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Foreword

Are there things we should not know? Can anyone or any

institution, in this culture of unfettered enterprise and

growth, seriously propose limits on knowledge? Have we

lost the capacity to perceive and honor the moral dimensions of

such questions?

Our increasingly bold discoveries of the secrets of nature may

have reached the point where that knowledge is bringing us more

problems than solutions. Contrasting threats like overpopulation

and AIDS appear to be traceable to the effects of "progress." One

powerful reading of history points out that the most advanced

nations on Earth have produced unthinkable weapons of destruc-

tion at the same time as they have developed a media culture that

revels in images of destructive violence. Can such a combination

fail to propel us toward barbarism and self-annihilation?

In contrast, our most truly miraculous accomplishments as hu-

man beings take place unwittingly and privately, far removed from

laboratories and studios and electronic screens, almost in another

universe. For we learn to do certain things before we know what

we are doing and in ways that no one can adequately explain. In

twenty-four months, an infant learns to recognize and discriminate

the elements of the world around it, learns to pull itself erect and

to walk, learns to hear language and to talk. Is it possible that we

accomplish these feats better for our lack of knowledge about how

we do them? Can we know anything unwittingly? To ask the ques-

tions does not demonstrate that one has become a know-nothing

and a Luddite. Proverbs in every language tell us that it is possible

to know too much for our own good. Many great myths and legends

explore the perils of knowledge. Fortunately, infants continue to

learn to walk and talk. But many of us feel apprehensive about the

future of our booming culture.

These exploratory remarks provide one path into my subject. I



2 / Forbidden Knowledge

do not believe they exaggerate the picture. We have finally waked

up to the dangers to our physical environment brought about by

the depredations of human beings. But we have taken less notice

of potential threats to our intellectual, artistic, and moral environ-

ments. It is to those three areas that I shall be referring constantly.

Another path into my subject leads more tranquilly through stories

of people, ordinary and extraordinary, as they have responded to the

world around them. This path leads to challenging tales of men and

women whose lives still affect our own. Before going further back into

the past, let me begin in the mid-nineteenth century.

One Victorian matron, a bishop's wife, became famous for the

remark she made about evolution. She made it not so much about

Darwin's circumspect The Origin of Species (1859) as about T. H.

Huxley's belligerent Man's Place in Nature (1863). Darwin's young

champion sang right out that man is "separated by no greater struc-

tural barrier from the brutes than they are from one another." When
she heard the news, the matron displayed perfect cultural pitch:

"Descended from the apes! My dear, let us hope that it is not true,

but that if it is, let us pray that it will not become generally known"

(Milner, 261: see the bibliography for complete references).

The matron wished to oppose the march of science and, if nec-

essary, to quash an unsavory truth. We mock her squeamishness

because we feel confident that nothing should stand in the way of

the pursuit and communication of knowledge. But the lessons of

history and the nature of contemporary events do not always sup-

port that confidence. The matron's naive response reveals an anx-

iety we cannot simply dismiss as baseless prejudice. She articulated

a rudimentary understanding of forbidden knowledge.

In every age, news of wars and disasters and crimes has been

appalling. Without overcoming those ancient woes, we now have

new ones to lament. In the late twentieth century, we reckon with

reports of marvels, which are also afflictions, brought about not by

backwardness and ignorance but by advancing knowledge and its

applications. Not only the most barbarous nations but also the most

civilized expend vast resources to develop nuclear and biological

weapons of unthinkable destructive force. Genetic research raises

the remote prospect of choosing our children's physical and mental

endowment like wallpaper patterns. The invasive presence of au-

diovisual media in our lives from earliest infancy threatens to shape
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our character and behavior as forcefully as genetic manipulation. In

our quest for energy sources, we may be reducing the life span of

our planet. Scientific research, freedom of speech, the autonomy of

art, and academic freedom combine forces, as I shall argue in Part

Two, to carry us beyond our capacities as human agents to control

our fate. Our greatest blessings confound us.

This great wrestling match with the best-endowed and most ad-

vanced parts of ourselves was dramatized in deeply opposing ways

by two modern works whose importance has increased with time,

Alice's Adventures in Wonderland (1865) and The Strange Case of Dr.

Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886). Both belong to the era of British tech-

nological and commercial leadership in the world and of a Western

imperialism that mixed exploitation with philanthropy. In the mid-

dle of the Victorian era, Lewis Carroll peered into the dreamworld

of an adolescent girl and found it peopled with grotesque creatures

making strange demands of her good intentions. Nothing goes

quite right, and nothing goes irretrievably wrong. Alice suffers no

harm and wakes up having learned that the creatures within us are

essentially benign under their fearsome eccentricities. And beneath

Carroll/Dodgson, the friend and photographer of prepubescent

girls, one finds not a child molester but a chaste poet of nature's

riddles and paradoxes. Alice masters her fears and returns home to

a secure existence.

Robert Louis Stevenson offers us a totally different vision of the

world. Friends of Dr. Jekyll, a respected London physician with a

penchant for unorthodox medical research, discover that he is lodg-

ing a suspicious scoundrel in an apartment connected to the rear of

his own house. This mysterious Mr. Hyde commits a horrible mur-

der and disappears. Several months later, Hyde is found in his apart-

ment, dead by his own hand. Jekyll has disappeared. Jekyll's full

confession in writing finally solves the mystery in the last chapter.

Jekyll and Hyde are two elements, two contrasting outward

forms of one person. The doctor has discovered a drug that proves

the duality of human life. The drug transforms Dr. Jekyll into his

purely evil self, Mr. Hyde, in whose person he can pursue "undig-

nified pleasures" into undescribed excesses. Another potion is

needed to suppress Hyde and to restore the doctor to his usual

human existence. Finally, the monstrous persona of Hyde gains the

upper hand. Drugs can no longer suppress Hyde and reaffirm Jekyll
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for more than a short time. And even those medicines are running
out. In his last written words before surrendering to his evil self,

Jekyll attempts to disclaim responsibility for the monster he has
produced out of himself and to deny that the evil of Hyde has
besmirched the soul of Jekyll.

Beginning as a fairly sedate mystery story, Stevenson's fifty-page
novella soon turns into a full-fledged horror tale with suggestions
of vampirism and superhuman powers intervening with the help of
secret substances to transform the balance of life itself. Stevenson's
moral fable, based both on a vivid nightmare and on newspaper
accounts of an Edinburgh businessman-thief, seizes our imagina-
tion from two sides. First, we respond with some sympathy to the
figure of the double, the respectable citizen fettered to a depraved
alter ego. In this era of growing anonymity and nomadism and of
hypnotic media images feeding an alluring fantasy life within, we
are constantly encouraged to develop a covert life of violent' ex-
cesses. From this point of view, the fable records not a "strange
case" but the common temptation to lead two lives. Second, we
respond with apprehension to the figure of the fanatic doctor who
has cracked the secrets of life and human identity. His truly
"strange case" frightens us because of the destruction his experi-
ments let loose upon ordinary citizens. Furthermore, the story im-
plies that Dr. Jekyll 's struggle is not so much with the conventional
embodiment of evil called Hyde as with his own higher knowledge
and mysterious powers. Dr. Jekyll discovers evil by succumbing to
the allurements of his own genius.

Most of us have welcomed both Alice and Dr. Jekyll into our
fantasy life. Alice reassures us. Dr. Jekyll, in contrast, carries us into
an ominous dilemma, the confrontation of truth and its conse-
quences. For, through experiments on his own person, the obsessed
scientist demonstrates that the truth may have unforeseen and dev-
astating consequences. The evident dangers of his experiments
lure him on rather than restraining him. Jekyll's gifts in the pursuit
of truth unstring his moral character.

The Victorian matron who did not want to know the truth and
Dr. Jekyll, who could not hold himself back from toying with the
most dangerous and compromising forms of truth, provide my first

two parables of forbidden knowledge.
Taboo, occult, sacred, unspeakable—with such terms, earlier cul-
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tures recognized limits on human knowledge and inquiry. What has

happened to the venerable notion of forbidden knowledge? In the

practicalities of daily living, we accept constraints ranging from en-

vironmental regulations to truancy laws to traffic lights. In matters

of the mind and its representations, Western thinkers and institu-

tions increasingly reject limits of any kind as unfounded and stul-

tifying. We have outgrown the need to punish heresy and

blasphemy. Both scientific research and the worlds of art and en-

tertainment rely on an unspoken assumption that total freedom in

exchanging symbolic products of mind need not adversely affect

the domain of daily living and may well enhance it.

On the one hand, we have laws and customs to limit behavior,

though often trampled by scoff-laws, violent gangs, and organized

crime. On the other hand, the symbolic products of mind—words,

images, movies, recordings, television shows—do not and presuma-

bly should not fall under similar restraints. That divergence fur-

nishes the essential dynamic of Western culture in its long history of

expansion in all realms. And that divergence merits close scrutiny.

Socrates: "All things are knowledge, includingjustice,

and temperance, and courage—which tends to show

that virtue can certainly be taught.

—Protagoras

Ye shall know the truth and the truth shall make you

free.

—John 8:32

Will knowledge solve our problems? Will an "explosion" of knowl-

edge reduce hardship among us and make us just, virtuous, and

free? History suggests that the West has accepted this optimistic

wager, though not without doubts and forebodings. We believe that

the free cultivation and circulation of ideas, opinions, and goods
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through all society (education, scholarship, scientific research, com-

merce, the arts, and the media) will in the long run promote our

welfare. We also believe that we can contain the social and political

upheavals into which these same cultural enterprises have launched

us. At the end of the second millennium c.e., I believe we have

arrived at a crisis in our lengthy undertaking to reconcile liberation

and limits.

