberty.

12.8 November

12.8.1 Milestones in Sci-Fi Writing (2016-11-07 18:16)

Anyone’s list of the “best” or “greatest” or “most noteworthy” books is, obviously, subjective,
and ultimately, mere opinion. The reader must view such lists, as entertaining as they may be,
critically.
In August 2011, NPR published its list of “Your Picks: Top 100 Science-Fiction and Fantasy
Books” on its website. Despite NPR’s many crimes, which prevent any naive acceptance of its
reporting, the list is at least thought-provoking.
Like many books on the list, The Forever War is dystopian, depicting a future in which much has
gone wrong and little has gone right. The protagonists, a man and a woman named Mandella
and Marygay, see what’s wrong and represent the reader’s and narrator’s perspective. Written
by Joe Haldeman, the novel conforms to a common sci-fi paradigm.
The Sword of Shannara belongs to the ‘quest’ category of fantasy novels, quite similar to
Tolkien’s fiction.
One of the earliest novels about space travel, Out of the Silent Planet is an effort by C.S. Lewis
to work with the hypothesis of intelligent life on other planets, as scientists from earth travel
first to Mars and then (in a sequel novel) to Venus.
This pattern is reversed in Rendezvous with Rama, when a mysterious spacecraft enters our
solar system.
In a variation on the dystopian theme, A Canticle for Leibowitz is set in a post-apocalyptic future
in which monks study to recover lost science.
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In some plots, the dystopian phase is overcome, and the storyline points to a hopeful future.
In Magician, there’s a rift between two worlds and an army from one world invades the other.
Peace is only achieved when the main character obtains powers of wizardry and manages to
force the end of the war through magic.
Another common device is the “save the world” narrative, e.g., in Dragonflight, where a blight
from space will wipe out everything on the planet unless the heroes manage to defeat it. Of
course, in sci-fi and fantasy, “save the world” doesn’t necessarily mean our world; often it’s a
different planet.
Using artistic liberty, writers often blend elements of the medieval past with a high-tech future.
This is the case in Mistborn: The Final Empire. In this book, society has been rigidly stratified
into two classes, creating a plot device of political oppression.
In Lord’s Foul Bane, a leper is transported to another world (which he doesn’t believe is real)
and is no longer a leper. The people in this world think he’s there to save it from the oncoming
evil.
Class structures and political scenarios likewise shape the narrative in The Diamond Age, in
which the protagonist, a girl named Nell, aspires to raise herself from the bottommost class.
Exile and expulsion also shape plots. In A Spell for Chameleon, the protagonist has no magical
talent and unless he gets one, he will be kicked out of his magical kingdom.
Naturally, Isaac Asimov has to be on a such a list, but in addition to I, Robot, NPR also chose
Caves of Steel.
Other obvious inclusions were Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, Herbert’s Dune, Orwell’s 1984 and
Animal Farm, Bradbury’s Fahrenheit 451, Huxley’s Brave New World, Shelley’s Frankenstein,
and other titles by Heinlein, Stephen King, Arthur C. Clarke, H.G. Wells, and Jules Verne.
Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five is an interesting choice for the list, as it’s categorization
among the “sci-fi and fantasy” titles is somewhat arguable. The list also includes Vonnegut’s
Cat’s Cradle.
While not definitive, the NPR is at least an introduction to the genres. The plural noun is justified
when the reader surveys the diversity of the list.
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13.1 January

13.1.1 Wenceslaus - The Original SJW? (2017-01-05 14:22)

The Bohemian nobleman Wenceslaus is perhaps best remembered as the protagonist in the
narrative contained in the song, “Good King Wenceslas” (note the variant spelling of the name).
But there’s more data about this man. His grandmother had been murdered because she
had taught Wenceslaus about Jesus. In those days - he was born between 905 and 907 A.D. -
Bohemia was still a largely pagan territory.
Corresponding to the territory of what is now the Czech Republic, the heathen traditions of
Bohemia included human sacrifice, torture, and a general low regard for the value of human
life. Women were considered as property, and could be bought and sold.
Ludmilla, the grandmother of Wenceslaus, helped to spread the teachings of Jesus into the
region, and paid with her life. He would do the same. When “Wenceslaus became king of
Bohemia in 922,” writes historian Bert Ghezzi,

He instituted a Christian rule over a people who were only partially converted to
Christianity. Thus, a cadre of powerful pagan nobles opposed him and ultimately
conspired to have him murdered.

As a follower of Jesus, Wenceslaus worked to reduce the frequency with which defendants
were sentenced to capital punishment. He also reduced the amount of time which convicts
were spending in prisons, instituting instead a form of ‘restorative justice.’
His efforts to stop the practice of human sacrifice and to raise the status of women angered
the heathen leaders. Sometime between 929 and 935 A.D., he was assassinated.

13.1.2 The Emergence of Archaic Greek Peculiarities (2017-01-27 12:18)

If Greek history is displayed on a timeline, which event marks the starting point? Naturally,
there will be some ambiguity and controversy around any answer given to that question.
The Greek area - Greece proper, plus the surrounding waterways and islands - was originally
inhabited by other nations. A group known as the Minoans, who seem to have their origins
on the island of Crete, planted themselves on the Greek mainland and became known as the
Mycenaeans.
But they were not the Greeks.
Starting around 1600 B.C., several waves of invasions brought Indo-European settlers into
Greece. These tribes were, in order, Achaeans, Aeolians, Ionians, and finally the Dorians.
Although the Dorians were in some ways technologically advanced, as is seen by their use of
iron, they were part of a pattern of instability in area, and so civilization is often considered to
have been in decline during the Dorian era.
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The distinction between being civilized and being technologically advanced is worth consider-
ing.
As the social and political structures gradually stabilized, the new tribes absorbed some aspects
of the Mycenaean cultures and blended them with their own Indo-European culture. The result
is what might be called the beginning of Greek civilization. As historians Ralph Magoffin and
Frederic Duncalf write,

During the three centuries which followed the period of invasion and settlement in
Greece, the Greeks laid the foundations for their particular form of civilized life. Being
self-reliant folk, they established a form of society in which the individual person
had the freedom of self-expression. Wherever Greeks lived they preferred small,
independent city-states. They never became cooperative enough to unite in large
states.

Already at the beginning of Greek history, the characteristically Greek trait of independence
appears. Greece as unified nation-state will not exist until many centuries later.
It is misleading to speak of the ‘ancient Greeks’ - it is more accurate to speak of Spartans,
Athenians, Corinthians, Eretrians, etc.
The ‘Greeks’ were a handful of fiercely independent city-states, who occasionally cooperated
with each other for mutual military defence, but who were as likely to attack each other.
Why did both independence and individual self-expression emerge as typical Greek qualities?
There is no clear answer, but perhaps the origin of the Greeks as a sort of “melting-pot” of
various Indo-European and Mycenaean influences was a contributing factor.

13.2 March

13.2.1 Napoleon’s Army: Overextended (2017-03-24 10:48)

An analysis of Napoleon’s military activity yields the conclusion that his reach simply exceeded
his grasp. To fight in Egypt, Spain, and Russia, and to contemplate an invasion of England
beyond this, is ambitious to say the least.
With moremodest goals, Napoleonmight have succeeded and been able to retain both territory
and his title as emperor. Archeologists find evidence which documents how his army faced
insufficient supplies, as historian Samir Patel writes:

Between 1803 and 1805, Napoleon stationed armies along the French, Belgian, and
Dutch coasts for an invasion of Britain that was abandoned after he decisively lost
the Battle of Trafalgar. Recent analysis of charcoal excavated from one of these
camps shows that official supplies of firewood were apparently not enough to keep
the soldiers warm and fed, perhaps because sources were overtaxed by the war.
Rather, the men supplemented by collecting their own locally.

Napoleon’s strategy of choice was to focus a conflict into a major battle, instead of a series of
small battles. When this strategy worked well, it was a brilliant success. But it required huge
armies, with massive amounts of equipment and supplies.
France’s national economy, even with whatever was commandeered or conscripted or im-
pressed from conquered territories, was simply hard-pressed continuously to provide for
Napoleon’s ever-expanding field of action.
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13.3 April

13.3.1 Rational Insight Demands Action: Plato’s Philosophers are Obliged
to be Kings, Even If Against Their Wills (2017-04-12 10:12)

Human action, and the psychology which drives it, explain the course of society, culture, and
civilization. An insight into the deliberate choices which people make carries with it the power
to act on that knowledge.
That power, in turn, might carry with it the obligation to act: to move from the potential of
acting to the reality of acting. As economist Hans-Hermann Hoppe writes:

Just as rationalism implies the desire for system and completeness, so it implies
political activism. To rationalists, human beings are above all rational animals. Their
actions, and the course of human history, are determined by ideas.

People self-consciously redesign their societies by means of reflection and action based on
reflection.
The power of an idea is such that it creates both the desire and the moral obligation to put it
into practice.
In the economic realm, this property of ideas guides the introduction of new products into the
marketplace, and new technology into manufacturing. In the arts, this principle leads to new
styles and genres.
In politics, it is motivates every sincere effort, and distinguishes the sincere efforts from cynical
efforts toward merely obtaining power for power’s sake.

Ideas can be true or false, but only true ideas "work" and result in success and
progress, while false ideas lead to failure and decline. As the discoverer of true
ideas and eradicator of false ones, the scholar assumes a crucial role in human his-
tory. Human progress is the result of the discovery of truth and the proliferation of
true ideas - enlightenment - and is thus entirely in the scholar’s hands. The truth is
inherently practical, and in recognizing an idea as true (or false), a scholar cannot
but want it to be implemented (or eradicated) immediately.

The thinker’s desire or obligation to instantiate a thought explains both every failed revolution
and every successful one, because revolutions are above all ideological (a coup, by contrast,
is a mere seizure of power and not a true revolution, even if its perpetrators use the word
‘revolution’).
The danger exists, however, in our hyper-Romanticist and postmodernist world, that feelings
or emotions usurp the role of thought, even among scholars.
When videos, soundbites, and 144-character messages replace the art of the political essay,
then passion has replaced reason and feelings have replaced thought. A fictional character in
a Star Wars movie advises: “Feel, don’t think!”
The imperative for modern people who seek justice in any form, who seek what’s best in culture
and society, who seek to improve government and civilization, is: “Think!”
One need not, and should not, lapse into the opposite extreme. We do not issue the imperative:
“Don’t feel!”
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It would be foolishness to attempt to prohibit or ignore emotion, exactly as it is foolishness to
privilege passion over reason.

Knowledge and reason beget power, and power, as numerous proverbs tell us, brings with it
responsibility.

13.4 May

13.4.1 Finding the Historical Impact of Jesus: The Struggle of Christianity
Against the Church (2017-05-10 11:33)

In the course of Western Civilization, there is an ongoing struggle between two opposing forces,
each of which wants to claim for itself the titles of “church” and “Christianity.”

The central presence of the church and the Christian worldview in European cultural history
makes it a central project for the historian to figure out what they really are, and not merely
what they claim to be, or what others label them to be.

It should be simple: ‘Christianity’ is the name given to body of thought presented by Jesus;
‘church’ is the human organization whose task is to implement those thoughts.

Jesus followers attempt to put distinctively Christian values into practice: peace, justice, equal-
ity, education, liberty, freedom, etc.

So we see, e.g., Francis of Assisi visiting Egypt to broker a ceasefire, or the Peace of Westphalia
negotiated largely by clergy: peacemaking missions. We see women’s suffrage and other mea-
sures toward women’s legal equality from the Magna Carta of 1215 to the Wyoming legislature
of 1869: the mission of equality. As Andrew Wilson writes,

In many ways, the story of Christianity is full of light —mission, education, art, health-
care, abolition, compassion, justice — and I have read, taught, and loved that story
for many years.

A simple happy story, right?

Sadly, no. The words ‘Christian’ and ‘church’ have often been used by those who opposed the
ideas of Jesus. Some who hate the church and hate Christianity often call themselves by these
very words, for the purpose of undermining the credibility of them.

One need think only of the so-called “Westboro Baptist Church,” an institution which constantly
works to oppose the Christian faith. The Westboro Baptist Church is a group of non-Christians,
or anti-Christians, who ensure that they are publicly perceived as a ‘church’ or as ‘Christians’
and then commit outrages so that the name and reputation of both are smeared.

There are many examples of this in history. Andrew Wilson tells us that

But there is an undeniable dark side: attacking, burning, crusading, drowning, enslav-
ing, flogging, ghettoizing, hunting, imprisoning, Jew-hating, killing, lynching, and so
on.
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Through the centuries, repeated attempts to discredit Christianity follow the same pattern:
first, an individual or a group creates the impression of being ‘Christian’ or of being a ‘church.’
Once that false impression is firm in the minds of the public, they perpetrate all manner of evil,
so that this evil is then blamed on Christianity. The church is held responsible for the misdeeds
of those who actually oppress the church.
How is a historian to untangle this mess in which two opposing parties both claim the same
title?
If Christianity is the collected ideas which Jesus presented, and if the church is the institution
which seeks to make those ideas into reality, then we must start with those ideas.
Jesus, depending on your interpretation, is either moderately pacifistic or radically pacifistic,
but in both cases, Jesus is pacifistic. By extrapolation, to be ‘Christian’ or to be a ‘church’ is to
be pacifistic.
While there is some gray area regarding precise definitions, it is still clear that unprovoked ag-
gression - that starting a war - is beyond Christianity. Nonetheless, throughout history, there
are numerous examples of those who would call themselves ‘Christians’ and yet instigate con-
flict.
Such actions, despite the ubiquity of the label ‘Christian,’ cannot possibly be Christian. In fact,
they are the very opposite: they constitute an opposition to, and an oppression of, Christianity.
History, then, suffers from a confusion of terminology on a massive scale.
Perhaps the best solution is to jettison the words ‘church’ and ‘Christianity’ altogether, and
instead simply identify individuals, groups, and movements which either correspond to the
ideas of Jesus or which oppose those ideas.