The two quotations above invoke knowledge and truth. But Soc-

rates' and Jesus' words do not sit well today in a society that tends

to doubt rather than to honor traditional knowledge and in which

many educated skeptics snicker at the word truth. During the three

hundred years since the Enlightenment, we have made life difficult

for ourselves precisely in the domains of knowledge and truth. Hav-

ing to a large extent dismissed any faith in revealed or absolute

knowledge, how can we distinguish the true from the untrue? And

while we seek empirical or pragmatic means to do so, another ques-

tion, both larger and more precise, looms before us. Can we decide

if there are any forms of knowledge, true or untrue, that for some

reason we should not know}

In the poem "The Oxen," Thomas Hardy retells an ancient

English folktale about farm animals kneeling in their stalls at mid-

night of the Nativity.

Christmas Eve, and twelve of the clock,

"Now they are all on their knees,'"

An elder said as we sat in a flock

By the embers in hearthside ease.

It is puzzling that Hardy's poem omits the most arresting part of

the tale. Any person who goes to the stable to verify the truth ofthefanciful

story will die before the year is out—presumably regardless of what

one finds in the stable. Don't peek. Leave well enough alone. Here

is a quandary for believers. Does doubt corrupt or enlighten? Does

faith survive best on ignorance or on knowledge? Need we verify

all traditional beliefs by rational inquiry? Hardy's farmers do not

think so.

A familiar tale for children treats curiosity with greater sympathy.

Rudyard Kipling, bard of the British Empire and world traveler,

distilled his keen understanding of human nature and his wry sense
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of humor in Just So Stories for Little Children (1902). "The Ele-

phant's Child," from that collection, describes a well-brought-up

young elephant who finally gets tired of the spankings he receives

from all his family. On the advice of the Kolokolo Bird, he decides

to go away to "the great grey-green, greasy Limpopo River, all set

about with fever-trees" to satisfy his inquisitiveness about what the

Crocodile has for dinner. At this time, elephants have a snout only,

no trunk. When he steps unexpectedly on a Crocodile, the Ele-

phant's Child is caught by the snout and almost pulled under water

by his powerful adversary. The Bi-Coloured-Python-Rock-Snake,

to whom the Elephant's Child has been very polite, saves his new

friend. In the great tug-of-war, the stubby snout is stretched out

into a multipurpose trunk. The Elephant's Child uses it to establish

his authority when he returns home, and many relatives go off to

obtain their own nose job. Elephant culture has been greatly en-

hanced by the youngster's expedition. Kipling's good-natured story

leaves the impression that, if one has been properly brought up to

respect others, curiosity (or '"satiable curtiosity" in Kipling's well-

tuned malaprop) has advantages that outweigh its risks.

We would do well to be attentive to such tales. Today we rec-

ognize virtually no constraints on our freedom and our right to

know. Is curiosity the one human drive that should never be re-

stricted? Or does it embody the greatest threat to our survival as

ourselves? Kipling answered with a jolly parable that counsels cu-

riosity within limits. The term forbidden knowledge takes a harsher

approach to these questions. It represents a category of thought

with a long history, too complex to be one of Lovejoy's "unit

ideas," yet demonstrably the armature of many powerful narratives.

In the pages that follow, I propose an inquiry into forbidden

knowledge—an inquiry with an outcome, not a theory of forbidden

knowledge with illustrations.

3.

The two atomic bombs dropped on Japan in August 1945 probably

saved my life. At least I long believed that statement. After a year

in the Southwest Pacific as a combat pilot, I had been assigned to



8 / Forbidden Knowledge

a bomb wing in Okinawa that was staging to go ashore in the first

wave of landing craft invading mainland Japan. We had the mission

of opening an airstrip near the beachhead. We were not told where

the invasion would take place. We were told very clearly to expect

more than 50 percent casualties. Then early one evening, the PA
system hanging over the pyramidal tents came to life with a mys-

terious message about "a new kind of bomb" and a city named

Hiroshima. Someone in the camp yelled, "The war's over."

A few weeks later, when we had become liberators of Korea

instead of invaders of Japan, I flew a B-25 up the Inland Sea of

Japan to have a look at Hiroshima. From a thousand feet in the

shattering silence of the cockpit, we could see a flattened smol-

dering city. We did not know the number and nature of casualties

and the intensity of radiation we were foolishly flying through. We
learned about all that a year later from the issue of The New Yorker

devoted to John Hershey's Hiroshima.

Fifteen years later, no one could mistake the global conse-

quences of the two bombs. The world was locked in "the balance

of terror." On Easter Sunday 1961, I joined a three-hour march

from the capitol steps in Austin, Texas, to Bergstrom Strategic Air

Command Base to demonstrate against the manufacture and de-

ployment of nuclear weapons. From passing cars and trucks, people

spat at us and threw beer bottles. But my convictions were unal-

loyed by doubts.

Marked by that series of events, I have lived out my biblical

portion of years with a warning light constantly flashing in my pe-

ripheral vision. It continues to signal that we have strayed off

course, that some mechanism has malfunctioned. How could so

human a President as Truman have made the decision to drop two

atomic bombs on heavily populated areas? How could we go on to

endanger more lives and whole societies by developing the hydro-

gen bomb? And then by what perverse human logic did those un-

thinkable weapons succeed in keeping the peace between two

enemy superpowers for almost half a century? As the millennium

approaches, are we—not just we Americans but we citizens of the

Earth—losing control of our future because of the threat of nuclear

proliferation?

The warning light still flashes. I have come to believe that its

signal refers not only to the destructive forces we have conjured
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out of the atom but even more essentially to a condition we have

lived with always: the perils and temptations of forbidden knowl-

edge.

This book, has a personal origin. But I shall leave autobiography

behind in order to pursue my subject in what I believe to be the

best set of records we have about ourselves: stories of all kinds, true,

embellished, invented. We are often taught to deal with ideas as

the highest form of knowledge. But the process of abstraction by

which we form ideas out of observed experience eliminates two

essential aspects of life that I am unwiljing to relinquish: time and

individual people acting as agents. At their purest, ideas are dis-

embodied and timeless. We need ideas to reason logically and to

explore the fog of uncertainty that surrounds the immediate en-

counter with daily living. Equally, we need stories to embody the

medium of time in which human character takes shape and reveals

itself to us, and in which we discover our own mortality. More than

a history of ideas, these pages offer a history of stories.

Part One of this book deals with literary works. The first chapter

assembles a large diversity of materials in order to sketch out the

dimensions of the subject. These are the most demanding pages.

Each of the following four chapters concentrates on only one or

two works. Part One provides an overall history of forbidden knowl-

edge and a substantial sampling of its varieties.

Part Two deals with two contemporary questions: the challenge

of science and the problem of pornography as represented by the

recent rehabilitation of the Marquis de Sade. The final chapter

considers the practical and moral implications of forbidden knowl-

edge and their significance for our future. Some readers may be

tempted to turn directly to Part Two. In that case, I hope they will

subsequently return to Part One, for the works there discussed

provide a pertinent background for the urgent problems raised in

Part Two.
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Part One

JLjterary
narratives





Chapter

THE FAR

SIDE OF

CURIOSITY

A few years ago a meeting of prominent scientists and science

writers in Boston devoted a session to discussing what mo-

tives had brought them to the pursuit of science. All in the

group (it included Isaac Asimov, Freeman Dyson, Murray Gell-

Mann, and Gunther Stent) cited curiosity about the workings of

the world as the fundamental factor. Fame, riches, truth, and the

greater glory of God were not mentioned.

We have no historical records to inform us how or why human

beings first began to find explanations for the great regularities in

nature like animal migrations, the movements of sun, moon, and

stars, and the seasons. But we surmise by an imaginative leap and

from a few prehistoric cave drawings that instincts of self-defense

and survival were equaled by an impulse of idle curiosity—like that

of the Elephant's Child. At least a few cavemen wanted to know

more than was necessary for their immediately foreseeable needs.

As organized societies developed, curiosity became particularly

strong at crucial periods like sixth-century Greece, the Italian
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Renaissance, and the northern Enlightenment. Like poverty, cu-

riosity we have always with us.

In order to discover the sources of forbidden knowledge and how

it occupies a place close to curiosity at the center of Western cul-

ture, I shall start with Greek mythology and Old Testament stories.

Both before and after these two fertile streams mingled into what

we now name and number as the Common Era, they developed a

pair of reciprocating attitudes toward knowledge: liberation and

limits. I shall follow these attitudes through a selection of stories

covering three millennia of human history.

1. Presumption: Prometheus and After

Hesiod, who seems to have been a farmer-poet in eighth-century

Boetia, gives us some of the best accounts of the Greek gods and

their dealings with mortals. Embellishing traditional oral versions,

he wrote two major sequences about Prometheus, a demigod who

stole fire from Zeus in order to save men (still without women)

from extinction. The wily Prometheus, a friend of mankind, tricked

Zeus by withholding the best parts of a sacrificed ox. "That is why
Zeus devised troubles and sorrows for men. He hid fire. But Pro-

metheus, noble son of Iapetos, stole it back for man" (Works and

Days, 49-51). Stung now in the depths of his being, Zeus bound

Prometheus to a rock, with an attendant vulture to eat out his liver.

The stolen gift of fire has been variously interpreted as represent-

ing a great number of crucial human capacities—mechanical arts,

science, language, imagination, consciousness itself. Prometheus

became our benefactor by making a raid on the knowledge with-

held from us by Zeus in his anger. Prometheus' defiance became

our salvation in an episode that appears to rebut the proverb that

ignorance is bliss.

But it is unwise to deprive Prometheus of the rest of his story

in Hesiod's versions. In retaliation for Prometheus' insubordination,

Zeus sent Pandora, the first woman. She, too, was a gift, not stolen,

but made to order to tempt Prometheus' gullible brother, Epime-

theus. By falling victim to her charms, Epimetheus brought into

our midst the female whose name means "giver of all" or "gift of



The Far Side of Curiosity I 15

all." What Pandora gave us, when she removed the lid of the jar

or box the gods sent with her, is grief, cares, and all evil. Her

curiosity about the contents of the jar matches Epimetheus' curi-

osity about a new companion, a modest maiden "with the mind of

a bitch" (Hesiod). The dire effects of her "gifts" cancel out the

benefits bestowed by Prometheus' defiance of the gods.

Now, later versions of the Prometheus story that have come

down to us usually make no mention of the closely linked figure

of Pandora. Prometheus' daring raid on Olympus produces a lib-

erating fire for our ancestors, and the further consequences of that

raid are forgotten. The most famous literary treatments of the Pro-

metheus myth—a page in Plato's Protagoras, Aeschylus' Prometheus

Bound, Shelley's Prometheus Unbound—leave out Pandora as an

awkward appendage or complication. Thus they avoid dealing with

the full consequences to humankind of the knowledge Prometheus

brings as narrated in Hesiod's earliest versions. Here is another

instance of truth, Prometheus' fire, being separated from its con-

sequences, Pandora's disruptive presence among men. We may not

like the full myth, but we are distorting it by cutting it in two. In

classical Western painting, Pandora went on to become an allegor-

ical figure for "beautiful evil."*

Even in its full version, the Prometheus and Pandora story does not

fuse so dramatically as the Adam and Eve story does themes ofknowl-

edge, curiosity, sexuality, the origin of evil, and mortality. In Hebrew

Scripture, however, no figure assumes the defiant role of Prometheus

in Greek mythology, not Adam, not the shadowy personage called Sa-

tan, not even one of the prophets. A better case can be made (as Mil-

ton later did) for a parallel between Eve, by whom temptation and sin

enter Eden, and Pandora, by whom all evils are brought down on

*At long intervals, Pandora receives attention on her own account. For twenty

years at the beginning of the century, the German expressionist playwright, Frank

Wedekind, rewrote his Lulu drama about a femme fatale and bitch goddess whose

sexual appetite cuts a broad swath of corruption and murder through Victorian

society. She ends up a common prostitute who is killed by Jack the Ripper. We-
dekind's two Lulu plays, Earth Spirit (1895) and Pandora's Box (1903), allude to a

fragmentary verse drama by Goethe, Pandora's Return (1818), and to the compa-

rable figure of feminine evil painted in Zola's Nana (1880). Alban Berg chose

Wedekind's Pandora dramas as the basis for his unfinished twelve-tone opera, Lulu

(1937).
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mankind. After these two profoundly human tales, sobering yet not

without comic overtones, the theme of prideful curiosity never dis-

appears from the history ofWestern culture.

I shall hold Adam and Eve for the following chapter. Even apart

from them, Genesis and Exodus remain rich in stories related to

forbidden knowledge. The familiar verses about the Tower of Ba-

bel recount another episode of pride and fall. It is almost impossible

to overinterpret them. They raise themes of the city, of over-

weening ambition, of the dangers of technology, of the origin of

languages, cultures, and races. Since the Flood, there had been only

one people under Noah. After Babel, the Torah ceases tracing "the

whole Adamic race," as the Scofield Bible phrases it, and devotes

itself to "a slender rill"—the nation of Israel. This time, it is the

Lord himself who opens the jar and releases over the earth con-

fusion of tongues. I quote the entire passage.

And the whole earth was of one language, and of one speech.

And it came to pass, as they journeyed from the east, that they

found a plain in the land of Shinar; and they dwelt there.

And they said one to another, Go to, let us make brick, and burn

them thoroughly. And they had brick for stone, and slime had they

for mortar.

And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a tower, whose

top may reach unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we be

scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth.

And the Lord came down to see the city and the tower, which the

children of men builded.

And the Lord said, Behold, the people is one, and they have all

one language; and this they begin to do: and now nothing will be

restrainedfrom them, which they have imagined to do.

Go to, let us go down, and there confound their language, that

they may not understand one another's speech.

So the Lord scattered them abroadfrom thence upon the face of

all the earth: and they left off to build the city.

Therefore is the name of it called Babel; because the Lord did

there confound the language of all the earth: andfrom thence did the

Lord scatter them abroad upon the face of all the earth.

(Genesis 11:1-9)
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In Eden, the Lord declares directly to Adam and Eve his prohibition

against eating the fruit of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and

Evil. But no one has warned the citizens of Babel or Babylon that they

must observe certain limits in their investigations of the world. They

have discovered the new technology of bricks and mortar and put it to

the inevitable use of building a tall tower. The Tree of Knowledge

was set out by God, we speculate, as adornment and probation. The
godless tower built by the Babylonians represents their wish for per-

sonal aggrandizement: "Let us make a name" ( 1 1 :4). If this vainglo-

rious project were to "reach unto heaven," God's majesty and

mystery would be defiled. In punishment, the Lord does not destroy

Babylon; he divides to conquer and of one people makes many with

different customs and languages.

In these same verses about confounding the ambitions of hu-

manity, a momentous faculty appears for the third time in the King

James translation of Genesis: imagination. "And now nothing will

be restrained from them which they have imagined to do" (11:6).

United by technology and a universal language, humanity achieves

untoward power. Power in itself does not endanger. But imagina-

tion linked to power may exceed the limits of the human condition

and aspire to godhead.

We see it happen the first time before the Flood. "And God saw

that the wickedness of man was great in the earth and that every

imagination of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually"

(6:5). The Lord repents of his creation and finds Noah alone worthy

of survival as "a just man." Two chapters later, after the Flood has

receded, Noah's burnt offerings persuade the Lord not to destroy

mankind again. But the verse contains the same demurrer and

warning about the nature of man: "For the imagination of man's

heart is evil from his youth" (8:21). Both passages point ahead to

the Tower of Babel episode, in which the overheated imagination,

the dark side of curiosity, calls down punishment on itself.* And

as I read them, the three Old Testament passages establish the

* The original Hebrew does not disqualify the English. The term in Genesis

at both 6:5 and 8:21 is yatzer, derived from a verbal root meaning "to shape" or

"to fashion," as in the activity of a potter. "Devisings" is probably a more accurate

version than "imagination." Ancient Hebrew was short on abstractions and terms

for mental faculties. The verse at 1 1:6 on the Tower of Babel uses a different word,

yazam, meaning "to plot, to conspire, to aspire." The wotd yazam carries a negative
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link between curiosity and imagination that will recur in every

chapter of this book.

Later events in the history of the nation of Israel as it moves

from the Noahic covenant to the Abrahamic and the Mosaic cov-

enants treat a further aspect of forbidden knowledge closely related

to unbridled curiosity and imagination: Can anyone look upon the

Lord? First Jacob: "And Jacob called the name of the place Peniel:

for I have seen God face to face, and my life is preserved" (Genesis

32:30). Several generations later, during the trials of the escape

from Egypt, Moses lives through a set of searing and contradictory

encounters. Twice he succeeds as well as Jacob in seeing God (Ex-

odus 24:10 and 33:11). The latter passage sweeps aside all ambi-

guity. "And the Lord spake unto Moses face to face, as a man
speaketh unto a friend." But Scripture runneth in mysterious ways.

Echoing several other passages (e.g., Moses hides his face from the

Burning Bush [Exodus 3:6], a movement repeated in Exodus 19:

12 and 19:21), the close of the same chapter reverses the situation

dramatically. Even as the Lord declares that Moses has found grace

in his sight, he sets out the rules and improvises a little scenario to

illustrate them.

And he said, Thou canst not see my face: for there shall no man see

me, and live.

And the Lord said, Behold, there is a place by me, and thou

shalt stand upon a rock:

And it shall come to pass, while my glory passeth by, that I will

put thee in a clift of the rock, and will cover thee with my hand while

I pass by:

And I will take away mine hand, and thou shalt see my back

parts: but my face shall not be seen.

(Exodus 33:20-23)

connotation in biblical Hebrew. (I am grateful to Robert Alter for providing this

information.)

In the light of the original Hebrew, of the drift of meaning at these three points,

and of our gradual understanding of ourselves as moral agents (which is my sub-

ject), I feel that the King James choice of "imagination" in all three places does

not lead us astray. It represents a brilliant stroke in English translation, a justified

leap of meaning consistent with the way Genesis shows certain inward inclinations

of the human heart as leading us into trouble.
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Writing on Exodus in The Literary Guide to the Bible, J. P. Fokkelman

identifies "the main issue of the book: the question of whether

man can behold God or not." By planting the Tree of the Knowl-

edge of Good and Evil in the Garden of Eden, the Lord appears

to issue to his new creatures a covert invitation to both compan-

ionship and rivalry with him. But we must remember that the apple

did not divulge to Adam and Eve full knowledge of things, let

alone of the Lord in his quiddity. In the Purgatorio, Dante insists

on the point.

Content you with quia* sons of Eve;

For had you power to see the whole truth plain

No need had been for Mary to conceive.

(Ill, 37-39, TR. DOEOTHV SaYEKS)

Had the apple revealed everything to Adam and Eve, no further

revelations would have been called for. The entire action of the

two Testaments of the Bible and of subsequent history is predi-

cated on the partial knowledge granted to the human mind and

achieved by it. In these early books of Hebrew Scripture, the Lord

seems to alternate among the roles of a beneficent Prometheus, a

treacherous Pandora, and an awesomely stern Zeus.

Another haunting cluster of ancient stories from both Hebrew

Scripture and pagan myth concerns a similar prohibition laid upon the

human faculty of sight. In these tales, sight stands for the human need

for evidence of the senses to bolster a flagging faith. The results are of-

ten fatal. Lot's wife, escaping the destruction of Sodom, hears the in-

junction, "Look not behind thee" (Genesis 19:17). When she turns to

look at the horrible scene of fire and brimstone, "She became a pillar

of salt" (Genesis 19:26). Her weakness of will closely parallels that of

Orpheus leading Eurydice out of the underworld. In spite of instruc-

tions to the contrary, he must verify with his eyes that his wife has not

faltered along the way. That failure of faith deprives him of Eurydice

for the second time and for good.