13.5 August

13.5.1 This Blog’s Author is Guilty of Plagiarism! (2017-08-04 10:40)

You’re reading a post which belongs to a long series of entries dating back to April 2005. Among
the earliest installments in this blog are some which contain instances of undeniable plagiarism.
By way of a halfhearted defense, it should be noted that the Internet and the World Wide Web
brought about large changes in communication styles. TheOxford English Dictionary chronicles
the appearances of words like repost, which appeared as early as 1983 in ‘Usenet newsgroup,’
before the emergence of WWW and the modern Internet.
The OED also informs us that ‘netiquette’ first appeared in 1982. The original context for the
word seems to have, in fact, been related to the practice of posting and sharing unsigned
humorous texts.
So, from the earliest years, the Internet has been wrestling with the question of how to precisely
apply the concept of plagiarism.
The ease of ‘cut and paste’ technology, and the ability to forward emails or parts of emails led
to an onslaught of ways to share text: reblogging, retweeting, crossposting, and more.
All of this stretched, mutilated, and challenged the understanding of ‘plagiarism’ as it existed,
say, up until 1980 or so.
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Without ill intent, many users pasted into their emails paragraphs from something they’d read
and wanted to share with others. The ambiguity arises because it is not always clear whether
the user intended to claim the text as his own creation - obvious plagiarism - or whether he
merely meant to draw attention to a text which he’d seen: “hey, look at this.”

The details of the technology involved kept, and keep, changing: electronic bulletin boards,
email discussion lists, FB, Twitter, blogs, etc.

This constant change made it difficult for an appropriate definition of ‘plagiarism’ to develop.

Naturally, from the very beginning of electronic communication, themore thoughtful and astute
posters have worked to ensure that they attributed any texts to their true authors. But millions,
e.g., have used the acronym “LOL” without citing Wayne Pearson, who allegedly authored it in
the mid 1980s.

So, by way of a lukewarm confession and perfunctory admission of guilt, there are, among the
earliest posts in this blog, instances of unmistakable plagiarism. These transgressions arose
out of ignorance not malice.

It is, however, to be noted that these sins are limited only to the first few years of this blog’s
history, and that citation of sources has been scrupulously observed in recent years.

13.5.2 It’s Not Pretty: The Earliest Phase of Civilization (2017-08-18 14:33)

While the word ‘civilized’ is often used to denote cultured or polite behavior, not all civilizations
were civilized in this sense of the word. In fact, the earliest phases of human civilization tend
to be rather ‘uncivilized.’

With startling uniformity, civilizations in Africa, Europe, Asia, and the Americas all began with
some rather savage tendencies. With no regard to race, ethnicity, or language, the earliest
stages of human cultures featured practices like “exposure” or “abandonment” - historians use
these words to describe the practice of leaving unwanted babies in the wilderness.

Perhaps most shocking, every known human civilization on earth practiced, in its initial periods,
human sacrifice. They were under the influence of a pre-religious or proto-religious mindset
which focused on myth and magic - the attempt to explain and control natural - instead of on
a relationship to the deity which forms the core of a more mature religion.

Humans were sacrificed to obtain good weather, good harvests, or military victories. The best
and brightest were sacrificed: young, healthy, and good-looking.

The histories of the Old World and the NewWorld are parallel in this regard, as historian Michael
Salemink writes:

Abortion, abandonment, and outright infanticide ran as rampant in pre-Columbian
America, tribal Africa, the Far East, and the South Pacific as it once had in imperial
lands. Ritual human sacrifice and slave trading predominated nearly universally in
these cultures as well. Women and children, along with ailing, impoverished, and
aged people, faced prevalent neglect, if not absolute contempt. Hindus, Scandina-
vians, Chinese, Maori, and some Native American communities cremated widows
alive in their husbands’ funeral pyres. Euthanasia and cannibalism commonly oc-
curred.
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While Hammurabi and Homer may have been geniuses, they and their societies still had not
yet developed those hallmarks - a regard for every human life as valuable, and a regard for
the liberty of the individual - which mark Western Civilization and Eurocentric culture.
It would take centuries of slow progress, often against resistance, from Abraham to Moses, from
Jesus to Augustine, before these concepts - the dignity and value of every human life, and the
prominence of personal freedom - established themselves as central cultural edifices.
Civilization took a long time to become civilized!

13.6 October

13.6.1 Religion in Iceland: Unusual Development (2017-10-04 14:24)

Many nations share this developmental pattern, that the culturally predominant religion in them
changes over time. In the Near East or Middle East, this took the form of Islamic conquests in
the 700s.
In Europe, it took the form of ‘Christianizing’ missionaries, many of them Irish, who wandered
alone or in small groups into the forests of eastern and northern Europe. As historians E.O.G.
Turville-Petre and Edgar Charles Polomé write,

The Germanic peoples were converted to Christianity in different periods: many of
the Goths in the 4th century, the English in the 6th and 7th centuries, the Saxons,
under force of Frankish arms, in the late 8th century, and the Danes, under German
pressure, in the course of the 10th century.

The history of Iceland is in many ways different than other parts of the world. It was essentially
uninhabited until sometime in the eighth century. Around 750 A.D., give or take a few decades,
the first permanent settlements on Iceland were founded.
These original residents of Iceland were Christians from Ireland. In later centuries, additional
Irish arrived, as well as settlers from Scandinavia, some of whom were Christians, and some of
whom were not. Turville-Petre and Polomé note that

Icelanders were, in many ways, the most international of northern Scandinavians.
Among those who settled in Iceland in the late 9th century were men and women
partly of Norse stock from Christian Ireland. Some of these were Christians; some
were mixed in their beliefs, worshiping Christ and Thor at once.

Iceland is therefore distinctly different from other territories in that it did not require ‘Christian-
izing’ because its initial founders were Irish monks.
Despite the occasional bloody feud, the Icelanders of varying faiths enjoyed a mostly peaceful
existence. Perhaps this was caused by, or perhaps this caused, Iceland’s famed early develop-
ment of freely-elected representatives.
Long before other nations, around 930 A.D., the Icelanders formed their Althing, a sort of par-
liament or congress, and became a republic with freely-elected representatives.
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With this metamorphosis toward democracy, faith in Norse mythology declined. Again, cause
and effect are not easily discerned: did democracy cause a decline in paganism, or did a decline
in paganism cause democracy?
In any case, Turville-Petre and Polomé report that

Lack of faith in the heathen gods seems to have grown during the 10th century.

When the Althing eventually embraced Christianity as the nation’s religion, it did so with the
explicit proviso that those who wished to remain with Norse polytheism be allowed to do so,
and should not be harassed for doing so.
But within a few decades, Norse mythology had ceased to be an operative belief system for all
but a few Icelanders. Traces of the Norse characters and narratives remained in folk art, but
not as objects of dynamic faith.
One consequence of Iceland’s unusual developmental path is that, in terms of gaining legal,
social, political, and economic equality, Icelandic women were ahead of their peers in other
nations.

13.7 November

13.7.1 Jacques Ellul and the History of … ? (2017-11-20 16:22)

In the thought and writings of the French philosopher Jacques Ellul the ambiguity of civilization
and its value is clearly manifest. What is our civilization, and how is it to be labeled and
assessed?
Each of the three common names for civilization contains a bit of truth, and yet each of the
three is somewhat misleading: to call it ‘Western Civilization’ makes use of a geographical
designator that is both incorrect and irrelevant; to call it ‘European Culture’ is to ignore that its
roots lie in the valleys of the Jordan, the Tigris, the Nile, and the Euphrates; to call it the ‘Judeo-
Christian Tradition’ does not take into the account that since their inception, these peculiar
values and worldviews have occasionally been embraced by Buddhists, Hindus, atheists, and
others.
Whatever it may be called, French historian Jacques Ellul has at least three things to say about
it.
First, it’s not perfect. Although Western Civilization came up with some great ideas - social
and legal equality for all races and both genders, political liberty for all citizens, human rights
for all people, the value and dignity of every human life - it didn’t always follow through on
these ideas. There have been times in which the worst crimes against humanity and the worst
atrocities have been committed by individuals were part of Western Civilization.
Second, Western Civilization has made important contributions to the world. Despite its crimes
and flaws, it is the custodian of certain unique concepts: that the dignity of each human is
recognized in acknowledging and honoring that human’s freedom and individuality. Despite
instances of torture or racism, Western Civilization had the distinctive insight that these things
were wrong: that they were evil. Despite instances of injustice, Western Civilization developed
its characteristic system of values which worked toward equality between men and women.
These are the identifying marks of Western Civilization.
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Third, Ellul argues that modern, and evenmore so postmodern, academics have been too harsh
onWestern Civilization. Its faults and crimes are constantly recited, but its achievements rarely
mentioned. Instead of balanced study and an attempt at objective appraisal, academia has
presented an unrelenting attack on the West.
Jacques Ellul wrote between 1936 and 1992, and has been called a sociologist, philosopher,
historian, anarchist, existentialist, and a communist, among other labels. Given the variety of
words applied to him, it is safe to say that he does not fit easily into any of the usual intellectual
categories. He cited Marx and Kierkegaard as two of the biggest influences on his thought.
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14.1 January

14.1.1 Monks and Serfs: Building the Civilization of Middle Ages
(2018-01-15 15:46)

When looking at the achievements of Medieval society, it’s tempting to focus on the people
at the top: the scholars who laid the foundations for modern mathematics and physics; the
artists and architects who created masterpieces which people today admire in museums and
cathedrals; the royalty who formulated administrative patterns which freed citizens from the
harsh absolutism of the Roman Empire.
But, as Bertolt Brecht would remind the reader in his Fragen eines Lesenden Arbeiters, the
actual work of building a civilization is done by lots of ordinary people.
After the fall of the Roman Empire in 476 A.D., social structures would gradually emerge in
which much of the creative and productive work was done by two classes of people: the serfs
on the one hand; on the other hand, monks and nuns.
The monks did a wide range of tasks: brewing beer and making wine; teaching the Greek and
Latin languages to preserve the texts of classical antiquity; managing great libraries which
preserved the writings of Aristotle, Plato, Cicero, Tacitus, and many other ancients; distributing
food and clothes to the poor; providing counsel to those facing grief or hardship; managing
agriculture; caring for gardens which grew medicinal herbs; and more.
The serfs did large-scale agricultural work as well as woodwork and other basic forms of manual
labor. While the upper classes often faced marriages which were either arranged or at least
made with an eye to the financial and political implications of the prospective union, serfs were
often free to marry for love.
As historian Irma Simonton Black notes,

Outside the monasteries of the church, where monks worked for the glory of God,
fields were plowed and harvests were gathered by peasants. A few of them were free
men, but by far the greater number of workers were “serfs.” The word serf comes
from the same Latin word as “serve” and “servant.” The serfs were not exactly slaves.
A noble could not buy and sell them at will the way he could his cows, for instance.

Although the Middle Ages are sometimes depicted as the ‘Dark Ages,’ it is documented that
the scholars in central and northern Europe, as well as on the British isles, were conversant
not only with Latin but also with Greek.
Medieval scholars also had the texts of Virgil, Homer, and Aristotle. The thinkers of the Middle
Ages did not have to wait for the Renaissance for some alleged ‘rediscovery’ of the treasures
of antiquity. Those texts were present and accessible for the medieval monks.
The serfs enjoyed a life which represented an advance of the absolute rule claimed by the
Roman emperors. While the Roman system asserted an total authority for the emperors, the
feudal system articulated two-way obligations: to be sure, the serfs owed certain duties or
payments to their feudal lords, but the lords also had commitments to the serfs, and the serfs
were even able to make claims against a feudal lord who failed to carry out his responsibilities.
©2021 river-rat-humanities.blogspot.com 291



BlogBook 14.2. APRIL

14.2 April

14.2.1 Cultural Maturation: Shame, Fear, Guilt (2018-04-16 12:14)

In his published work, scholar Jayson Georges identifies three categories into which various
cultures can fall: guilt, shame, and fear. He gives a brief explanation of them as follows:

[In a] Guilt [culture] people feel guilty internally and seek justice.
[In a] Shame [culture] people desire honor and avoid shame.
[In a] Fear [culture] people seek spiritual power over [the] unseen world.

While Georges does not assign any temporal or logical priority to these various categories, it
may be that there is a chronological and developmental ordering of them.

A shame culture may correspond to an early phase of societal development, a non-religious
phase. Honor or shame can be attributed without reference to any deity or divinity. These
attributes are merely a subjective attitude of humans toward each other.

A fear culture may represent an advancement beyond the shame phase into a pre-religious
phase. A fear culture operates on the bases of myth and magic - on the bases of attempting,
respectively, to explain and to manipulate various aspects of nature. Such a culture falls short
of a religious phase because there is not yet a direct relationship with the deity, but rather
merely an attempt to manipulate or explain the deity. This may be called an external culture.

A guilt culture represents a stage in which civilization has explored rational knowledge, and
determined its limits. Such a civilization, instead of composing myths as explanatory vehicles,
is content to mark off what is knowable and what is unknowable. Likewise, it discriminates
which aspects of the natural world are controllable and which are not. This may be called an
internal culture, and now works to relate to the deity rather than to explain or manipulate the
deity.

A further hypothesis might be made to the effect that a post-civilized phase, after some catas-
trophic cultural decline, would return to the non-religious shame phase.

It is perhaps in some way counterintuitive that the shame phase precedes the fear phase.
One might assume that the fear phase would come first, imagining a technologically primitive
society which was at the mercy of nature - storms, floods, earthquakes, etc.

It may well be, however, that technological development and societal development are not
closely correlated.

A transition from a shame society to a fear society would represent a civilization’s maturation
in the sense that it is escaping a purely subjective standpoint, in which it deals only with those
concepts which have been projected by consciousness, and advancing to a standpoint which
has some awareness of a reality which exists independently of consciousness.
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14.3 May

14.3.1 The Moral Equivalent of Religion: Passionate Secular Ideologies
(2018-05-15 15:04)

Scholars of diverse perspectives agree that religion is often the motor of history. Great social
and cultural movements are commonly fueled by, and based on, those worldviews enshrined
in belief systems. This is true on all six inhabited continents and through the last six millennia
of chronicled human activity.
But what, precisely, counts as ‘religion’ for this purpose?
When religion is cited as the engine of civilization, it is more than simply belief in a deity.
There are many instances of a belief in God which does not carry the societal impact of a
formalized religion: consider on the one hand those rationalistic assertions of God’s central
role in the universe, like the views of Rene Descartes and Isaac Newton, which see God as
decisive in mathematics, physics, and philosophy; consider on the other hand those intimate
friendships with God, types of quietism and mysticism, which locate God as pivotal in the life
of the individual but without taking on the momentum of a major cultural movement.
Contra some common usages of the word, mere belief in the existence of God does not qualify
as a ‘religion,’ and certainly not as the massive historical force responsible for major social
changes under that name.
Conversely, as historian Yuval Noah Harari writes, some movements which explicitly embrace
atheism have managed to function precisely in the ways which scholars see as ‘religious’ mo-
tives and forces in history:

The last 300 years are often depicted as an age of growing secularism, in which reli-
gions have increasingly lost their importance. If we are talking about theist religions,
this is largely correct. But if we take into consideration natural-law religions, then
modernity turns out to be an age of intense religious fervour, unparalleled missionary
efforts, and the bloodiest wars of religion in history.

The hypothesis that religions have lost importance over the last three centuries is one worth
investigating. It is, to be sure, a contested question: there is much evidence on both sides
of the debate. Such historical trends are complex, and subcurrents often run in contradictory
directions.
The waxing and waning of organized religion is noncontiguous: religion can be growing in one
place while declining in another. These phenomena can be cyclical: the decline of institutional
religion in one century is often followed by its resurgence in the next.
In any case, the ebb and flow of organized religion is distinct from the fortitude of personal
belief in God.
If one accepts the hypothesis that religions have lost importance over the last three centuries,
then it is understood that belief in God has not lost its impact. These two are independent
variables: the importance of institutional religion on the one hand, and on the other hand, the
impact of personal spiritual belief.
It is quite possible, and in fact is often the case, for an individual to have a strong attachment
to organized religion while having little or no personal belief in, or relation to, God.
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Those who were inclined toward religion for its cultural and social dimensions are likely to
attach themselves to other movements which offer a similar impact on civilization, as Harari
writes:

The modern age has witnessed the rise of a number of new natural-law religions,
such as liberalism, Communism, capitalism, nationalism and Nazism. These creeds
do not like to be called religions, and refer to themselves as ideologies. But this is
just a semantic exercise. If a religion is a system of human norms and values that
is founded on belief in a superhuman order, then Soviet Communism was no less a
religion than Islam.

Passionate blind faith in socialism or in progress can be fervent as faith in any religious insti-
tution. What is common to both situations is a desire to explain and manipulate the flow of
historical events.
What is also common to both phenomena is, first, the lack of surrender to, and acceptance
of, the unchangeable aspects of the world as they are. Secondly lacking is the occasional
abandonment of one’s individual will.
Thirdly lacking is the overarching primacy of the concept of relationship. Those who practice a
truly spiritual relationship to the deity, in contrast to those who have a passionate attachment
to a religious organization, understand a relationship with God to be foundational. Because
their emphasis is on that which is relational, like gratitude and affection, there is less emphasis
on attempts to control or explain.
Secular movements and religious institutions are not so different: first, because they both
focus on attempts to manipulate and explain; second, because they both lack emphasis on the
spiritual relationship between God and the individual human being.
The surprise in all of this is that organized religion can, and often does, have little to do with
God. True spiritual engagement with God can also have little to do with religious institutions.
The historical impact of religion and the historical impact of God are two different, and some-
times even two opposite, things.
Thus it is that secular movements and organized religions can lead to all manner of evil in
history: injustice, wars, persecutions. Thus it is that Yuval Noah Harari can place Soviet Com-
munism and Islam into the same category, as phenomena of similar natures.

14.3.2 The Thirty Years’ War: Propaganda Hides Motives (2018-05-21 11:19)

The Thirty Years’ War was a series of European conflicts lasting from 1618 to 1648, involving
most of the countries of Western Europe, and fought mainly in Germany. The struggle’s direc-
tion and character were decisively influenced by various issues, including the dynastic rivalries
of ambitious German princes and the determination of certain European powers, notably Swe-
den and France, to curb the power of the Holy Roman Empire, which was the chief political
instrument of Austria and the ruling Habsburg family. Of the many rivalries at stake, perhaps
the most notable was between the Hohenzollern in north-central Europe and the Habsburg in
central Europe.
This war was one of the first to be accompanied by a significant propaganda effort. The royal
houses on both sides of the conflict needed to generate passionate support in their subjects,
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and the political ambitions of leaders were not sufficient to motivate support for large-scale
military action. Religion would be the center of the propaganda effort. Instead of the leader-
ship’s desire for more land, power, and money (the real reasons), the people would be told that
they were fighting a Reformation war: Protestant vs. Catholic. The success of this deception
depended upon the ordinary person’s lack of information about the other countries involved in
the war.
The religious differences that were used as an excuse for the Thirty Years’ War had existed for
more than half a century before 1618. In large measure, this situation had resulted from the
Peace of Augsburg, an agreement concluded in 1555 between the Holy Roman Emperor and
the Lutheran princes of Germany. The generation of nobles who signed this agreement were
serious Lutherans and Catholics, and – although they were convinced of the incorrectness of
the other’s religious views – knew that their common heritage required that they acknowledge
each other as serious, if erring, Christians, and were therefore willing to sign a peace treaty
intended to yield a peaceful co-existence.
By 1618, a different generation of nobles was in power. Although nominally either Catholic or
Lutheran, they had in fact no serious Christian faith, and were therefore willing to wage war
for personal gain. But they were also willing to use religion as an excuse for war, and so they
pointed to the religious differences, which had caused no conflict for 63 years, as suddenly
somehow necessitating a war.
The war, which was one of the most destructive conflicts in European history, may be divided
into four phases, usually styled and dated as follows: Palatine-Bohemian (1618-25), Danish
(1625-29), Swedish (1630-35), and French (1635-48).
Tensions were seriously aggravated in Germany prior to the war. Seeking to extend imperial
control into the internal affairs of the various German kingdoms, the emperor, who was Catholic,
pointed to the fact that many of the kingdoms were Lutheran: Protestant churches in many
parts of Germany were destroyed by imperial troops, restrictions were placed on the rights
of Protestants to worship freely, and the emperor’s officials made the Treaty of Augsburg the
basis for a general resurgence of Roman Catholic power. The emperor also tried to control the
internal affairs of the Catholic German kingdoms, but in those cases, of course, he could not
use religious differences as an excuse. The German kings were eager to protect their rights
to govern their own territories, and to prevent the emperor’s meddling. The emperor, in turn,
found allies who would help him try to gain control of the internal affairs of the German king-
doms. With the establishment (1608) of the Evangelical Union, a Protestant defensive alliance
of princes and cities, and of the Catholic League (1609), the organization of those who would
support the emperor, a violent solution to the crisis became inevitable. The Bohemian section
of the Evangelical Union struck the first blow. Outraged by the aggressive policies of the impe-
rial hierarchy in Bohemia, the Bohemians demanded that Ferdinand II, then king of Bohemia,
intervene. The king, an ardent Roman Catholic and the Habsburg heir presumptive, ignored the
appeal; the majority of Bohemia’s population was Lutheran, and religion made a convenient
excuse: in reality, the emperor was concerned about his ability to exercise autonomous power.
The peaceful co-existence of a Roman Catholic minority within Bohemia further weakened the
emperor’s argument that his reaction to the Bohemians was founded on differences in faith.
In 1618, citizens of Prague invaded the royal palace, seized two of the king’s ministers, and
threw them out a window. This act, known as the Defenestration of Prague, was the beginning
of a national uprising.
The Bohemian forces achieved numerous initial successes, and the rebellion swiftly spread to
other parts of the Habsburg dominions. For a brief period in 1619 even Vienna, the Habsburg
capital, was threatened by Evangelical Union armies. Later in 1619 the Bohemians bestowed
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the crown of the deposed Ferdinand on Frederick V, elector of the Palatinate. Several sections
of the Evangelical Union, which consisted chiefly of Lutherans, thereupon withdrew from the
struggle, because Frederick was a Calvinist. Taking advantage of Protestant dissensions - par-
ticularly a declaration of war against Bohemia by Lutheran Saxony, and a Spanish invasion
of the Upper, or Bavarian, Palatinate - Ferdinand, who had become Holy Roman emperor in
August 1619, quickly assumed the offensive. In 1620, a Catholic League army, commanded by
the German soldier Tilly, routed the Bohemians at Weisserberg (White Mountain), near Prague.
Bloody reprisals were inflicted on the Bohemians after this victory, and Protestantism was out-
lawed. Although the Evangelical Union disintegrated, Frederick and a few allies continued the
struggle in the Palatinate. The Protestants defeated Tilly’s army in 1622 but thereafter met
with successive disasters. By the end of 1624 the Palatinate, which was awarded to Maximilian
I, duke of Bavaria, had been forcibly returned to the Roman Catholic fold. Frederick’s brother-
in-law was a Hohenzollern, who remained neutral during the early years of the conflict; the
result was that Brandenburg was ravished by mercenaries and looters from both sides.

The second phase of the war assumed international proportions when various German states
sought foreign assistance against resurgent imperialism. England, France, and other western
European powers were alarmed at the increasing might of the Habsburgs, but France and Eng-
land, then allies against Spain, refrained from immediate intervention in the war because of
domestic difficulties. The Roman Catholic and Lutheran populations were also becoming aware
of the fact that this war was motivated by political ambition, and that their respective faiths
– far from calling for war – required them to work for peace. The Christian writers of this era
expressed their abhorrence of war and the materialism that causes it and thrives in it; they
stressed the pacifistic aspect of Christian thought which makes the preservation of human life
an imperative. The king of Denmark and Norway, Christian IV, however, came to the aid of the
German states. Christian IV’s intervention was substantially motivated by national considera-
tions, mainly territorial ambitions in northwestern Europe and a determination to end Habsburg
control of the Danish duchy of Holstein, Germany.

Supported by German princes, Christian IV mobilized a large army in the spring of 1625 and
invaded Saxony (Sachsen). The expedition encountered little effective resistance until a year
later. In the meantime, the famous military leader Albrecht von Wallenstein had created a pow-
erful army of mercenaries and entered the service of Ferdinand II, whose only other available
force was that of the Catholic League under Tilly.

The use of mercenaries was another blow to the attempt to paint this war as religious: the
mercenaries were notorious for their lack of any faith or morals. They often would switch sides
in the conflict, seeking a better wage. Wallenstein’s mercenaries won their first victory in April
1626. In August 1626, Tilly completely defeated the main body of Christian IV’s army at Lutter
am Barenberge, Germany. The combined imperial armies subsequently overran all of northern
Germany, leaving numerous pillaged towns and villages in their wake. Wallenstein’s mercenar-
ies were motivated only by the desire for wealth and adventure, and cared for neither Roman
Catholic nor Protestant sensibilities. The destruction they brought upon the communities which
they entered was massive, including rape, murder, torture, killing of livestock, and the burning
of houses and grain fields. With Wallenstein in pursuit, Christian IV retreated in 1627. Total
victory for the imperial cause was signaled when Ferdinand issued the Edict of Restitution. This
document nullified Protestant titles to all Roman Catholic property expropriated since the Peace
of Augsburg. This meant a massive increase of territory for the empire. In 1629, King Christian
IV accepted the Treaty of Lübeck, which deprived him of numerous small holdings in Germany.