But stories of ocular prohibition do not always end tragically.

'Finite knowledge of effects, not final knowledge of essences.
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Told not to look at the horrible Gorgon's head of Medusa, Perseus

obeys orders, escapes petrification by looking only at Medusa's re-

flection on his shield, and uses other magic accoutrements to be-

head the monster. He can contain whatever curiosity he feels to

behold Medusa's ultimate ugliness directly, a temptation that

might lead others of us to meet the fate of Lot's wife. Shem and

Japheth lay a garment over their heads and look the other way

when they go in to cover their father Noah's drunken nakedness.

The apostle Thomas, who doubted Jesus' resurrection until he re-

ceived ocular and tactile proof, went unpunished but was accorded

a stern rebuke. "Blessed are they that have not seen and yet have

believed" (John 20:29). The number of doubting Thomases among

us has grown very large.

An appealing variation on these events comes down to us in

Apuleius' The Golden Ass. Another incarnation of Eve and Pandora,

Psyche must bear the burden of beauty so great that it provokes

Venus' jealousy. Venus' well-favored son, Cupid, instead of follow-

ing his mother's instructions to make Psyche fall in love with a

mean and ugly husband, falls in love with her himself. Through

the intervention of the oracle, she is sequestered in a beautiful

palace where Cupid can visit her at night without revealing his

appearance and identity. Psyche is content for a time with her sit-

uation. Then, warned by her envious sisters that her lover may be

a monster, she wishes to find out his true shape. The lamp by

which she discovers Cupid's beauty while he sleeps lets fall on him

a drop of hot oil that wakens him. He flees, murmuring, "Love

cannot last without trust." Psyche now seeks Cupid everywhere,

submitting to and surviving (with the help of nature's creatures)

the cruel trials imposed on her by Cupid's still-jealous mother, Ve-

nus. The last trial sends Psyche to the underworld to fetch a box

containing a token of Proserpina's beauty in order to restore Venus'

splendor. Told not to pry into the box, Psyche again cannot repress

her curiosity and her vanity. She peeps into the box and is im-

mediately overcome by a Stygian sleep. The story ends happily

when Cupid rescues Psyche, intervenes with Jupiter to have her

immortalized as a goddess, and establishes their union in the heav-

ens. Psyche twice destroys her potential happiness by wishing to

know more than she should. Unlike Lot's wife and Orpheus, she
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is rescued by a loving god, who lifts her out of the human condition

and presumably tries to cure her of curiosity. Milton, La Fontaine,

Moliere, Keats, Cesar Franck, and innumerable painters have cel-

ebrated the story of Cupid and Psyche as a modernized and secu-

larized version of Adam and Eve with a happy ending.*

Because it ends with CEdipus putting out his eyes in horror at

what he has learned about himself, (Edipus the King presents itself

as the extreme case of a character being punished for seeing what

is forbidden. Yet Sophocles' tragedy will not quite fit. On the one

hand, (Edipus is the innocent and ignorant victim of two fiendishly

interlocking Delphic oracles that concern the two royal couples

who, respectively, bore and raised him. How possibly can we blame

CEdipus for anything? On the other hand, his full-blown Athenian

character (overbearing, high IQ, prideful), goaded by the third or-

acle (about an assassin, to be found in Thebes, who is the cause of

the plague), drives him to discover the facts that will devastate his

and his family's life. CEdipus displays no freedom and no courage

in seeking out the awful knowledge. By temperament and by di-

vine intervention, he has no choice. He enacts his doom as con-

tained in the oracles that hoodwink all parties, including him. The
"tragedy" could have been avoided only if his character had been

different (enough to prevent him from becoming so enflamed as to

kill an old man in a wagon who claimed the right of way) or if the

gods had stayed out of mortal affairs.

I am suggesting that whereas we think of Lot's wife, Perseus,

Orpheus, and Psyche as having the freedom to choose their con-

duct, CEdipus is so entrapped in mysterious oracles and in the

larger-than-life expectations of Athenian character that he simply

follows his fate like a role written for him. His relentless investi-

gation of the truth that will destroy him is as much vainglory as

*The smith-inventor-artist Daedalus met a more grievous fate than Psyche's for

aspiring high. His life has many episodes, of which the most celebrated attributes

to him the invention of flight. The designer of the Labyrinth devised wings for

himself and his son, Icarus, in order to escape from Crete. In midflight, Icarus fell

into the sea after he ventured too close to the sun, whose heat melted his wings.

We tend to overlook two essential features of the story in Ovid. Daedalus cautioned

Icarus before departure "to fly a middle course." After Daedalus lost his son, the

great inventor "cursed his own talents."

!
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courage. "Pride breeds the tyrant" (963) mourns the chorus. And

at the end, (Edipus displays no remorse, hardly any sorrow. "What

grief can crown this grief? / It's mine alone, my destiny—I am
(Edipus" (1495-96). In the other stories, Orpheus and Psyche fail

a test and take the consequences. GEdipus' self-absorption in his

downfall sounds petulant and childish. But the divinely imposed

disasters he has lived through elevate his imperiousness into tragic

stature and blindness. We hope desperately that those horrors are

his alone, as he proudly affirms. Faust and Frankenstein will aspire

to a modified form of this awful greatness.

Do Oriental tales deal differently with these dilemmas of want-

ing to know more than we should? Not really. The most widely

known stories come from Thousand and One Nights, a hybrid col-

lection that has entered the mainstream of Western literature. In

his justly famous translation-adaptation at the opening of the eigh-

teenth century, the erudite Orientalist Antoine Galland sought out

sources and made choices that have affected the Orient's own un-

derstanding of that corpus. It is the figure of the genie, or djinn,

that concerns us most in its relation to human beings. Distinct

from angels, the rough djinns were subdued in Islamic writings

into vague gods, similar in most of their behavior to what we

would call ghosts. Genies in their infinite guises appear in many

Arabian tales as supernatural powers associated with a particular

place or object.

On the tenth and eleventh nights, Scheherazade tells the story

of a poor fisherman who casts his nets four times and catches only

a tightly sealed jar. When he opens it, out rushes an immense genie

who fully intends (after telling his story) to kill the fisherman. A
little flattery lures the genie to show how he can shrink himself to

fit back into the jar. The fisherman claps the lid back on. After

several intervening stories, the genie swears by the name of God

that he will help the fisherman become rich if he opens the jar

again instead of throwing it back into the ocean. The fisherman

liberates the genie, and (four stories and sixteen nights later) we

learn that the fisherman and his family live out the rest of their

days rich and happy. In this case, the evil genie, a Satan figure who

rebels against God and against Solomon (Night X), must be kept

sealed up in the jar until he has been tamed by so powerful a
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constraint that he cannot turn his destructiveness upon us. The

wily fisherman subdues him by flattering his vanity and then com-

pels him to serve, rather than destroy, human life. No one has given

a definitive form to the proverb about keeping the genie in the

bottle, but it turns up frequently in our day as a metaphor for

controlling science and technology. The fable contains a sequence

of events (discovery, fear, outwitting the evil force, prolonged tam-

ing, careful release) that resists compression into a formulaic maxim

or proverb. We shall consider a less optimistic version of these

events when we come to the Frankenstein story.

Carefully considered in their complete versions, the ancient sto-

ries of Adam and Eve, of Prometheus and Pandora, of Psyche and

Cupid, and even of the genie in the jar appear to give more cre-

dence to limits than to liberation, to the dangers of unauthorized

knowledge than to its rewards. Ignorance may not be bliss, but the

observation of prudent restrictions on knowledge might have pre-

vented the fate of Orpheus, of Icarus, and of Lot's wife.

None of these stories turns entirely on the opposition of knowl-

edge and ignorance. Like Eve and Pandora, Orpheus and Psyche

lack faith in the plenitude of their life. They cannot wait. They

want more. They come to doubt their own well-being. These two

words faith and doubt, closely shadow any account of knowledge,

forbidden and permissible.

It required a poet of epic vision and profound religious devout-

ness to deal adequately with the motifs of faith and doubt. Ban-

ished from the turbulent public life of fourteenth-century Florence

and immersed in the theological disputes of the waning Middle

Ages, Dante gave in the Divine Comedy an imaginary account of

himself as an upstart Pilgrim accorded a specially authorized tour

of the most restricted zones of Creation. In canto after canto,

through Hell and Purgatory and Heaven, the horrors and the mar-

vels that Dante/Pilgrim beholds nudge him toward disbelief. But

first Virgil and then Beatrice keep him on the path of faith, and he

miraculously survives the lengthy journey through territory forbid-

den to mortals. The Divine Comedy seems to be composed of naive

questions by an outsider who cannot believe what he sees—yet he

must believe. Hasn't he seen too much?

In the Divine Comedy, the reader and Dante/Pilgrim can never
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escape from the universe contained within the four opposed words:

knowledge or certainty, ignorance, faith, and doubt. In the Paradiso,

Dante, now guided by Beatrice, has journeyed to the seventh

sphere, the heaven of contempiatives, and has come blindingly near

his final goal. Peter Damian, a humble sinner who became a re-

forming cardinal, descends a golden ladder to receive Dante. Feel-

ing himself welcome, Dante makes bold to ask Damian, "Why you

alone among your fellow souls / have been predestined for this

special task?" This question—is it naive or unruly?—about the se-

crets of Providence is cut off short by some disciplinary fireworks,

and Peter Damian sends back to Earth through the still-mortal

Dante a peremptory message about forbidden knowledge.