Ferdinand’s successes in the second phase of the war sharpened the anti-Habsburg orientation
of the French Richelieu, chief minister of King Louis XIII. Because of recurring internal crises,
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Richelieu was unable to intervene directly in Germany, but he made overtures to Gustav II
Adolph of Sweden. A Lutheran, Gustav had already received appeals from the hard-pressed
North Germans. Because of this circumstance, as well as the promise of French support and
Swedish ambitions for hegemony in the Baltic region, Gustav entered the conflict. In the sum-
mer of 1630 he landed a well-trained army on the coast of Pomerania. The rulers of Pomera-
nia, Brandenburg, and Saxony - including the royal family of the Hohenzollern - vacillated on
whether to participate in the Swedish venture, seriously delaying the start of the campaign.
While Gustav marked time, Tilly, who had been given command of Wallenstein’s army, laid
siege to Magdeburg, Germany, which was then in a state of insurrection against the empire.
The imperial armies captured and sacked the city in 1631, and massacred the inhabitants.
Much of the city was destroyed by fires that spread during the fighting and pillaging. The vio-
lence against the citizenry again violated both Roman Catholic and Protestant sensibilities; it
was becoming clear that the savageness of this war was in no way motivated by any faith, but
rather by the desire - on the part of the princes - for land and power, and the desire - on the
part of the mercenaries - for money and adventure.
Tilly was repulsed by the Swedes on three occasions in the following summer. George-Wilhelm
of Brandenburg, a Hohenzollern, was now supporting Gustav II Adolph with men and money, if
not enthusiastically. In the last of these battles, fought at Breitenfeld, Germany (now Leipzig),
Gustav was supported by the Saxon army. The Saxons broke ranks and fled at the first charge,
exposing Gustav’s left flank and nearly costing him the battle; but he regrouped his forces and
routed Tilly’s troops, about 6000 of whomwere killed or captured. After the Battle of Breitenfeld
the Swedish army moved into southern Germany for the winter. The spring campaign brought
numerous victories, notably the defeat (1632) of Tilly, who was mortally wounded on the banks
of the Lech River, and the capture of Munich, Germany. Facedwith complete disaster, Ferdinand
hadmeanwhile recalled Wallenstein to command the imperial war effort. Wallenstein, hurriedly
recruiting a new army of mercenaries, invaded Saxony in the fall of 1632. The Swedish army
followed and attacked the imperial force, then entrenched at Lützen, Germany. The ensuing
battle cost Gustav his life, but at the end Wallenstein’s army was forced to withdraw. Bernhard,
duke of Saxe-Weimar, who succeeded to Gustav’s command, overran Bavaria after this victory,
but during 1633 Wallenstein struck repeated blows against the Swedish strongholds in Silesia.
Toward the close of 1633 Wallenstein initiated a peace movement among leading circles of the
imperial armies. Removed from his command by Ferdinand on suspicion of treason, Wallenstein
then entered into peace negotiations with the Protestant leaders. His attempts to end the
War aroused the enmity of his own officers, and in 1634, he was assassinated. The imperial
armies inflicted a devastating defeat on Duke Bernhard at Nördlingen, Germany. Dismayed by
this catastrophe, the leaders of the Protestant coalition swiftly abandoned the struggle. The
Peace of Prague (1635), which formally ended the third phase of the war, provided for certain
concessions to the Saxons, particularly basic modifications of the Edict of Restitution. Thus the
German states regained some of the territory that the emperor had attempted to claim.
The Swedish phase of the war, thus concluded, confirmed that the conflict was not a religious
one, because the Lutherans Swedes had happily made common cause with the Roman Catholic
French.
In its final phase, the war became an imperialist conflict for hegemony in Western Europe
between the Habsburgs and France, which was still under the leadership of Richelieu. Reli-
gious issues, which had never been the cause of the conflict, were not significant in the final
phase, which opened in May 1635, with France declaring war against Spain, the chief Habs-
burg dominion aside from Austria. France, which was allied with Sweden and various German
Protestant leaders, including Duke Bernhard, was able to quickly overcome serious difficulties
that developed during the first stage of the fighting. Thus Roman Catholic France declared war
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on Roman Catholic Spain, and on the Roman Catholic Habsburg Empire, and allied itself with
Lutheran Sweden and the Lutheran parts of Germany. It was now clear that this was not a re-
ligious war. The Swedish general defeated a combined force of Saxons and Austrians in 1636,
materially damaging the Habsburg position in Germany. In 1636, Spanish invasions of French
territory were repelled. The Habsburg position in Germany was further damaged by a defeat
inflicted by Duke Bernhard in 1638. After these setbacks the imperial armies were forced to
surrender their European strongholds one after another. Between 1642 and 1645 the Swedish
scored numerous triumphs, overrunning Denmark, which had become allied with the empire,
and ravaging large sections of western Germany and Austria. In the west, the French were also
generally successful. Condé routed a Spanish army in France, in 1643. During the following
November the French suffered a severe defeat in Germany, but thereafter the Habsburgs were
not successful in the war, except in some minor battles.
The French armies badly mauled a Bavarian army in 1644. Representatives of the empire and
the anti-Habsburg coalition began peace discussions at Münster and at Osnabrück in 1645, but
the negotiations, primarily a concession to the war-weary peoples of western Europe, remained
fruitless for a protracted period. After central Bavaria was invaded, however, Maximilian I of
Bavaria concluded, in 1647, the Truce of Ulm, with Sweden and France.
Despite these and other reverses, Emperor Ferdinand III refused to capitulate. Desultory fight-
ing continued in Germany, Luxembourg, the Low Countries, Italy, and Spain throughout the
remainder of 1647. In the fall of 1647 Maximilian I re-entered the war on the side of the em-
pire. Another army of Bavarians and Austrians was defeated in May 1648. This defeat, as well
as the siege of Prague, the siege of Munich, and an important French victory at Lens, France,
forced Ferdinand, also confronted with the threat of an assault on Vienna, to agree to the peace
conditions of the victors.
The Peace of Westphalia, signed in 1648, fundamentally influenced the subsequent history
of Europe. The Hohenzollern family gained dynastic importance. In addition to establishing
Switzerland and the Dutch Republic as independent states, the treaty gravely weakened the
empire and the Habsburgs, ensured the emergence of France as the chief power on the Conti-
nent, and disastrously slowed the political unification of Germany.
The economic, social, and cultural consequences of the war were vast, with Germany the prin-
cipal victim. Modern estimates suggest that the total population of Germany fell by at least
25 percent; some regions suffered a loss of over 55 percent as a result of casualties and the
displacement of their residents. Villages, as opposed to fortified towns, suffered the most. Ex-
cept in port cities such as Hamburg and Bremen, economic activity went into decline all across
Germany. Uncertainty, fear, disruption, and brutality marked everyday life and remained a
memory in German consciousness for centuries.

14.4 August

14.4.1 Gender and Civilization: What Men Do (2018-08-06 21:34)

Carefully teasing civilization away from culture and society reveals interesting and universal
patterns around gender roles. To disarticulate civilization from culture and society is to isolate
what is intrinsically human.
Culture is taught and learned; society is a convention. Civilization centers on the physical
realities of humans living together in community, as scholar David Murrow writes:
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Men have always done the dangerous jobs, and they still do them. Today 94 percent
of occupational deaths occur to men. Men also do most of the dying for their country.
If any civilization is to survive and prosper, it needs men who will act like men when
the need arises. If men are cowardly, craven, or criminal, chaos reigns.

To be sure, there are notable and worthy women who excelled in traditionally male roles: Lyud-
mila Mikhailovna Pavlichenko, for example, or the women soldiers in the Israeli Defense Forces.
But the statistics and the reality are incontrovertible - men constitute the overwhelming ma-
jority, to the point of near exclusivity.
This seems simply to happen: there is no deliberate action or plan which leads to this arrange-
ment. It simply presents itself.

Every society needs people to do the dangerous jobs. Throughout human history,
someone has had to fight wars, travel long distances without the comforts of home,
and hunt down dangerous animals. Today we need people to work in mines, rush
into burning buildings, and catch bad guys.

These gender roles hold across a host of other variables: time, place, religion, language, in-
come level, etc. With no significant exceptions, these arrangements are found in every human
society.
This ubiquitous statistical pattern is not an argument for some notion of male superiority, be-
cause it has a dark side: 95 % of violent crime, and 95 % of those found guilty for it, are men.
This is also reflected in the populations of prisons and penitentiaries.
Civilization is made possible by gender roles. These roles are distinct, but do not place a relative
valuation on the two genders. On the contrary, the conclusion suggested is that both genders
are absolutely indispensable.

14.5 September

14.5.1 The Flow of Information in The Economy: A Major Shaper of the Mar-
ket (2018-09-26 15:53)

Although in a political context, economics is often seen as hot-headed and passionate asser-
tions, in reality, economics is about mathematical modeling. This implies that reality is some-
thing different than the impressions gained in a political context!
In economic thought, mathematical models are created to reflect, and perhaps eventually to
predict, the psychology of individual decision-makers, the actions of consumers and producers,
and the flow of information.
The actions of buyers and sellers are shaped by what they know: information. Those actions
are also shaped by what they think: psychology. So economists ask about what the buyers
and sellers know, as well as about what they think they know.
Markets will be affected, therefore, not only by changes in supply and demand, but also by
changes in how much information is available to buyers and sellers.
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The precise, predictable abstract economy found in equations is, obviously, never found in the
real world because of inefficiencies and illiquidities in the marketplace. In addition, and equally
significant, are inefficiencies and illiquidities in flow of information.

Friedrich Hayek states the basic rationale for economic reckoning:

What is the problem we wish to solve when we try to construct a rational economic
order? On certain familiar assumptions the answer is simple enough. If we possess
all the relevant information, if we can start out from a given system of preferences,
and if we command complete knowledge of available means, the problem which
remains is purely one of logic. That is, the answer to the question of what is the best
use of the available means is implicit in our assumptions. The conditions which the
solution of this optimum problem must satisfy have been fully worked out and can
be stated best in mathematical form: put at their briefest, they are that the marginal
rates of substitution between any two commodities or factors must be the same in
all their different uses.

In addition to the illiquidities and inefficiencies in the flow of information is the additional compli-
cating factor of which conclusions each individual decision-maker might draw from whatever
information is at hand. The admittedly crystalline beauty of algebraic economics is quickly
muddied and blurred such factors, as Hayek writes:

This, however, is emphatically not the economic problem which society faces. And
the economic calculus which we have developed to solve this logical problem, though
an important step toward the solution of the economic problem of society, does not
yet provide an answer to it. The reason for this is that the “data” from which the
economic calculus starts are never for the whole society “given” to a single mind
which could work out the implications and can never be so given.

Information, then, is as important as supply and demand. A buyer or seller will act in the
marketplace not only according to what is offered, but also according to what is known. This
can be seen in large quantity of magazines and newspapers related to finance and investing.
So it is that David Crook, editor at the Wall Street Journal, wrote in 2015 that journalists in the
business press operate in the

fundamentally democratic belief that you — a regular person of modest means and
no professional financial background — can take control of your money and build
a comfortable future. I hope that we have helped you make your life better, more
secure, more free.

Beliefs and opinions, desires and fears, ultimately play a larger role in the market than the
quantities of good produced by factories. Objective information is processed into subjective
perceptions by sellers and buyers. Information will have an effect on the market, but it is not
always calculable.
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14.6 November

14.6.1 Cultural Paradigms: Honor, Dignity, or Victimhood (2018-11-19 16:04)

Surveying a range of societies and civilizations, scholar Bradley Campbell hypothesizes a three-
fold system of categories to sort cultures. He argues that there are honor cultures, dignity
cultures, and victimhood cultures.
Campbell’s system is perhaps in some ways similar to a matrix developed by Jayson Georges,
which divides cultures into shame-honor, guilt-innocence, and fear-power types.
Campbell’s ‘honor culture’ is an outer-directed, other-directed framework, in which the individ-
ual is significantly concerned with how his society views him. Self-worth and self-concept are
largely determined by his civilization’s evaluation of him:

In honor cultures men want to appear formidable. A reputation for bravery, for being
willing and capable of handling conflicts through violence, is important. In a society
like the pre-Civil War American South, for example, a gentleman who allowed himself
or his family members to be injured or insulted might be thought a coward, someone
with no honor, and lose his social standing. To avoid this, men sometimes fought
duels. In honor cultures men are sensitive even to minor slights, but they handle
such offenses themselves, possibly with violence.

By contrast, Campbell’s ‘dignity culture’ is inner-directed. The individual considers his self-
evaluation to be more important than society’s opinion of him.
The dignity culture tends to be less violent than the honor culture.
In an honor culture, if an individual feels himself to be dishonored, one logical response is to
kill those who’ve dishonored him, and thereby regain his honor.
The dignity culture offers the individual a different option: he can devalue the opinions of others
and thereby not allow those opinions to greatly impact his self-worth and self-concept.

In dignity cultures, though, people have worth regardless of their reputations. Be-
cause an insult doesn’t take away your worth, your dignity, you can ignore others’
insults. For serious injuries you can go to the police or use the courts. In dignity
cultures, then, people aren’t as sensitive to slights — they’re encouraged to have
thick skins — and they’re not as likely to handle offenses themselves, certainly not
violently — they’re encouraged to appeal to the proper authorities.

The individual shaped by a dignity culture was encouraged to see himself not as the passive
victim of arbitrary social standards and personal snubs. Rather, he could see himself as rising
above capricious societal judgments and rising above insults directed toward him.
It was this dignity culture that bore some of the sweetest fruits of Western Civilization - the abo-
lition of slavery, suffrage for women, the Enlightenment concept of human rights as emerging
from a rational natural law, etc. Free humans, acting as rational moral agents, made appeal to
authority; but authority was not limited to civil governments or religious institutions. Authority
was embedded in various social institutions, and in reason itself.
But admiration for reason declined with the advent of Romanticism. The very personal slights
which people ignored in a dignity culture were made the focus of attention in a victimhood
culture.
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But the new culture of victimhood combines sensitivity to slight with appeal to au-
thority. Those who embrace it see themselves as fighting oppression, and even mi-
nor offenses can be worthy of attention and action. Slights, insults, and sometimes
even arguments or evidence might further victimize an oppressed group, and author-
ities must deal with them. You could call this social justice culture since those who
embrace it are pursuing a vision of social justice. But we call it victimhood culture be-
cause being recognized as a victim of oppression now confers a kind of moral status,
in much the same way that being recognized for bravery did in honor cultures.