The truth you seek to fathom lies so deep

in the abyss of the eternal law,

it is cut offfrom every creature's sight.

And tell the mortal world when you return

what I told you, so that no man presume

to try to reach a goal as high as this.

(Paradiso, XXI, 94-102, tr. Mark Musa)

Dante the presumptuous Pilgrim is allowed to proceed on his up-

ward journey, an action that reflects the nascent Renaissance in

Italy with its thirst for new knowledge. The rebuke singles out his

inopportune curiosity. There are limits on knowledge after all, even

after the Poet has been allowed to venture so far.

On the other hand, the very structure of three books, one hun-

dred cantos, and nearly 150,000 verses celebrates Dante's search

for knowledge that lies beyond ordinary human knowing. The only

slap to his inquisitiveness is administered in the encounter with

Peter Damian. Along the way, especially in the final pages of the

Inferno, Dante includes other incidents that offer a nuanced attitude

toward inquisitiveness. Down in the eighth circle of Hell, Dante

encounters Ulysses, who has been placed there in punishment for

his elaborate deceit of the Wooden Horse to enter Troy. The Pil-

grim persuades the Homeric hero to tell how he died, something
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not supplied to us in the original epic. For the occasion, Dante the

Poet invents a whole new tale of further travels for the old warrior-

sailor. Too restless to stay home with wife and family, Ulysses and

his crew prowl beyond the Pillars of Hercules and cross the Equa-

tor, only to meet their death in an immense maelstrom. A little

earlier, Ulysses has declared to his crew the impulse behind their

endless questing.

. . . to this brief waking-time that still is left

unto your senses, you must not deny

experience of that which lies beyond

the sun, and of the world that is unpeopled.

(Inferno, XXVI, 114-17, tr. Allen Mandelb.um)

How are we to read this extended digression in which Ulysses oc-

cupies more lines than any other personage encountered along the

way? Does Dante dream up a whole new ending because, in spite

of Ulysses' deceit, the old adventurer's incorrigible restlessness

mirrors Dante's?

Before answering, we should look at the incident two books later

and one circle deeper in which the great sower of discord, Muham-
med himself, displays to Dante his eviscerated body and then is-

sues a sudden challenge. "But who are you who dawdle on this

ridge?" Virgil intercedes with a crisp synopsis of the entire enter-

prise and explains what Dante is doing in the pit of Hell.

"Death has not reached him yet," my master answered,

"nor is it guilt that summons him to torment;

but that he may gain full experience,

I, who am dead, must guide him here below. ..."

(Inferno, XXVIII, 46-49, tr. Allen Mandelbaum)

Nothing surprising here—except one word: esperienza, "experi-

ence." For that was the word Dante used above to designate Ulys-

ses' fatal mission. In Italian, as in French and in Middle English,
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"experience" refers both to an objective trying-out of something,

an experiment, and to the subjective effect of events lived through,

the sense of life itself. By the end of the Divine Comedy, Dante has

implied many times over that he is offering us—piously yet

rashly—bootlegged knowledge of things beyond ordinary human

ken. Those who perform such a mission, including himself, deserve

both admiration and punishment. Once again, one discerns in this

deeply medieval author the pull of new learning toward the up-

heavals of the Renaissance.

Among the four words I have proposed to delimit such enter-

prises

—

knowledge, ignorance, faith, and doubt—Dante interjects a

median word, experience. This friendly word (which reaches out to-

ward its near homonym, speranza, "hope") suggests a secular jus-

tification for the presumption that propels explorers like Ulysses

and Dante. The appeal to "experience" connects Dante to modern

times through Tennyson's poem on the Ulysses theme.

Yet all experience is an arch wherethro
'

Gleams that untravelled world, whose margin fades

Forever andforever when I move.

Tennyson's hero could not rest, any more than Dante's Pilgrim

could. We have not heard the last of "experience." And in Dante,

we can discern a latent and remarkably acute commentary on for-

bidden knowledge.

Seven centuries after Dante, having lived through the Enlight-

enment and subsequent revolutions, the West appears to consider

itself capable of surviving in a condition of unrestricted knowledge

and unbridled imagination. We presume to welcome Prometheus

while overlooking Pandora; we do not shrink from looking upon

the face of God. I shall pursue these matters in the following sec-

tions and come back to them from a different perspective in Chap-

ter VI (on modern science) and in Chapter VII (on pornography

and the Marquis de Sade).
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2. From Taboo to Science

In the early sixteenth century, two historical developments con-

verged, with far-reaching effects in Europe. The impulse to reform

the Catholic church led to the writings and translations of Martin

Luther and to the formation of the first heretical Protestant sects

in Germany. And the spread of movable type made possible the

printing and distribution of books on an unprecedented scale. Even

the prospect that ordinary people might read the Bible for them-

selves—let alone works of modern heresy—challenged the author-

ity of the Church. These were the circumstances that led to the

institution in 1559 of the Index Librorum Prohibitorum. The con-

demning and burning of books had occurred spasmodically during

the Middle Ages. Universities sometimes drew up their own lists.

Now the Church itself sought to control what came off the printing

presses and what could be read.

In the face of Enlightenment ideas about freedom of speech and

religion, the Index has not been a successful device for defending

the Church against its enemies. But we should not mock it too

unthinkingly. Like Plato banishing poets from his Republic, an

index could be interpreted as attributing more efficacy, more sig-

nificance, and therefore more potential risk to ideas and words than

does a policy of unrestricted free speech. Tolerance belittles. Exiles

from repressive regimes often observe that freedom trivializes cou-

rageous thinking. Furthermore, the Index did not usually destroy

works; it restricted access to forbidden books to scholars—surely

not the most obedient readership.

But the West has turned in a different direction. Gradually, we

have replaced the Index and other forms of censorship with the free

marketplace of ideas and a liberal education. And we have almost

forgotten how bold a social experiment we have undertaken and

how much devotion will be required to make it work.

Out of the same sixteenth century that codified the Index came

Michel de Montaigne, fearlessly frank in discussing ideas and in

describing the foibles of his own personality. Companion of kings,

and later mayor of Bordeaux, he returned at forty to a world of

books and writing in the tower study of his chateau. Through his

continually expanded Essays, the supple form of writing he in-

vented, we probably know more about Montaigne's inner life and
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tastes than of any important historic figure, including St. Augustine

and Rousseau. Above all, he despised people who puffed them-

selves up. The lengthy essay he wrote after reaching forty, "Apol-

ogy for Raymond Sebond," though often playful and relaxed, shows

little sympathy toward human aspirations. "Presumption is our nat-

ural and original malady. ... it is by the vanity of this very imagi-

nation that man sets himself up as the equal of God." Human
presumption to knowledge would provide the title of a later essay

(Book II, Chapter 17) and a recurring motif carried through to the

pages of the last great essay, "Of Experience" (Book III, Chapter

13). In the "Apology," Montaigne on the perils of the imagination

echoes Genesis and likens it to curiosity. "Christians have a special

knowledge of the degree to which curiosity is a natural and original

evil [ma/]." The vocabulary reveals the depth and clarity of Mon-

taigne's conviction about the presumptuous curiosity of our imag-

ination. Little wonder that after referring to the temptation of Eve

and Adam, and of Ulysses "offered the gift of knowledge by the

Sirens," Montaigne sounds like the enemy of philosophy. "That's

why ignorance is so strongly recommended to us by our religion as

the appropriate path to belief and obedience." After many pages

demonstrating the weakness of our senses and our judgment, Mon-

taigne concludes, like Socrates, that ignorance aware of itself is the

only true knowledge. Ten years later, his last essay contains sen-

tences that show he has yielded no ground. "Oh what a sweet soft

pillow ignorance and incuriousness provide for a well-made head."

Like most creatures of the mind, Montaigne could not follow

the advice he formulated out of his own experience. As with most

of the figures in this book, his inquisitiveness knew no bounds.

The contradiction should not surprise us. The anti-intellectualism

of an intellectual (there were no such terms in the sixteenth-

century) probably qualifies as presumption to the second power.

In matters of religion, Montaigne accepted the Catholic faith not

on the basis of reason but by ironic conformity to traditional beliefs.

The position disturbed no one very much during Montaigne's life-

time. By the middle of the next century, however, Catholic the-

ology had become rationalist enough to assign him a place on the

Index because of his fideism (overreliance on faith alone) and his

distrust of human faculties. Despite his deeply held skepticism

about the powers of reason, Montaigne never stopped reading and
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thinking and writing. The frankness with which he dealt with these

contradictions speaks directly to us today.

Montaigne's reluctant disciple in the seventeenth century, Blaise

Pascal, had many claims to fame: mathematician (Pascal's law), in-

ventor of the roulette wheel, hair-shirt mystic, powerful religious

pamphleteer, and, in the fragmentary Pensees, incomparable psy-

chologist, Pascal shared Montaigne's wariness of the imagination.

Their common attitude is borne out by the metaphor they both

picked to describe our conduct in the field of knowledge. The

concrete word they found was portee—the reach of an arm, the

range of a weapon, the significance of an event or idea. Our "reach"

defines both our capacity and our limit, complementary aspects of

our character. We have to know both and distinguish them. "A man

can be only what he is and can imagine only according to his reach

[portee]"" writes Montaigne in the "Apology" (501). Those two in-

stances of "can" might well be read as "should." At the end of the

same essay, Montaigne makes clear that portee, the appropriate scale

in all things, contains the remedy for presumption. "To make a

fistful bigger than our fist, an armful bigger than our arm, to hope

to step further than the length of our legs—these actions are im-

possible and monstrous. The same goes for man's attempt to rise

above himself and humanity" (588).* Pascal had read Montaigne

attentively and, in his magnificent/)^^ on the two infinities, adds

dignity to the metaphor. "Let us then know our reach [portee]. We
are something, and not everything. . . . Our intelligence occupies in

the order of intelligible things the same place as our body in the

extent of nature" (Lafuma number 199). Montaigne's philosophical

skepticism about our faculties of curiosity and imagination, about

our incorrigible vanity and presumption, produces the final and

most graphic image of the Essays. "On the highest throne in the

world we can sit only on our own arse [cul]" (1096).