The status of victim is now eagerly sought, inasmuch as it can paradoxically be the road to
power. The individual needs to be offended, so that he can use that offense as his weapon.
This weapon will reduce the status of others, and therefore relatively increase his status.
When no snubs or insults could be found, they could be made, either by sheer fabrication, or
by reinterpreting previously acceptable discourse as now unacceptable.
The culture of victimhood finally results in the institutionalization of violence, in which the
individual takes revenge against mere opinion: but the revenge taken is real physical harm,
unlike the insubstantial offense which is the reaction to some perceived snub.
Thus men are fined, beaten, jailed, or worse - true physical harm - for allegedly holding ‘non-
progressive’ views or for entertaining potentially offensive ideas.
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15.1 January

15.1.1 The End of Islamic Maritime Hegemony, for a While at Least: The
Battle of Lepanto (2019-01-22 20:23)

In the early sixteenth century, the Muslim navies controlled the Mediterranean. Nearly all trade
between Africa and Europe crossed that sea, and much trade with Asia was also shipped across
that body of water.
Islamic fleets could demand any amount of money they wished for leaving freighters unha-
rassed. Islamic pirates raided ships, not only taking the cargo, but also taking the crew to be
sold as slaves.
Trade between Europe and other parts of the world was reduced. China and India experienced
a decline in importing from, and exporting to, Europe.
Standard academic accounts tell that the Battle of Lepanto was “a famous naval engagement
fought near the town of Lepanto in Greece, on the Gulf of Corinth,” on October 7, 1571.
This report of the battle, from a common encyclopedia, tells that the battle was between the
Muslims “and the combined Mediterranean fleets of the” European “allies, principally the Vene-
tian and Spanish craft.”
Those “allies” were organized by the Holy Roman Empire. The HRE, as the old joke goes, was
neither holy, nor Roman, nor an empire. It was, instead, a defensive coalition of European
states. The HRE fluctuated between decades of neglect and times of critical importance.
When there was no threat of military attack, the HRE was of little importance and had little
power, its emperor having little influence and being forced to placate the Electors. (The Electors
were a group of princes who chose the emperor.)
But when the danger of armed offensive was real, the HRE suddenly galvanized itself and its
member nations as a defensive alliance. This was the case at Lepanto.
The forces gathered at Lepanto were part of the Holy League, a special coalition which was
formed principally of Spain and various Italian republics and kingdoms. Some parts of the HRE,
like Savoy, were part of the Holy League, while others were not.
The Portuguese were not involved at Lepanto, their navy being committed to defend against
Islamic naval attacks in the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea. The French were at odds with the
Spanish, and so did not want to be in a coalition with them - indeed, the French had hired
Muslim mercenaries to fight against the Spanish. Other HRE nations had signed temporary
truces with the Muslims and did not appear at Lepanto.

It was, then, a somewhat unusual combination of navies that defending against the
Muslims at Lepanto: “Under the command of Don John of Austria they obtained an
overwhelming victory. Cervantes, the author of Don Quixote, distinguished himself
in this battle, receiving three wounds.
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This battle marked a clear turning-point, “destroying the” Islamic “fleet and ending their
supremacy in the Mediterranean.”

Considering the primitive bow-gun weapons then in use, the loss of life was remark-
able.

Exact numbers of casualties do not exist, “being estimated at 20,000 for the” Muslims, “and
8,000” for the defensive fleets.

The allies brought into the fight 200 galleys and 8 galeasses (large three-masters,
carrying cannon).

The Islamic “fleet numbered 273, but of smaller size on the average and fewer cannon.” The
Muslims “employed” European “prisoners as galley-slaves and 10,000 or more were liberated
by the” European victory.
With theMediterranean now open, ships couldmove freely between Africa, Europe, andwestern
Asia. The economic results were mutually beneficial to all three.

15.2 February

15.2.1 Tolerance and Its Role in Western Civilization (2019-02-17 14:52)

One of the distinctive features of Western Civilization is the notion of religious tolerance. This
freedom of religion is one of several characteristics which defines this unique set of values
which constitutes the Western worldview. But already the mention of ‘Western Civilization’
should give occasion for pause, and for clarification.
It is difficult to find a suitable name for the institutions and ways of life which now shape people
in every part of the world. The term ‘Western’ was applied because Europe, which was not the
source but rather the incubator of this civilization, is west of Asia, and more precisely, west
or northwest of those parts of Asia which contributed essential parts of what would become
Western Civilization.
Europe is west of Babylon and Mesopotamia, and west of Persia and Jerusalem. Europe came
to view itself as the “West.” Yet those locations to the east are indispensable parts of the
emergence of Western Civilization. The “West” could not have come to be without the “East”
- without Hammurabi or Moses, without Darius or Abraham. So ‘West’ is a misnomer in terms
of origin. The “West” came out of the “East.”
For a second reason, ‘West’ is a misnomer, because the ‘West’ is now everywhere. If this
civilization hatched and matured in Europe, it is now found in China and India, in Africa and
South America. The “West” is neither west nor east, but all around the world.
The West is in China, which no longer binds women’s feet. The West is in India, which is
working to abandon the practice of suttee or sati. The West is in Africa, which seeks education
and universal suffrage. The West is in South America, which works toward the recognition and
freedom of the individual.
Gandhi studied in England, where he harvested ideas from John Locke, from the Magna Carta,
from Edmund Burke, and from the English Bill of Rights of 1689. Mao proclaimed himself a
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Marxist, i.e., the follower of a German Jew. In rather non-Western places, the West is making
itself felt.
So whatever the West is, it is misleading to call it the ‘West’ - it came from the East, and is now
everywhere.
What else can we call it? Some historians use the phrase ‘Judeo-Christian Tradition,’ which
points again to sources: Both Judaism and Christianity arose outside of Europe, in Asia. To be
sure, the unique set of values and worldview which emerge from Judaism and Christianity have
greatly shaped Western Civilization. To that extent, the name ‘Judeo-Christian Tradition’ might
be correct.
But Judeo-Christian values have now spread widely, into many cultures which are neither Jewish
nor Christian. The indignation and outcry against torture, the desire for respectful treatment
of women, and a worldview which values mathematics and the observational sciences are
infiltrating the minds of many who are Hindu, Buddhist, or atheist. To call this civilization
‘Judeo-Christian’ is perhaps historically correct, but ignores the fact that Judeo-Christian values
have been adopted, individually and collectively, by millions of people who are neither Jews
nor Christians.
The popularity of the environmentalist ‘green’ sentiment in the early decades of the twenty-
first century are directly attributable to the Judeo-Christian ethic. While the Mesopotamians
saw the physical world as an accidental product of the activities of various gods and goddesses,
and therefore unworthy of special protection, the Hebrews saw the earth as a divinely-planned
artistic creation, worth nurturing and preserving.
The observation will be made: the West has not always behaved according to Western values;
Jews and Christians have not always instantiated Judeo-Christian values. Have crimes been
committed by the West? Yes. Have Jews and Christians sinned? Yes.
It is in the West’s sins that we can perhaps most clearly see its distinctiveness. Occasional acts
of torture, committed by the West, have called forth public furor - in the West. The harshest
condemnations of the West’s sins have come from the West itself. Other civilizations expressed
less outrage - even when they were the victims of the West’s crimes.
The members of other civilizations don’t protest when their own civilizations commit torture:
that is simply what is expected. Torture is not merely tolerated in those civilizations: it is
expected. It is institutionally enshrined.
In the West, crimes against human dignity, crimes against human freedom, provoke outrage.
That is whyWestern Civilization began the movement to end slavery, and began the movement
for women’s suffrage.
Women in Western cultures take their right to vote for granted, and are now moving toward
other forms of legal and social equality. In non-Western cultures, slavery still exists; in non-
Western cultures, the explicit inferiority of women is articulated and embodied in legal codes
and societal attitudes.
A third candidate for a name is simply “European Culture.” For the reasons outlined above, it
should be clear to the ready why this name is as insufficient as the other two.
The conclusion is reached: it cannot be “Western Civilization,” nor can it be the “Judeo-Christian
Tradition,” and it also can’t be “European Culture.” But whatever it is, it nurtured and expressed
distinctive ideas - ideas not found elsewhere - ideas that every human life deserves individual
recognition and dignity, ideas that human beings all seek freedom, find ameasure of fulfillment
in it, and find further fulfillment in struggling to gain it, both for themselves, and for others.
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This unique perspective has now infiltrated much of the world: in every nation, there are indi-
viduals who are ‘Western’ - ironically, on both sides of the Chinese civil war: Mao’s communism
was the product of Marx, a European; Chiang Kai-shek looked to create a European-style nation-
state governed by freely-elected representatives with a free market.
The West’s roots go back thousands of years, and milestones along the way can be identified.
Between 311 and 313 A.D., Roman Emperor Constantine, through a series of legislative maneu-
vers, made the Christian religion legal. For nearly three hundred years, Christians had been
persecuted: arrested, beaten, imprisoned, and executed, simply because they followed Jesus.
The Romans had murdered tens of thousands of Christians.
When Christianity finally became legal, the older pagan religions of Rome were also still legal.
Constantine created one of the first, if not the first, societies with religious tolerance. Side-by-
side, various religions coexisted.
Constantine, himself a Christian, had established religious tolerance. But that tolerance soon
encountered resistance. Some within the empire wanted one single religion to established
as the official religion, and other religions to be marginalized or even outlawed. It became
necessary to defend religious tolerance, as author Mark Koyama illustrates:

In the late 4th century, the Roman senator Quintus Aurelius Symmachus, a pagan,
issued a plea for religious pluralism: “We gaze up at the same stars; the sky covers
us all; the same universe encompasses us. Does it matter what practical system we
adopt in our search for the Truth? The heart of so great a mystery cannot be reached
by following one road only.”

By contrast, in the previous Persian Empire, various religions existed, but were geographically
segregated. Under Constantine, Christians and Roman polytheists lived in the same towns and
shopped in the same marketplaces.
Constantine is, then, an important milestone on the way to a mature version of Western Civ-
ilization. Senator Quintus Aurelius Symmachus is another. Symmachus is naively willing to
embrace mutually contradictory propositions, which later Western philosophy would need to
sort out, but there is a distinct seed of tolerance in his words.
Tolerance is a key ingredient to Western Civilization. Tolerance is allowing other people to
carry on with ideas, words, or actions which are judged to be wrong or incorrect. Tolerance is
asserting that one’s intellectual or political opponents have a right to exist, because they are
human beings.
To show tolerance, a person is not required to affirm, support, accept, or welcome an idea
which he opposes. Consider twentieth century American elections: Republicans and Democrats
debated fiercely, and did not affirm, support, accept, or welcome either’s ideas: they opposed
each other at every turn. But they demonstrated tolerance toward each other.
Western Civilization is in danger any and every time that there is an attempt to eliminate,
silence, or stifle opposition.
Tolerance does not mean accepting, affirming, supporting, or welcoming opposing ideas. Tol-
erance means allowing someone else to believe or say what is firmly believed to be wrong. To
tolerate is not to be silent; to tolerate is recognize someone’s right to say something which
is confidently considered to be wrong - one person can tolerate another person’s ideas even
while debating against those ideas.
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Tolerance is the act of clearly identifying another person’s beliefs, words, and actions as wrong
and incorrect, and maintaining that individual’s right to carry on, even while vocally and vocif-
erously condemning those beliefs, words, and actions. In this concept of tolerance, the two key
Western concepts are seen: the importance of the individual and the importance of freedom.

15.3 May

15.3.1 Austria on the Edge: A Borderline Nation (2019-05-08 08:15)

Both geographically and culturally, Austria is a nation on the edge.
Large parts of Europe share a cultural history. As different as Germany and France might be,
they both emerged from the Frankish Empire, along with Benelux lands of Belgium, Holland,
and Luxembourg. This Frankish influence extended through southeastern Germany into Austria,
but ends somewhere before the Hungarian border.
It’s worth noting that the name ‘France’ derives from the name of the Germanic tribe, the
Franks, which moved into the region - previously known as ‘Gaul’ - as a stabilizing influence
to calm the chaos which filled the ‘power vacuum’ left by the retreating Roman occupational
forces.
Western Austria shows its kinship to Bavaria more clearly than eastern Austria, but both bear
a Germanic stamp.
To understand the cultural genesis of these regions, the reader must think back a millennium
or so, to a time when the map of Europe looked very different. Instead of the modern nation-
states which now organize the continent, there were many small kingdoms, with somewhat
fluid borders, organized into local coalitions, and overseen by an overarching but likewise fluid
empire.
There was no “Germany” or “Austria,” but rather dozens of kingdoms and duchies filled the
map.
The Frankish Empire, which metamorphosed into the Holy Roman Empire (HRE), was a loose
network which united most of these small entities. These little kingdoms grew and shrank,
merging in marriages, dividing in inheritances among a monarch’s children, occasionally trad-
ing bits of land back and forth, or being altered in the course of warfare.
The Frankish Empire, which began in late 400s, expanded in various directions, including east-
ward. The term ‘march’ is used to denote “a frontier or border area between two countries or
territories,” according to one dictionary. Long before the word ‘Austria’ was used or invented,
this region was known as the ‘eastern march’ - the edge of the Frankish Empire, later the edge
of the HRE.
Bavaria - or Bayern - was the springboard on the eastern end of the empire from which expan-
sion into Austria was made.
From the Germanic Osten meaning ‘east’ and Reich meaning ‘empire,’ the name Österreich
emerged. ‘Austria’ is a literal Latinization of the same. Thus eventually and gradually the
modern nomenclature arose, as historian Steven Beller writes:

Austria began its history in the late tenth century as an eastern march of the duchy of
Bavaria. It was during this period that an area in the Danube valley came to be known
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as ‘the eastern land’, in Latin ‘terra orientalis’, or ‘ostarrichi’ in the local German of
the time. The first written evidence of this early medieval equivalent of ‘Österreich’
dates from 996. In the eleventh century the march was sometimes referred to as
‘Osterlant’; the Latin version of ‘Austria’ first appears in a document in 1147.

So ‘terra orientalis,’ ‘Osterlant,’ and ‘eastern land’ are linguistic equivalents in Latin, German,
and English respectively. Of course, the spellings have changed slightly over the centuries.
These old terms took on troubling new meanings in the twentieth century. When the Nazis took
over Austria in 1938 and annexed it, they called in Ostmark, meaning ‘the eastern march.’
The Austrians regained their freedom and political independence in 1945, and rejected the
name which the Nazis had placed onto their country. Since then, Austrians have found the
term Ostmark to be an offensive and troubling reminded of the seven years during which their
nation suffered under National Socialist domination, as Steven Beller reports:

As Austrian historians were at pains after 1945 to prove, the march was never actu-
ally called the ‘Ostmark’. Nevertheless, it was as an eastern march of the German
kingdom under Bavarian suzerainty, a military district on the Germans’ south-east
frontier, that Austria started its career.

Prior to 1933, there was nothing troubling about being the eastern extension of Frankish or
Germanic heritage. Indeed, it was a mark of high civilization.
But the way in which the Nazis perverted culture caused the Austrians in the postwar era to find
ways, in this case linguistic ways, to distance themselves from twentieth-century Germany.