In speaking of the human itch to overreach, Montaigne and Pas-

cal remained fairly lighthearted. In prehistoric and primitive soci-

eties, similar concerns about forms of forbidden knowledge have

been dealt with under a more ominous term: taboo. The word is

*One wonders how Montaigne could have missed the earthy French proverb:

"N'essaie pas de peter plus haut que ton cut.

"
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Polynesian; a useful definition comes from Frazer's The Golden

Bough. Taboo refers to an object, place, person, or action in which

"holiness and pollution are not yet differentiated." In Totem and

Taboo, Freud closely follows Frazer and describes a fusion of sacred

and forbidden. Frazer's and Freud's lengthy enumerations of ta-

boos in primitive societies emphasize two complementary aspects.

To [the savage] the common feature of all these [tabooed] persons

is that they are dangerous and in danger, and the danger in which

they stand and to which they expose others is what we should call

spiritual or ghostly, and therefore imaginary. The danger, however,

is not less real because it is imaginary.

(The Goldes Boi(.n. Chapter \\h

Taboos are very ancient prohibitions which at one time were forced

upon a generation of primitive people from without, that is, they

probably wereforcibly impressed upon them by an earliergeneration.

These prohibitions concerned actions for which there existed a strong

desire.

(Totem AND Taboo. Chapter II)

Every myth, every tale I have mentioned, deals with an awakening

to the dilemma of curiosity about something both attractive and

dangerous. Freud used the word uncanny (das Unheimliche) to cover

some of the same territory. All these terms testify to the protective

principle that Frazer compares to the operation of "electric insu-

lators." The force of taboo insulates "the spiritual force" in the

object or person from violation and also insulates us—at times not

adequately—from its forbidding yet alluring power.

Montaigne's and Pascal's warnings against curiosity and pre-

sumption, their down-to-earth version of taboo, occurred just at the

moment when the great creature we now call "science" was be-

ginning to stir. How then did the nonreligious disrupting force of

science gain admission into a culture based primarily on custom

and on faith? To answer, I shall back up a little bit in order to

approach a key seventeenth-century figure not yet mentioned.

Up through the Middle Ages, Christian theology incorporated

and imposed upon the faithful a dark suspicion of secular nature.
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Our proper devotion should be to the divine order of grace. St.

Paul and St. Augustine warn us continually to distrust the original

curiosity of Adam and Eve in a Satan-haunted world. The literary

scholar Basil Willey observes that well into the seventeenth cen-

tury, secular knowledge and natural philosophy represented "a dis-

traction or seducement" from true spiritual living. "To study nature

meant to repeat the sin of Adam." Nevertheless, like a slow-moving

glacier, Christian theology trundled along within it some unassimi-

lable boulders. In 1336, Petrarch, celebrated for his love poetry in

Italian, climbed Mount Ventoux in Provence just "to see what so

great an elevation had to offer." He said he almost lost his soul at

the summit "admiring earthly things," like the view. Yet later, he

wrote an astonishing letter to record the pleasures of that excursion

into nature. Petrarch came to value the secular world as highly as

Dante valued the spiritual.

Petrarch's secularizing inclinations can be traced during the fif-

teenth and sixteenth centuries through the witty satires of the

Dutch humanist Erasmus and the un-Christian statecraft of Mach-

iavelli down to the exemplary career of Galileo in the seventeenth

century. For him, authority did not lie in Aristotle or in Genesis or

in Christian theology. It lay in the revelations of the device he

patiently ground and mounted in order to behold the heavens thirty

times larger than with the naked eye. He could then demonstrate

what the Pole Copernicus had only hypothesized about where the

center of our own system lies. Galileo, however, inevitably ran into

trouble with ecclesiastical authorities, who placed him under house

arrest. His investigations could not be assimilated by a Christian

society. They remained forbidden. In Italy, science was at an im-

passe. It required a change of scene.

The figure on whom this account of expanding knowledge now

pivots is a scalawag English statesman of stunning intellect. He
helped prosecute his own protector and take him to the scaffold.

In 1621, at the peak of his career as lord chancellor, he was brought

low by a bribery scandal and served a short prison term. Francis

Bacon had published his first pithy Essays in 1597, when he was

thirty-six. He knew Montaigne's Essays well and modified both the

form and the message to suit his own purposes. Eight years later,

after James I had promoted and knighted him, Bacon wrote The

Advancement of Learning, a book that shifted the orientation of
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intellectual endeavor in his time and helped open the way for the

Enlightenment. What he also called The Great Instauration under-

took to convert Aristotle's deductive logic into inductive inves-

tigation. One could not yet call it scientific method. In

question-and-answer argument echoing St. Thomas Aquinas, Bacon

quotes Scripture to right and left (especially Ecclesiastes) in order

to demonstrate that "God has framed the mind like a glass, capable

of the image of the universe. . . . Let no one weakly imagine that

man can search too far, or be too well studied in the book of God's

word, and works, divinity, and philosophy" (Book I). Only the de-

sire for "proud" knowledge of good and evil betrays our humanity

and rivals God. The "pure" knowledge of nature contemplates and

glorifies God's works. Thus Bacon refutes the argument that the

pursuit of knowledge "hath something of the Serpent and puffeth

up." He was astute enough to leave higher theology to the theo-

logians. We could call him the Great Compromiser.

The Advancement of Learning made a timely and powerful argu-

ment in favor of science as belonging to God, not to the Devil. In

the unfinished Utopia, The New Atlantis (1627), the careful pages

Bacon devoted to Salamon's House describe it as a semiecclesiast-

ical scientific-research institute whose activities represent a form of

worship and giving "thanks to God for his marvellous works." Ba-

con himself made no significant scientific discoveries. But his cham-

pioning of scientific research facilitated the landmark work in the

seventeenth century of the physiologist William Harvey, who dem-

onstrated that blood circulates in the body by the pumping action

of the heart, and of Robert Boyle, who established the nature of

chemical reaction. Bacon's ideas led to the founding of the Royal

Society after his death. In proclaiming that the new world of geo-

graphic exploration and scientific discovery required a new philos-

ophy, Bacon displayed, as Basil Willey writes, a "magnificent

arrogance" in his political career, in his scientific attitude, and in

his varied and apposite prose—both in Latin and English. He
claimed all philosophical knowledge for his domain and also iden-

tified "the deepest fallacies of the human mind" in terms that have

become proverbial: the idols of the tribe, of the den, of the mar-

ketplace, of the theater. For Bacon, the prophet of modern science

and its earliest poet, true scripture lay in the infinite book of nature,

as it did for Galileo. Bacon broke the taboo against science. After
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his assault on the idea of forbidden knowledge, scientific endeavor

and the accompanying doctrine of progress have for four centuries

encountered fewer obstacles.

In a lengthy career that combined "civil business" (i.e., politics)

and philosophy, Bacon became very aware of different forms of

knowledge. Several of his writings adapt Montaigne's Essays and

distinguish three types of philosopher: those who think they know

the truth, or presumptuous dogmatists; those who believe nothing

can be known, or despairing skeptics; and those who keep asking

questions in order to extend imperfect knowledge, or persistent

inquirers. Favoring the last intermediate category as pointing to the

future of philosophy, Bacon also associated it with the pre-

Socratics.* Still a believer, he did not abandon all limits in his

liberation of science. These three categories—presumptuous dog-

matists, systematic skeptics, and persistent inquirers—have not lost

their pertinence in a discussion of forms of knowledge, forbidden

and otherwise.

3. Skepticism, Agnosticism, Ignorabimus

Following Bacon's repeated insistence on induction in the pursuit

of truth, it is possible to trace an essential Enlightenment tradition

leading to modern technological and scientific achievements. At the

close of the twentieth century, we speak confidently of our research

institutes and our institutions of higher learning as of officially sanc-

tioned enterprises opening up enhanced vistas of life through the

conquest of nature. We are intent on cracking the secrets of the

atom and the genetic code as well as those of outer space. To track

it all we have an "information superhighway." On the other hand,

the term knowledge explosion expresses our anxiety about the poten-

tially devastating consequences of such research. We are not at ease

with our new Temple of Solomon or Tower of Babel. The strand

of my story that I shall follow down to the present in the

•Kenneth Alan Hovey has published a fine article on the evolution of Bacon's

thought on these questions and its relation to Montaigne's.
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remainder of this chapter never strays far from the question of the

limits of science.

A copious store of proverbs and parables cautions us about the

presumptions and delusions of learning. Bacon's own distinction

between pure and proud learning leads to his warning against "con-

founding the two different streams of philosophy and revelation

together." When he finally reaches Book IX of The Advancement of

Learning, he ostentatiously omits theology as something issuing not

from science but from the word and oracles of God. Bacon's great

plea for secular knowledge and systematic research ends with a

prayer "to the Immortal Being through his Son, our Saviour."

The careful balance of intellectual courage, respect of religion,

and political expedience in Bacon's work survived virtually un-

shaken for over a century and reemerged in Pope's early writings.

The famous couplet that opens Epistle II ofAn Essay on Man (1734)

epitomizes both Pope and Bacon. Presumption comes back like an

old refrain.

Know then thyself, presume not God to scan;

The proper study ofMankind is Man.

Voltaire achieves a comparable terseness of expression. When, after

a lifetime witnessing the sufferings and duplicities of mankind,

Candide can at last profess that he knows something, he quietly

sets aside all Pangloss' claims to metaphysical knowledge and

makes a modest proposal: "let us cultivate our own garden." In

Candide, Voltaire produced a sassy parable on the theme of portee,

of living within our reach or range, a theme he inherited from Mon-

taigne and Pascal.

In his satirical fiction, Swift approached the problem of knowl-

edge in an equally concrete fashion. Gulliver describes the won-

derful invention of gunpowder and cannon to the King of

Brobdingnag; the King is "struck with horror" and protests "that

he would rather lose half his kingdom than be privy to such a

secret, which he commanded me, as I value my life, never to men-

tion any more" (Book II, 7). Few minds ranged as freely as Vol-

taire's and Swift's across the landscape of knowledge, religious and

secular. And few minds became so preoccupied with the errors and

dangers of "proud learning" in all human endeavor.
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In cautioning us through their satirical fiction against over-

confidence in reason, Voltaire and Swift were not referring only to

destructive technologies of war. They distrusted the tendency of

high intellect to seek rarified speculations and empty categories.

Twice, in chapters V and XXI of Candide, Voltaire interrupts a dis-

cussion of free will with an ellipsis in midsentence, as if to say that

we waste our time trying to solve ultimate metaphysical questions.

In the third book of Gulliver's Travels, Swift portrays the mathe-

matically brilliant and ambitious Laputans, whom Gulliver discov-

ers living in the clouds. The Laputans are characterized principally

by having "one of their eyes turned inward, and the other directly

up to the zenith" (III, 2). Stumbling often, they have discovered

neither any ultimate truth nor a modest garden to cultivate.

One of the most comprehensive and arresting statements affirm-

ing the path of reason comes from Thomas Jefferson writing about

founding the University of Virginia. It was the first secular univer-

sity in a new nation without an established church. Jefferson's En-

lightenment optimism has shaken off any lingering sense of

knowledge as the work of the Devil. He wrote: "This institution

will be based on the illimitable freedom of the human mind. For

here we are not afraid to follow the truth wherever it may lead, nor

to tolerate any error so long as reason is left to combat it" (Decem-

ber 27, 1820: to William Roscoe). It sounds as if Jefferson were

writing while looking at the opening page of Kant's 1784 essay,

"What is Enlightenment?" For in effect, Jefferson reaffirms the

motto from Horace that Kant quotes in his opening paragraph: Sap-

ere aude, "Dare to know!" Jefferson ignores the expedient social

and political constraints tacked on by Kant. It also sounds as if

Jefferson were following Jesus' adjuration to the Pharisees: "Ye

shall know the truth and the truth shall make you free" (John 8:

32). But Jesus' truth is revealed and eternal rather than a secular

knowledge discovered by our own investigations.

Jefferson, founding not a republic but an institution of higher

learning, produced a declaration of rationalism unsurpassed in

American and European intellectual history. However, this sturdy

rationalism had to accommodate itself to a lingering strain of re-

straint and skepticism about science that the best scientists would

not conceal even in the face of a comprehensive new theory of

evolution. During the turbulent decade that followed the publica-
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tion of The Origin of Species (1859), Darwin found his stoutest cham-
pion in Thomas Henry Huxley, a young biologist educated on
Carlyle, Goethe, and Schelling and trained to science (like Darwin
himself) during a four-year naturalist's voyage to the Pacific. In
1860, Huxley was a thirty-five-year-old professor at the School of
Mines. At a packed meeting in Oxford of the Zoological Section
of the British Association, Huxley listened quietly to Bishop Wil-
berforce's famous mocking question: "I should like to ask Professor
Huxley ... if it is on his grandfather's or his grandmother's side
that the ape ancestry comes in?" The fact that in the mid-
nineteenth century many educated people were losing their Chris-
tian beliefs and their faith in the literal truth of the Bible led their
opponents to counterattack. Rising to respond, the tall, stern Hux-
ley first gave a lucid summary of Darwin's ideas on natural selection
and then proceeded with relish to the question of ancestry.

"...a man has no reason to be ashamed of having an ape for his
grandfather. If there were an ancestor whom I shouldfeel shame in
recalling it would rather be a man—a man of restless and versatile
intellect—who, not content with an equivocal success in his own
sphere of activity, plunges into scientific questions with which he has
no real acquaintance, only to obscure them by an aimless rhetoric,
and distract the attention of his hearers from the realpoint at issue
by eloquent digressions and skilled appeals to religious prejudice.

"*

(Life a.xd Letters, I, 199)

Huxley's adroitness in turning the fire back on the attacker came
out again at an early meeting of another association of clerics, schol-
ars, and men of science. One member urged the need to avoid in
the debates any "moral disapprobation of fellow members" and to
shun personal attacks. W. G. Ward, an Anglican cleric recently con-
verted by Cardinal Newman to Roman Catholicism, demurred.
"While acquiescing in this condition as a general rule, I think it

Th.s ,s the account given by John R. Green, then an undergraduate at Oxford
Th.rty years later, Huxley said that Green's account was substantially correct ex-
cept that he was certain he had not used the word equivocal.
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cannot be expected that Christian thinkers shall give no sign of the

horror with which they would view the spread of such extreme

opinions as those advocated by Mr. Huxley." Ward was echoing

the matron whose remark I quote in my foreword. All accounts

report a brief pause followed by this reply from Huxley: "As Dr.

Ward has spoken, I must in fairness say that it will be very difficult

for me to conceal my feeling as to the intellectual degradation

which would come of the general acceptance of such views as Dr.

Ward holds."

This exchange took place at the Metaphysical Society, organized

in 1869 by the broad-minded editor and intellectual impresario

James Knowles, seconded by Tennyson, the poet laureate. Ten

years after Darwin's Origin, debate still raged at such a pitch that

some spoke seriously of a New Reformation, and others felt that

civilization itself was crumbling before atheism and nihilism.

Knowles persuaded all parties to join the discussions of the Meta-

physical Society, from Archbishop Manning to Roden Noel, "an

actual atheist and a red republican." Among the great English

minds of the day, only J. S. Mill, Cardinal Newman, and Herbert

Spencer refused the opportunity to air their ideas. The bishop of

Peterborough declared, "We wanted only a Jew and a Mohamma-

tan" among the sixty-odd members to complete representation of

all faiths.

During the organizational meetings of the Metaphysical Society,

Huxley became very impatient with the compulsion put on him to

accept a label for his philosophical position.

When I reached intellectual maturity, and began to ask myself

whether I was an atheist, a theist, or a pantheist; a materialist or

an idealist; a Christian or a freethinker; I found that the more I

learned and reflected, the less ready was the answer; until, at last, I

came to the conclusion that I had neither art nor part with any of

these denominations, except the last. The one thing in which most of

these good people were agreed was the one thing in which I differed

from them. They were quite sure they had attained a certain "gno-

sis"—had, more or less successfully, solved the problem of existence;

while I was quite sure I had not, and had a pretty strong conviction

that the problem was insoluble. And, with Hume and Kant on my
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side, I could not think myselfpresumptuous in holding fast by that

opinion.

(Life and Letters, I, 343)

Huxley had, in other words, a strong philosophical position, for

which there was no accepted name. He was too resourceful to be

plagued for long by this problem of nomenclature. Having decided

that he was being treated like a "fox without a tail," he made a

brilliant strategic move by using the English language as his field

of maneuver.

So I took thought, and invented what I conceived to be the appro-

priate title of "agnostic. " // came into my head as suggestively an-

tithetic to the 'gnostic''' of Church history, who professed to know so

much about the very things of which I was ignorant; and I took the

earliest opportunity ofparading it at our Society, to show that I,

too, had a tail, like the otherfoxes. To my great satisfaction the term

took.
*

(Life and Letters, I, 343-44)

It is hard to believe that Western languages survived until the mid-

nineteenth century without an equivalent of agnostic. Yet Huxley

was not mistaken. Words like freethinker, libre penseur, libertin, deist,

theist, atheist, and heretic all referred to holding positive convictions

on large metaphysical questions. Skeptic and Pyrrhonist connoted

systematic doubt in all domains. Such terms carried connotations

far removed from Huxley's uncertainty about final questions and

his certainty about "natural history" or science. There was virtually

an empty space in the language, like a gap in the periodic table

awaiting the discovery of a new chemical element.

At exactly the same period, Darwin apparently experienced a

comparable need to define his philosophical position. His letter to

J. D. Hooker in 1870 is perfectly frank. "My theology is a simple

•Huxley's "term" probably alludes also to St. Paul's mention of an altar "To
the Unknown God" (Acts 17:23).
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muddle; I cannot look at the universe as the result of blind chance,

yet I can see no evidence of beneficent design, or indeed of design

of any kind, in the details." Six years later in his Autobiography,

Darwin first calls himself a "Theist" and then goes a step further.

"The mystery of all things is insoluble by us; and I for one must

be content to remain an Agnostic." The word could now be con-

sidered certified. It represents a modest yet unflinching form of

forbidden knowledge.

Huxley's neologism did not come to him entirely by momentary

inspiration. Years before, in September 1860, he had been obliged

to think through his religious and scientific views when his healthy

four-year-old son died suddenly of scarlet fever. In a letter of con-

dolence, Charles Kingsley, author of Westward Ho! and chaplain to

Queen Victoria, tried to comfort him with the doctrine of immor-

tality. Huxley responded with a ten-page letter that reveals an-

guished feeling and unshakable intellectual integrity. In those

pages, he elaborated the agnostic position without using the word.

"I neither deny nor affirm the immortality of man. I see no reason

for believing it, but, on the other hand, I have no means of dis-

proving it." The letter remains clear-sighted and honest in the

midst of deep personal distress.