15.4 July

15.4.1 Global Growth, Domestic Prosperity, and Wealth Creation
(2019-07-15 11:53)

Early in one’s economic education, the terms “zero-sum” and “positive-sum” are presented as
designating two categories of systematic understanding. The difference is significant.
The label “positive-sum” defines an outcome in which no party gains at another’s expense; i.e.,
one party can gain without another party’s losing, or even both parties can gain. This is often
viewed as ‘wealth creation’ in political terms.
A “zero-sum” situation is one in which a party can only gain as another party loses. This is a
condition in which the total amount of wealth in the system does not, or cannot, change.
Where, in real life, does one encounter either “positive-sum” or “zero-sum” circumstances?
Free markets, innovation, and population growth lead to wealth creation.
If international interaction occurs on a free-market basis, then it can lead to a “positive-sum”
outcome, as author David Wallace-Wells writes: “The market fabric of globalization” is “a vision
of cross-national participation, imbued with the neoliberal ethos that life on Earth” is “a positive-
sum game.”
Note, however, that in international trade, the labels ‘free market’ and ‘free trade’ are signifi-
cantly different.
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If free-market trade happens internationally, then there is “a reward for cooperation, effec-
tively transforming, at least in theory, what had once been seen as zero-sum competitions into
positive-sum collaborations.”
David Wallace-Wells calls this outlook ‘neoliberalism,’ an accurate but confusing word. Ne-
oliberalism must be distinguished from classical liberalism, from social liberalism, from left
liberalism, and from modern liberalism.
While navigating this swamp of verbiage, it’s helpful to remember that the word ‘liberal’ is re-
lated to the word ‘liberty’ - the original use of the word ‘liberalism,’ despite its later applications,
spoke of making people ‘free from’ government’s regulations and taxes.
Words and phrases like ‘free market’ and ‘minimalist taxation’ convey similar views with less
ambiguity.
In any case, “neoliberalism” fosters “positive-sum cooperation of all kinds.” Note that positive-
sum outcomes are linked to cooperation. A voluntary trade increases value on both sides of
the equation.
The person in northern Finland trades his air-conditioner to the person in the Sahara, receiving
in return a snow-shovel. Each person traded away an object of low value in return for an object
of high value. Each person experienced a net increase in value.
By contrast, it is difficult to find true “zero-sum” examples of trade in the real world. Imagined
zero-sum transactions occur mainly in the rhetoric of populist politicians who are trying to
persuade voters.
Policymakers sometimes act as if they are acting in zero-sum situations; but because zero-sum
situations are in reality quite rare, what politicians see as zero-sum conditions are actually
positive-sum in some hidden way.
If policies are created because a positive-sum situation has been misidentified as a zero-sum
situation, then certain behavior often arise in response to policies based on misidentifications:
black markets, gray markets, bartering, etc.
The fact that most situations are positive-sum situations is due in part to human ingenuity.
People constantly seek value, seek ways to produce value, and seek ways to trade one value
for another. Wealth is sometimes produced when new uses are found for objects or substances
deemed worthless and discarded.
The positive-sum principle, i.e., the increase of wealth, makes it possible for all people in a
society to enjoy a rising standard of living, and makes it possible for nations to gain wealth
without depriving other nations of wealth. Indeed, when one nation gains wealth, the unin-
tended byproduct is often an increase in wealth for other nations.

15.5 August

15.5.1 Civilization’s Most Impressive Developments: ‘Natural’ Does Not
Mean ‘Good’ (2019-08-20 13:33)

In the early twenty-first century, many people have come to have positive associations with
the word ‘natural’ and with the concept it represents. There are, however, circumstances in
which ‘natural’ is bad.
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To organize a society around the belief that every person should have equal rights and be
afforded equal opportunities is unnatural. What is natural, and what comes naturally to people,
is to treat people unequally, to give people unequal opportunities, and to assume that people
have unequal rights.
Human nature leans toward the organization of systems in which some people receive prefer-
ential treatment, have disproportionate influence, and exercise favoritism in their treatment
of others.
The organization of a government composed of freely-elected representatives — which cor-
responds to an intuitive notion of ‘fair and just’ — is unnatural. It is also the way in which
civilization has managed to achieve its greatest accomplishments.
The benefits of this unnatural pattern are relatively new in history, as scholar Jonah Goldberg
writes:

Capitalism is unnatural. Democracy is unnatural. Human rights are unnatural. The
world we live in today is unnatural, and we stumbled into it more or less by accident.
The natural state of mankind is grinding poverty punctuated by horrific violence ter-
minating with an early death. It was like this for a very, very long time.

The achievements of the last century or two are significant: both in terms of percentage and
in terms of absolute numbers, fewer people are living in poverty around the world. Average
lifespans are increasing worldwide. Literacy is rapidly expanding around the globe.
Humans are experiencing the benefits of free market economics and free enterprise system —
what is generally called ‘capitalism,’ although strictly defined, ‘capitalism’ is something broader
than free markets and free enterprise.
The growth of market economies correlates to, and parallels, the growth of the arts, the expan-
sion of civil rights, and better standards of living even for the poorest of people.

Economics is the best way to tell the story of humanity’s quantum leap out of its nat-
ural environment of poverty. Until the 1700s, humans everywhere — Europe, North
and South America, Asia, Africa, Australia, and Oceania — lived on the equivalent of
one to three dollars a day. Since then, human prosperity has been exploding across
the world, starting in England and Holland with the rest of Western Europe and North
America close behind. Debate climate change all you like. This is the most important
“hockey stick” chart in all of human history.

The natural status of humans is poverty, disease, violence, and ignorance, as fans of Thomas
Hobbes know. Advances and developments in civilization occur despite human nature, not
because of it. It is by opposing nature that benefits are accrued for people in general, and for
the most vulnerable of people in particular.

15.5.2 The Time Freedom Almost Won: A Near-Miss in Obtaining a Bill of
Rights (2019-08-27 10:28)

The long struggle for freedom includes great milestone achievements over the centuries and
millennia: Hammurabi, Moses, Greco-Roman legal thought, the Magna Carta, the Tübinger
Vertrag, the English Bill of Rights of 1689, the United States Declaration of Independence, The
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United State Constitution, The United States Bill of Rights, and the Emancipation Proclamation,
to name merely a few.
But there were also some great failures along the way.
In 1628, the British Parliament created a document called the ‘Petition of Right.’ It incorporated
many of the ideas from the Magna Carta, and anticipated many of the ideas of the later ‘Bill of
Rights’ documents. Both houses of Parliament approved the petition and sent it to King Charles
I.
Previously, Charles had promised to honor the already-stated rights enumerated in the Magna
Carta; but at the same time, Charles had warned that Parliament should not question, or in-
fringe upon, what he considered to be the absolute authority of the monarch. Parliament was
unwilling to rely merely on the king’s assurance, especially when the king limited that promise
with his claim to absolute authority.
Sir Edward Coke led the effort of drafting and obtaining passage through Parliament for the
document. Coke championed the rights of the people against the crown during the reign of
James I, the predecessor of Charles I. His surname is pronounced ‘Cook’ despite its spelling.
The petition was a brilliant move, as historian John Barry writes:

Parliament would not rely on his word, especially with that limitation. Coke suggested
that Parliament require the king to acknowledge English liberties in a legislative way.
He proposed sending a “Petition of Right” to the king to define the rights of his sub-
jects and Parliament and limits on the royal prerogative. Though called a “petition,” it
was not to be a request granted by the king’s grace; it would be a resolution voted by
Parliament and assented to by the king. King and Parliament together, representing
a unified nation, would give it the strongest possible legal force and make it binding
upon the crown.

Had Charles signed the document, it would have confirmed and acknowledged due process,
property rights, and a slew of other freedoms. It would also have probably avoided the English
Civil War, and thereby saved many lives — including the king’s: Charles was beheaded in the
uproar which he partly caused by at first failing to agree to the petition, then by begrudgingly
agreeing to it, and finally by reneging on his agreement to it.
1628, then, was the year in which freedom almost triumphed. But almost triumphing is actually
losing.
It would require the bloody English Civil War (1642 to 1651) and the abdication of James II
(1688) to finally bring about the English Bill of Rights. An additional 61 years were needed to
implement the ideas of the Petition of Right.

15.6 November

15.6.1 The Cultural Influence of Christianity in Western Civilization
(2019-11-24 16:08)

Whatever name scholars may give it — Western Civilization, Eurocentric Culture, or the Judeo-
Christian Tradition — there is no doubt that Christianity has played a major role in shaping this
way of life.
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From Shakespeare to Kafka, from Mozart to Beethoven, from Michelangelo to Rembrandt, from
Hobbes to Locke, the individual and collective creative processes which constitute this civiliza-
tion have been nourished by some aspect of the Christian faith.
To be sure, Christianity was not the only factor in forming this culture: Judaism played a large
role, as did ancient Greco-Roman civilization. Ironically, Western Civilization has managed
to absorb and synthesize both Judeo-Christian influences and elements of the Greco-Roman
culture which were quite hostile to both Judaism and Christianity.
The word ‘Christianity’ is subject to use, misuse, and abuse. For historical purposes, its defini-
tion must be focused. A starting point for defining ‘Christianity’ will be the individual named
Jesus, a Rabbi who lived in a territory occupied by a Roman military government. A second
major point will be the texts collected and preserved under the title ‘The New Testament.’
This one individual, and this one slim collection of texts, define for historical and scholarly
purposes what ‘Christianity’ is. The reader will need to jettison a large number of impressions
gained from a multitude of other sources, both contemporary and past.
Given this definition, what is the net impact of Christianity? Timothy Keller writes that Chris-
tianity

is the most unsentimental, realistic way of looking at life. It does not say, “Cheer
up! If we all pull together we can make the world a better place.” The Bible never
counsels indifference to the forces of darkness, only resistance, but it supports no
illusions that we can defeat them ourselves. Christianity does not agree with the
optimistic thinkers who say, “We can fix things if we try hard enough.” Nor does it
agree with the pessimists who see only a dystopian future. The message of Chris-
tianity is, instead, “Things really are this bad, and we can’t heal or save ourselves.
Things really are this dark — nevertheless, there is hope.”

The contribution of Christianity is, then, a view of human nature and of the world. Humans are
essentially flawed and imperfect, and yet there is reason for hope. The world is essentially a
broken and imperfect place, and yet there is reason for hope.
Informed by Christianity, a culture can then have realistic expectations of people and of the
world, and can also look for hope. Hope is, in the terminology of philosophy, something ab alio
— something from beyond one’s self, from outside of one’s self. The Christian

message is that “on those living in the land of deep darkness a light has dawned.”
Notice that it doesn’t say from the world a light has sprung, but upon the world a
light has dawned. It has come from outside. There is light outside of this world.

Keller goes on to explain that, in the Christian worldview, “Jesus has brought that light to save
us; indeed, he is the Light.”
The Christian worldview is therefore both transcendent and immanent. It is transcendent inas-
much as the source of hope is categorically outside of humanity, and as such, hope must break
into our world from the outside. It is immanent inasmuch as this hope arrives in the here and
now of life.
The influence of Christianity can be seen in Wordsworth and Longfellow, in Brahms and Bach,
and in Dürer and Cranach. This influence includes notions such as the value of each and every
human life, regardless of its rank or station; it includes a respect for both the individual and
the community; it includes an acknowledgement of individual freedom.
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15.7 December

15.7.1 Caring for Human Dignity: Culture and Education (2019-12-31 06:49)

The thinkers of the Enlightenment - John Locke, Edmund Burke, et. al. - bestowed a trove
of wisdom on subsequent generations. Among such insights are those related to the eternal
questions about society and government.
For centuries and millennia, people have asked about the best way to organize a society, and
about the proper relationship between society and government. Attempted answers to such
questions are based on some concept of human nature.
What does it mean to be human? The answer to this question will imply answers to the other
questions about society and government. Larry Arnn formulates the Enlightenment insights
about “the principle, and therefore the essence, of the human.”

Humans are meant to know, to be free, and to love the best things. These things are
not automatic: they must be cultivated.

In order to gain the benefits which come from Enlightenment thinking - in order to gain liberty,
knowledge, and judgment - traditions, institutions, practices, and disciplines are necessary.
“This cultivation gives” to these cultural artifacts, “as it gives” to “all human life, the purpose
that makes it what it is.”
This is not an elitist message: those who have the opportunity to engage with culture are not
more human; they are not better humans. They are as much and as little human as anyone
else, but they have had to the opportunity to explore their humanity in a way, and to a depth,
unavailable to people who do not have access to culture.
People obtain benefits from having the opportunity, not merely to read, but to wrestle with,
engage, and debate about texts by Schopenhauer or Kierkegaard; the opportunity, not only to
hear, but explore the musical structures found in the works of J.S. Bach or Robert Schumann.
Anyone who is a friend of humanity will want to offer these experiences to as many people as
possible.
Concert halls and art museums, classrooms and libraries, the architecture of cathedrals and
the historical development of linguistics — all of these are more than simply bodies of knowl-
edge and opportunities for critical thinking. They are the experiences by which people can
investigate and exercise their own humanity.
Larry Arnn argues that to deny such culture is to abuse those to whom it is being denied:

We think we and all others have a right to pursue this cultivation. It is the ultimate
human right, and it must be defended.

Education is both a part of, and a transmitter of, culture. School, colleges, and universities can
either facilitate or withhold chances to engage texts or other cultural artifacts.
Sadly, these institutions do sometimes deny such chances, and do so increasingly under the
banner of ‘multiculturalism’ - a misnomer which is often used to label a lack of any culture,
instead of the study of several cultures.
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Happily, there are still many chances for the individual to find and explore culture — and
thereby find and explore himself. The essence of the individual’s humanity is found “in re-
lation to” someone or something else.
As the individual explores humanity, so also the community, and the benefits to the community
are tangible, as Thomas Jefferson writes:

I know no safe depository of the ultimate powers of the society but the people them-
selves ; and if we think them not enlightened enough to exercise their control with
a wholesome discretion, the remedy is not to take it from them, but to inform their
discretion by education. This is the true corrective of abuses of constitutional power.

Herein lies one connection between education and liberty, between culture and freedom: a
nation-state with a written constitution and with a limited government composed of freely-
elected representatives must have an educated citizenry, if it is to retain individual political
liberty.
It is for this reason that universities have so often posted on their walls the words from the
Northwest Ordinance of 1787:

Religion, morality, and knowledge, being necessary to good government and the hap-
piness of mankind, schools and the means of education shall forever be encouraged.

Knowledge, freedom, and “love” for “the best things” are the result of caring for, and tending to,
humanity. Etymologically, ‘culture’ is ‘cultivation,’ and the cultivation of both the community
and the individual, i.e., the cultivation of the mind, leads to the freest, most powerful, and best
expression of humanity.
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16.1 January

16.1.1 When There Is No Nationalism: The Habsburg Ideology in Central
Europe (2020-01-09 12:47)

The Habsburg Monarchy, which for much of its existence was formally a subset of the Holy
Roman Empire, was a collection of lands in central Europe. It lasted from 1273 to 1918, but
was significantly redesigned at several different times during those years.
Historians also refer to the Habsburg Monarchy as the ‘Habsburg Empire,’ but by any name it
was truly ‘cosmopolitan’ in several senses of the word.
During the first few decades of the twenty-first century, some political leaders have called for an
end to nationalism and patriotism. Leaving aside the difficulty of securing a precise definition
for ‘nationalism’ and ‘patriotism,’ how would the world look without those two concepts?
The answer might be found in an examination of the Habsburg dynasty, which is arguably non-
or pre-nationalistic, and non- or pre-patriotic.
If patriotism and nationalism have something to do with one’s enthusiasm about, and alle-
giance to, a country or land or nation, then, by contrast, the ideology in the Habsburg territories
was an enthusiasm for, and an allegiance to, a dynasty.
Although Austria and Bohemia were parts of the Habsburg Empire, the residents of those lands
did not identify themselves as Austrians or Bohemians, but rather as subjects of the Habsburgs.
While these, and other, territories within the Habsburg Empire retained their languages and
other aspects of their cultures, they did so not in a nationalistic or patriotic sense, as historian
A.J.P. Taylor writes:

Francis I, told of an Austrian patriot, answered impatiently: “But is he a patriot for
me?” The Emperor was needlessly meticulous. Austria was an Imperial organisa-
tion, not a country; and to be Austrian was to be free of national feeling — not to
possess a nationality. From the battle of the White Mountain until the time of Maria
Theresa “Austria” was embodied in the territorial aristocracy, the “Magnates.” These,
even when German, thought of themselves as Austrians, not as Germans, just as the
Prussian nobility regarded themselves solely as Prussians. In Bohemia, home of the
greatest estates, they were especially divorced from local feeling; for these great
lords were purely Habsburg creations in the period of the Thirty Years’ War.

The psychology of the Habsburg Empire was partially shaped by lingering attitudes from feu-
dalism. Although the Habsburgs had, by the later years of their reign, a modern industrial
economy, they still in some ways considered themselves as lords, and expected that their
subjects would consider them that way, too.
Dynastic feudalism may be the alternative to nationalism.
There are parallels between the Habsburgs and some other situations, e.g., the British monar-
chs. Prior to the advent of modern political nationalism, an English soldier most likely thought
of himself as serving ‘his majesty’ instead of serving the nation.
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There is some parallel, too, between the Habsburgs and the English rule in Ireland, as A.J.P.
Taylor notes:

Even the Hungarian magnates, Esterhazys, Karolyis, Andrassys, had little traditional
background: their greatness, too, rested on Habsburg grants, made when Hungary
was recovered from the Turks and Rakoczi’s rebellion was subdued. A native nobility
existed only in Galicia and in Italy: the Polish magnates did not owe their greatness
to the Habsburgs and never forgot that they were Poles — though they denied this
name to their peasants; the Italian nobles were cosmopolitan, but Italy was their
world. Apart from Galicia and Italy, the Austrian Empire was a vast collection of
Irelands, except that — unlike the Irish landlords, who had at any rate a home of
origin in England — the Austrian nobility had no home other than the Imperial court.

The conception and self-conception of the Habsburg Empire may have relevance for exploring
the etiology of the First World War: many history textbooks have pointed to ‘nationalism’ -
however defined - as one of the factors which led to the war.
If the Habsburg Empire was devoid of nationalism, then there is less likelihood that nationalism
was a cause of World War One. If both the subjects and the rulers in the Habsburg Monarchy
did not harbor nationalism in their conceptual frameworks of the world, then it is improbable
that nationalism fueled the start of World War One.

16.2 April

16.2.1 Distinguishing Between Peaceful Nationalism and Malignant Nation-
alism (2020-04-11 06:57)

The word ‘nationalism’ is both provocative and confusing. The term is ambiguous because it
is used in different ways — even contradictory ways.
On the one hand, ‘nationalism’ can refer to a sentiment which is not only peaceful and salutary,
but which is necessary to promote friendly relations between the world’s nations. This benefi-
cial and healthy form of nationalism is often called ‘patriotism’ and the two could be construed
as synonymous.
The dangerous form of nationalism is a value system: it asserts that the growth, power, and
existence of the nation-state is the ultimate value. The potential harm that lies in this use
of the word ‘nationalism’ is that, if it is considered to be the ultimate value, then any other
competing value — the types of things which people normally value — can be sacrificed for
the sake of this one supreme principle: family, friends, religious faith, duty, honor, art, science,
music, etc.
The wholesome form of nationalism is simply a patriotism which encourages the individual to
appreciate her or his own nation, to value its achievements, and to be fond of its people, while
at the same time being able to appreciate other nations and have a fondness for them.
This amiable form of nationalism promotes peaceful relations between nations, and is even
necessary for harmonious relations between nations, because it is impossible for an individual
to appreciate, and have a fondness for, another nation if she or he does not appreciate and
treasure her or his own nation.
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Another way to express the distinction between these two uses of the word ‘nationalism’ is that,
in the context of the nation-state, one emphasizes the nation, i.e., the people who share an
identity based on a common language, culture, religion, or history, while the other emphasizes
the state, i.e., a territory and a government with its political, economic, and military power.
To further explore the confusing use of this word, historian Jill Lepore notes that its use has
varied over the centuries.

Sometimes people confuse nationalism with patriotism. There’s nothing wrong and
all kinds of things right with loving the place where you live and the people you live
with and wanting that place and those people to thrive, so it’s easy to confuse na-
tionalism and patriotism, especially because they once meant more or less the same
thing. But by the early decades of the twentieth century, with the rise of fascism in
Europe, nationalism had come to mean something different from patriotism, some-
thing fierce, something violent: less a love for you own country than a hatred of
other countries and their people and a hatred of people within your own country who
don’t belong to an ethnic, racial, or religious majority. Immigration policy is a topic
for political debate; reasonable people disagree. But hating immigrants, as if they
were lesser humans, is a form of nationalism that has nothing to do with patriotism.
Trade policy is a topic for political debate; reasonable people disagree. But hating
globalists, as if they were fiends, is a form of nationalism that has nothing to do with
patriotism.

Thus, the word ‘nationalism’ used by the nations of central and eastern Europe who rose to
defend themselves against Napoleon’s invasions is different than ‘nationalism’ used by the anti-
monarchical, anti-dynastic, anti-imperial, anti-aristocratic, and anti-royal leaders who were
demanding written constitutions, and the formation of nation-states, in the immediate post-
Napoleonic era.
Once those nation-states were established in response to the demands made during the im-
mediate post-Napoleonic era, their leaders used ‘nationalism’ in yet another sense.
All three of these saw ‘nationalism’ as something desirable, but all three meant something
slightly different by that word.
A healthy affection for one’s own nation provides the best foundation for a peaceful apprecia-
tion of the achievements and cultures of other nations. Nationalism as a wholesome form of
patriotism is the basis for world peace. Nationalism as hegemony lays the foundation for war.

16.2.2 A Cartesian Paradox: Descartes and Piety (2020-04-30 15:18)

With only slight exaggeration, Renee Descartes can be said both to have started modern phi-
losophy and to have founded one of the major approaches within modern philosophy. Allowing
that this is a slight overstatement, it is nonetheless true that historians of philosophy give
Descartes an importance which is attributed to few other philosophers.
In his work, Descartes is a sincere and motivated theist. God plays a role in Cartesian meta-
physics. Descartes also contended that the soul is immortal. He considered himself to be a
faithful Christian and a devout Roman Catholic. He took pains to show that his philosophy could
be harmonized with the teachings and philosophy of the Roman Catholic church.
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Yet the church of his day found fault with Descartes. Some scholars accused him of deism, while
others asserted that by deducing foundational truths rationally, he had made God contingent
upon reason.

Not only the Roman Catholic church, but rather also other Christians as well, objected to various
aspects of Cartesian thought. Diatribes against Descartes became a staple in folk piety and
popular religion. The following passage from Mike Breen is an example:

We have become so acculturated in our Cartesian, Western world that we believe
knowing about something and knowing something are the same thing. What we
have managed to do is teach people about God. Teach them about prayer. Teach
them about mission. The point isn’t that they would just know about it but to know
it.

The irony is, of course, that Descartes seems to have understood himself as a sincere Chris-
tian, and seems to have thought that he had found a way simultaneously to serve the church,
to serve the faith, and to serve theology. What was the disconnect? Why wasn’t Descartes
enthusiastically embraced by his church and by his fellow Christians?

To be sure, there were some Christians who did eagerly espouse Cartesian thought. A num-
ber of philosophers, theologians, and other scholars saw Cartesian philosophy as thoroughly
compatible with conventional Christian faith, and these thinkers adopted Cartesian philosophy.

But Cartesianism never quite established itself in the mainstream of popular Christianity.

The reason for Cartesianism’s lack of acceptance is found, not necessarily in what Cartesianism
is, but rather in how it was and is perceived.

The image of Cartesian thought in the public may be more of a caricature and less of an accu-
rate reading of Descartes and his texts. The concerns of folk piety saw Cartesianism as lacking,
or at least de-emphasizing, the personhood and agency of God. The Cartesian God was seen
as something of an abstract principle, a bundle of logical axioms and mathematical equations,
and an impersonal force.

Descartes did not seem to meet the need for a God with emotions, desires, memories, inten-
tions, and other aspects of personhood. While Cartesianism certainly included God’s actions,
it seemed to omit the centrality of God’s volitional action.

How accurately did the popular imagination grasp Descartes? While his philosophical writings
don’t emphasize God’s personhood and agency, they also do not exclude it. It would be possible
to subscribe to Cartesian metaphysics and at the same time endorse a theology which featured
a fully personal God.

In his writings, Descartes seems to concentrate on God’s existence and God’s role in the meta-
physical principles of the universe. What were his own private thoughts or beliefs on the mat-
ter? Did Descartes conceive of God as having personhood and agency, and simply omit to
mention this in his texts?
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16.3 May

16.3.1 The Word That Brings Peace, The Word That Brings War: Nationalism
(2020-05-06 10:54)

Nationalism has been a feature of the world since the early 1800s. For almost 250 years
nationalism as an ideology, and the word ‘nationalism’ have made an imprint on history.
Both the word and the ideology have given rise to fear, confusion, and war. But both have
sometimes been used as labels for thoughts and movements which contribute to global peace.
Why this confusion?
Different authors use this word in different ways. In the 19th century, we can see at least
three successive versions of nationalism. In the early 1800s, it was a liberating movement
to throw off the oppressive yoke of Napoleon. In the mid 1800s, it was an ethnic movement
allowing people to group themselves with those who shared their cultures and languages, to
ask for written constitutions, and to de-emphasize the hereditary influence of dynasties and
aristocracies. By the end of that century, it had become a appeal by authoritarian governments
to persuade the masses to submit.
In the 20th and 21st centuries, two additional meanings for the word ‘nationalism’ have arisen.
The uglier of the two refers to a value systemwhich requires the individual to rank the existence,
power, and growth of the nation-state as the highest value; if that does become the highest
value, then it follows that any other potential value — family, friends, relationship to God, art,
music, science, duty, honor, etc. — is at best subordinate to the nation-state, and at worst
must be sacrificed for the cause of the nation-state. It is this warlike version of nationalism
that is responsible for violence, destruction, and death.
Yet, at the same time, different authors have used the same word for something salutary and
beneficial. This type of benign ‘nationalism’ is a synonym for a gentle patriotism. It is a fond-
ness for one’s own nation, and an appreciation for the nation’s accomplishments. This friendly
version of nationalism is actually a factor in promoting cooperative relationships between na-
tions. It allows the individual to cherish her or his own nation, while at the same time admiring
the achievements of other nations.
These two sentiments — one, warlike and aggressive; the other, peaceable and harmonious —
are paradoxically known by the same word: ‘nationalism.’
There are sinister forces which will deliberately exploit this linguistic ambiguity. One need
only to consider the rise of Naziism in the 1930s. The word ‘Nazi’ itself is an abbreviation for
‘National Socialism’ and stands for a movement which hijacked decent patriotism and turned
it into a violent force.
The National Socialists, like the Soviet Socialists, played on the vocabulary of patriotism and
nationalism, as historian Jill Lepore writes:

Confusing nationalism with patriotism is not always innocent. Louis Snyder, a City
College of New York professor who witnessed the rise of Nazism in Germany in the
1920s, once explained why, in a book called The Meaning of Nationalism. National-
ists, he observed, “have a vested interest in maintaining a vagueness of language as
a cloak for their aims.” Because it’s difficult to convince people to pursue a course of
aggression, violence, and domination, requiring sacrifices made in the name of the
nation, nationalists pretend their aims are instead protection and unity and that their
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motivation is patriotism. This is a lie. Patriotism is animated by love, nationalism by
hatred. To confuse the one for the other is to pretend that hate is love and fear is
courage.

It might seem pedantic to examine the definitions of words. Those accustomed to the rough-
and-tumble rhetoric of popular politics might call it “hairsplitting” to analyze terminology at
this microscopic level.
Why bother?
Danger lies in a lack of analysis. The example above shows how the National Socialists played
on the ambiguity of words, and counted on readers and listeners not thinking too carefully
about definitions, as they unleashed one of the most deadly and destructive wars in history.
There are two types of nationalism. One type of nationalism is a necessary precondition for
peace — for harmony in the community of nation-states who must first respect themselves if
they are to respect each other. Jill Lepore identifies this as “patriotism” in the quote above.
The other type of nationalism leads to war.
It’s worth the effort to sort them out.
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17.1.1 What Voltaire Did Not Write: Does It Matter 250 Years Later?
(2021-03-04 17:55)

In a high-profile case of misattribution, the French author Voltaire is often cited as the author
of a sentence which he never wrote.
In 1758, Voltaire was informed that a book, written by Claude-Adrien Helvétius, was being
publicly denounced. Copies of it were being burned. While Voltaire disagreed with the book
and its author, he did not endorse the abuse. While the following sentence captures Voltaire’s
sentiment, he never wrote it:

I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it.

Yet centuries later, this quote is often credited to Voltaire.
The sentence was actually written by Evelyn Beatrice Hall. She wrote it while describing
Voltaire’s attitude. Her words captured his spirit so well that people quickly confused her words
for his.
Hall’s words and Voltaire’s ethic both summarized one aspect of the Enlightenment. The ‘Age
of Enlightenment’ is a phrase used by historians, but it is difficult to precisely define when it
began or ended. But it is safe to say that there were common threads which connected a series
of philosophers, thinkers, and writers who lived during the 1600s and 1700s.
Whatever, and whenever, the Enlightenment was, it included a political philosophy which has
since been called ‘classical liberalism’ and includes Voltaire’s ethic of freedom of speech, free-
dom of the press, freedom of belief, and freedom of religion.
The high value which the Enlightenment placed on free speech shaped not only that era, but
also subsequent eras. The values of ‘classical liberalism’ were foundational to Western soci-
eties during the twentieth century. The phrase ‘Western societies’ can refer to the nations of
Europe, as well as the United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. ‘Western societies’
can also refer to much of Central America and South America.
During the late twentieth century, however, ‘Western’ culture ceased to be limited by lines on
maps. All parts of Asia, Africa, and the rest of the world began to absorb distinctively “Western”
ideas. These Western concepts that now are felt in all nations include an emphasis on the
individual human’s dignity and value, an emphasis on freedom and liberty, and an emphasis
on equality across economic classes.
Another Enlightenment concept asserted that all human beings are rational, and that their
desires for freedom, peace, justice, and prosperity transcend the superficial differences of race
and gender. All people desire peace: in light of that fact, gender and race are irrelevant. All
people desire prosperity: that desire is not peculiar to any race or to either gender.
But as the twenty-first century unfolds, a challenge is being posed to humanity: will society
continue to value freedom of speech? Will Western Civilization continue to hold Voltaire’s view,
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expressed in words which Evelyn Beatrice Hall wrote? What will become of the ethic which
demands that the individual respect the freedom of others to write or say nearly anything?
There are movements afoot in various nations to limit freedom of speech, freedom of the press,
freedom of belief, and freedom of religion. There are political trends to label certain beliefs as
unacceptable, and to punish those who express such beliefs.
To be sure, the individual has a responsibility to voluntarily self-limit her or his own utterances.
This may fall under the simple heading of ‘politeness’ and is a way to show respect for the
sensibilities of others. But in no way can this responsibility be externally imposed. One person’s
responsibility to refrain from offensive speech does not equal another person’s authority to
silence or intimidate the speaker. While the speaker has a responsibility to never say things
which are hateful, the audience has a responsibility to allow the speaker to say those very
things.
Of course, the audience also has the right to simply stop listening.
If a nation loses the fundamentally human view that each person is primarily a rational being,
seeking peace, liberty, prosperity, and justice, and that therefore race and gender are at most
secondary to personhood — if a nation loses that view, then it loses its ability to full recognize
and acknowledge the humanity of each individual.
One component of this view is the notion that freedom of expression is essential to the human
community.
Western Civilization preceded the Enlightenment by many centuries. The Enlightenment is a
product of Western Civilization, and reveals some deep essential parts of Western Civilization.
At the same time, the Enlightenment exists in a tension with some other aspects and products
of Western Civilization.
The Enlightenment, as one arm of Western Civilization, gradually crept into the thinking of
every continent. One sees everywhere, then, Western concepts like universal suffrage, legal
equality for women, the dignity and value of every individual human, and a desire for freedom.
Ironically, when non-Western nations criticize the West, they do so on an intellectual basis
composed of Western concepts.
What is at stake, then, if society ceases to value freedom of speech? It would lose one piece
of a system which expresses what it means to be human.
By the same token, if society ceases to value an individual’s moral responsibility to limit her or
his own speech — a responsibility which may never be external imposed or enforced — it also
loses an important aspect of humanity.
The fact that there will always be a small number of individuals who fail to limit themselves
-— who say something hateful, hurtful, or offensive — never justifies limiting the freedom of
speech.
A limitation placed on free speech is as destructive and dehumanizing as any hateful utterance.
In the new millennium, would a pro-abortion activist give his life in war so that a pro-life activist
could publicly speak? Or the reverse?
The challenge to the nations of the world, then, in the twenty-first century is to recommit to
words which Voltaire never wrote. The existence of many modern nation-states, the places in
which humanity finds a chance to flourish, is due to patriots who were willing to fight — willing
to risk their lives — for the rights of people to speak freely. They died fighting for the rights of
people with whom they passionately disagreed.
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17.2.1 Explore the Canon, Don’t Discard It: The Forgotten Treasures of the
Deep Canon (2021-04-21 13:29)

It has become fashionable among certain people to pointedly reject the canon of Western
Civilization’s various cultures. Some academics are generously paid and build entire careers
by libeling, slandering, and defaming the canon.
The canon — with one ‘n’ not two! — is a collection of works, usually artistic works, i.e., paint-
ings, musical compositions, sculpture, architectures, but most commonly literary works. The
“canon” is a list of texts considered to be of enduring value, high quality, and worth studying.
One feature of the canon is that its boundaries are indistinct: its edges are not precisely defined.
There has never been a precise and exhaustive list of what is in the canon. There is a feel or
intuition about what is in the canon: a casual consensus about which types of things belong in
the canon.
The Oxford English Dictionary explains this particular use of the word ‘canon’ as follows:

A body of literary works traditionally regarded as the most important, significant, and
worthy of study; those works of esp. Western literature considered to be established
as being of the highest quality and most enduring value; the classics.

The OED goes on to note the existence of sub-canons, like a ‘comedy canon’ or a ‘Norwegian
canon,’ and the use of canon with other artforms like music or architecture.
This usage of the word ‘canon’ seems to have appeared in the early twentieth century, and
become common in the jargon of literary criticism after the middle of the century.
The canon is broad and deep. The genres, centuries, authors, cultures, ethnicities, and spiritual
traditions represented in it are numerous. Some who attack the canon imagine it to be narrow,
but this is not the case. Even if there is some ambiguity at its margins, it can easily fill vast
libraries.
It would be good to devote increased attention to what might be called the “deep canon.”
There is a small subset within the canon of material which is often studied. The frequent texts
occupy too much space, and thereby edge other texts into the shadows of neglect.
Shakespeare wrote more than thirty plays, but five or ten of them monopolize much of the
high school and university reading lists. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein is well known, but her
The Last Man languishes. John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath and Of Mice and Men are often
assigned, but what about his The Moon is Down?
Given the institutional habit of assigning repeatedly a limited number of works from the canon,
a student may be forgiven for gaining the mistaken perception that the canon is shallow and
narrow. When that student later becomes a published scholar, she or he may attack the canon
based on that impression.
Not only would the exploration of the full canon demonstrate more creative and more rigorous
scholarship, but it would also defend the canon from its detractors.
Despite some vagueness about its borders, the canon still serves the valuable purpose of di-
recting students and instructors to significant texts. To be sure, there is some small element of
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subjectivity in assigning value to texts — perhaps this bit of subjectivity is responsible for the
equivocation about the canon’s boundaries — but it is clear that some texts are of more value
than others.
There are different ways to measure a text’s value, and that fact that there may be a little
subjectivity in that measurement is no reason to abandon or ignore the larger idea that some
texts are worthy of inclusion in the canon and others are not. Bluntly stated: some texts are
better than others, objectively.
To explore this notion of objective worth, knowing that there is a bit of subjective evaluation
of the objective worth, a number of metrics are in play. One of them is the oft-cited notion of
‘critical thinking.’
Ironically, “critical thinking” is frequently mentioned by those who attack the canon. Yet the
canon is the continual and continuous source of critical thought. The notion of ‘critical thinking’
arises from, and is fed by, the canon. The creative tension between Plato and Aristotle, between
Augustine and Aquinas, and between the Rabbis in the Talmud is the source and essence of
critical thought.
Whoever might wish to arouse critical thought in a student does so best by directing the stu-
dent’s attention to a text which has value in this regard. A student may learn the skill of critical
thought better by examining a text by Raymond Chandler than by examining a text by Laurie
Halse Anderson: which is to say that The Big Sleep, as a text, has more intrinsic and inherent
value than Speak. Simply put, Chandler offers more to think about that Anderson does.
These two propositions are related: (a) The canon is deeper and broader than is commonly
supposed, and (b) the attacks on the canon are ill-founded or unfounded.
Many who assault the canon do so with charges of its alleged narrowness, its alleged shallow-
ness, and its alleged homogeneity. A more rigorous exploration of the canon reveals that that
such allegations are untrue, and that therefore such attacks on the canon are baseless.
Ironically, many who assail the canon do so with calls for more or better efforts at teaching
students how to “think critically.” The irony is two-fold: First, such assaults on the canon
dissolve under the scrutiny of the very critical thought demanded by the assailants; second,
the practice of critical thinking is best carried out within the context of the canon.
To think critically, one must have something about which to think. There must be an object to-
ward which critical thinking is directed and on which critical thinking operates. Critical thinking
is a form which needs content.
A student who wishes to exercise critical thought will find more and better opportunities to do
so with the texts of Hildegard of Bingen than with the texts of Toni Morrison.
A student will learn the skill of critical thinking better from Immanuel Kant than from Frantz
Fanon — and as an added benefit, Kant’s critique of imperialism and slavery is more rigorous
than Fanon’s.
Simply put, some texts are better and more valuable than others. The canon collects those
texts. The fact that there is some ambiguity at the perimeter of the canon, and the fact that
there is a bit of subjectivity in discerning this perimeter, cannot be used as arguments against
the canon. The canon is not purely arbitrary and subjective.
The task, then, is this: to honor the canon by exploring it and allowing it to nurture critical
thought, and in the process, to discover the hidden riches of the obscure neglected corners of
the canon.
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17.3.1 Threads of Political Thought Converge: Millennia of Civic Philosophy
Produce the American Revolution (2021-05-11 14:06)

Over several thousand years, patterns of thought about society emerged, developed, and in-
termingled with each other in the course of civilization. Many of these strands of thought came
together in the creative fusion of the American Revolution.
In a wealth of texts produced during the second half of the 1700s, the significant thinkers of
the previous centuries, and previous millennia, contributed concepts about government and
civic virtue. The names of those thinkers form a list which looks like a good syllabus for a class
in the history of civilization.
Starting with Hammurabi and Moses, the list includes the writers of Greco-Roman classicism,
the medievals, and the Renaissance thinkers. A synthesis and distillation of those works was
produced by the political thinkers of the Enlightenment, including those in North America.
The work of John Locke, Edmund Burke, and Adam Smith rested upon foundations laid by Thucy-
dides, Aristotle, Plato, Cicero, Tacitus, Augustine, Aquinas, Ockham, and dozens of others. All
of which led to Thomas Paine, Sam Adams, James Otis, and Patrick Henry.
The courageous authors of the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution, and the Bill
of Rights were educated in both ancient and modern history, and among them were those who
could read Greek, Latin, Hebrew, German, Italian, and French.
Having mined the world’s classics for ideas, these authors set about fitting them intricately
together. The political tradition of the Enlightenment was based upon abstract reasoning about
human nature, and rational reflection about the nature of human intelligence. The result fit
together well, sometimes congruing and sometimes complimenting the spiritual treasures of
the Judeo-Christian tradition, as scholar Harvey Cox writes:

In the United States, there was a combination of biblical Christianity and of Enlighten-
ment virtue. So you have in the early founding documents the famous phrase, “We
hold these truths to be self-evident” (an Enlightenment phrase) “that all men are cre-
ated equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable rights and
that among these are life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” (a religious phrase).
This constituted a wedding of two not completely separate traditions, because some
of the founding fathers were mild Calvinists with Enlightenment leanings, some were
stricter Calvinists, and others were Episcopalians.

Thus it was that Thomas Paine, who rejected most or all forms of organized religion in favor
of a rationalist deistic concept of God, was part of the same movement as the passionately
spiritual George Washington.
The phrases and ideas woven together in the founding documents of the United States, as well
as in the tracts and pamphlets which surrounded them, appeal to the rationalist and the mystic,
the cynic and the idealist, the Jew and the Christian, the deist and the pietist.
Together, the texts which gave birth to the American Revolution, composed during the second
half of the eighteenth century, form a catalogue or compendium of civic thought spanning
five millennia. To understand the documents of the American Revolution is to survey political
philosophy from its earliest moments onward.
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