In 1889, twenty years after the founding of the Metaphysical

Society, Huxley found himself drawn into a new controversy, which

surrounded the tedious, hugely popular three-volume novel Robert

Elsmere by Mrs. Humphry Ward, Matthew Arnold's niece. The
novel contained a sustained attack on biblical miracles as lacking

adequate testimony to compel belief. In mounting their counter-

attack against this kind of thinking, spokesmen for the Church saw

advancing against them on all sides a new enemy, who, in their

descriptions, sounded like Huxley. "He may prefer to call himself

an agnostic; but his real name is an older one—he is an infidel."

Huxley joined the fray with four new articles on agnosticism and

even cited in support of his position Cardinal Newman's ideas

about the evolution of the Catholic church. At bottom, Newman
was probably more beset by doubts about mankind's role in the

world than Huxley, who kept faith with "the wild living intellect

of man" and believed in the future. But Huxley's new word be-

came deeply enmeshed in the religious controversies of his day.

The aspect of these historic debates that most concerns us is the
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two meanings of the word agnostic that emerge from Huxley's writ-

ings, and that still hover around the term. The letter to Kingsley and

the statements to the Metaphysical Society in 1869 give to agnostic this

categorical sense: The human mind alone cannot answer the ultimate

questions of metaphysics and theology and cannot know "true" real-

ity behind appearances. These things are beyond us. On the other

hand, Huxley's later writings attach agnosticism to a larger and older

tradition that links the method of Socrates with the Reformation and

with Descartes. "In matters of intellect, follow your reason as far as it

will take you." Accept nothing without demonstration. You might

even reach ultimate truth. Huxley's modified attitude takes the em-

phasis off the notion of limits and attaches the word to a gentle skepti-

cism, almost to what we now call pragmatism. Several of Huxley's

contemporaries believed that he had compromised a useful word by

softening its meaning.

For my purposes in writing about forbidden knowledge, the first,

rigorous meaning evidently carries the greater intellectual weight

and should be the primary meaning attributed to the word. Agnostic

refers not only to recognizing our ignorance about ultimate ques-

tions but also to the claim that those problems are "insoluble," as

both Darwin and Huxley wrote, beyond our reach. This articulate,

argumentative biologist who attacked the certainty, the gnosis, of

others while restraining his own did not propose to stop the march

of either science or religion. He did, however, challenge his gen-

eration to scrutinize soberly the claims made by both camps and

gave us a new word as a talisman of unobtrusive doubt.*

Three years after Huxley's astonishingly successful coinage of a

term for his philosophical and religious position, a German scientist,

twice rector of the University of Berlin, delivered a celebrated lec-

ture, entitled "On the Limits of Science." Emil Du Bois-Reymond

(1818-1896) had acquired an extensive knowledge of French

intellectual culture in addition to his German scientific training. His

careful laboratory research on electric fish and his development of

*The Oxford English Dictionary accurately records the origin of agnostic that I have

just outlined. A related term coined a few decades earlier belongs as much to

psychology as to philosophy. In 1830, Auguste Comte proposed a/truism to desig-

nate a principle of conduct based on the interests of others and opposed to egoism.

A/truism refers to the optimistic strain in Enlightenment thinking and loosely par-

allels the connotations of philanthropy and benevolence.
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experimental apparatus such as mercury switches and current mul-

tipliers had earned him wide respect in the field of physiology.

Later in his career, he lectured widely on the scientific significance

of such writers as Voltaire, La Mettrie, Diderot, and Goethe.

By the time of his lecture in 1872, Du Bois-Reymond had al-

ready made a reputation among scientists and intellectuals as a

strong opponent of "cosmic consciousness," a popular notion sub-

stituting for deity or divine mind. At the opening of the nineteenth

century, Laplace had said that in searching the heavens with a

telescope he found no God. Du Bois-Reymond made a comparable

materialist refutation of cosmic consciousness, affirming that he

found no evidence anywhere of cosmic neural tissue fed by arterial

blood and "proportional in size to the faculties of such a mind."

He had also attacked the hypothesis of a "vital force," calling it an

appeal to the supernatural in order to account for the step from

inorganic to organic. Consequently, Du Bois-Reymond had pow-

erful credentials as a no-nonsense scientist who believed in natural

causation, not in metaphysical entities. Because of those creden-

tials, the 1872 lecture on the limits of science shocked many of his

colleagues.

In a change of heart since his early research on animal electricity,

Du Bois-Reymond now affirmed that he saw serious gaps in the

explanatory power of materialist science. He revived the category

of what medieval philosophers had called insolubilia—problems be-

yond solution by science, such as "Why is there anything at all?"

Du Bois-Reymond ended his lecture with the Latin term ignora-

bimus—"we shall remain ignorant." In a later lecture, "The Seven

Riddles of the Universe" (1880), he proposed that at least three of

the great foundational issues in physics, biology, and psychology

transcend man's scientific capacities.* Toward the close of a cen-

tury that prided itself on scientific prowess, these were fighting

words. To speak of "limits" on science sounded like a stronger

•His seven riddles retain a certain pertinence: the existence and nature of mat-

ter and force; the origin of motion; the origin of life; the nature of adaptation in

organisms; the origin of sensory perception; the origin of thought and

consciousness; and the problem of free will. Some of them might be solvable in

the future, but not all. Du Bois-Reymond did not clarify the relative degree to

which the insolubilia owe their status to the nature of the universe or to the nature

of the inquiring human mind.
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version of Bacon's distinction between "proud science" and

"pure science." The glossy Latin label ignorabimus refused to

recognize some higher certainties of science, and made that re-

fusal as steadfastly as did the term agnosticism. Both terms out-

raged alike convinced believers and convinced unbelievers.

The most stentorian response to Du Bois-Reymond came from

the zoologist Ernst Haeckel. This polemecist and popularizer of

science was the chief defender on the Continent of Darwin's ideas

and of the biogenetic law that ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.

(Today, Haeckel's law has regained considerable prestige.) His

book The Riddle of the Universe (Die We/trdtse/), published in 1889,

caught the imagination of many readers and appeared in several

editions. It was the era of spiritualism and Theosophy. After dis-

missing free will as a pseudoproblem that "rests on mere illusion

and in reality does not exist at all," Haeckel claimed that all the

other riddles except one had been solved. The remaining "problem

of substance," the ultimate origin of matter and its laws, he re-

garded as more metaphysical than scientific.

A clear response to this nineteenth-century controversy comes

in the work of a contemporary American scholar, Nicholas Rescher.

This indefatigable historian and philosopher of science has pre-

ceded me over some of the terrain explored in this book. In The

Limits of Science (1984), Rescher condemns both parties in the con-

troversy. Du Bois-Reymond had only the shakiest of grounds on

which to extrapolate the existence of insolubilia out of our present

ignorance; Haeckel was equally wrong in implying that science at

the end of the nineteenth century was approaching completion of

its tasks and that soon all the answers would be known. Rescher

easily demonstrates that "the perceived completeness of science"

is an illusion. Nature is inexhaustible; it has no bottom. Our ques-

tions never cease: There are no final truths.* In rejecting any form

of omniscience in science as well as Du Bois-Reymond's insolubilia,

Rescher in effect proposes a modified form of ignorabimus related

to agnosticism. For he posits an unending procession of questions

addressed by our cognitive faculties to the apparently bottomless

•Rescher wrote just a few years too early to deal with the debates in the early

nineties over the claims of a "final theory" made by advocates of the supercon-

ducting supercollider and of the Higgs particle.
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well of nature. We can never exhaustively know a world system

that contains us as well as our ongoing investigations into that sys-

tem and our modifications of it.

Rescher does not stop there. He goes on to write an essay that

looks beyond practical considerations to deal with the moral, pru-

dential, and legal limits we might wish to apply to scientific inquiry.

In the process, he looks far beyond science. He wonders briefly

what would happen if we could devise some means of seeing into

other people's minds to know their intentions and motives. His

conclusion startles us by its wariness.

Some information is simply not safe for us—not because there is

something wrong with its possession in the abstract, but because it

is the sort of thing we humans are not well suited to cope with.

There are various things we simply ought not to know. If we did

not have to live our lives amidst a fog of uncertainty about a

whole range of matters that are actually of fundamental interest

and importance to us, it would no longer be a human mode of ex-

istence that we would live. Instead we would become a being of

another sort, perhaps angelic, perhaps machine-like, but certainly

not human.

There is a more deeply problematic issue, however. Are there also

moral limits to the possession of information per se

—

are there

things we ought not to know on moral grounds? . . . Here, inappro-

priateness lies only in the mode of acquisition or in the prospect of

misuse. With information, possession in and of itself—independently

of the matter of its acquisition and utilization—cannot involve

moral impropriety.

( "Forbidden Knowledge, " 9)

Few authors have faced these questions so directly and unshrink-

ingly as Rescher. But he develops them no further and returns to

his central concern with science. Therefore, I quote his two para-

graphs as a takeoff point for my own investigation, which will turn

to literature and come back to science much later.

I disagree with Rescher on only one point. The second, presum-

ably scientific issue of possession of knowledge (versus its acqui-
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sition and use) does not impress me as any more "deeply

problematic" than the first issue, how our humanity may be re-

vealed and even defined by "liv[ing] our lives amidst a fog of un-

certainty about a whole range of matters that are actually of

fundamental interest and importance to us." These words, which

echo phrases like St. John of the Cross's "cloud of unknowing" and

Keats' "negative capability," locate a certain ignorance at the very

seat of human nature. That fog turns out to be our nimbus and our

protective veil. We shall have to return many times to these para-

doxes as we enter further into the subject.

To this remarkable short essay, Rescher gives the title "Forbid-

den Knowledge: Moral Limits of Scientific Research." He goes on

to say that "it is the basically correct moral of [the Garden of Eden]

story that we may well have to pay a price for knowledge in terms

of moral compromise." This judicious philosopher of science makes

bold to add explicitly human and moral dimensions to the technical

terms insolubilia, agnostic, and ignorabimus. The exploration of these

dimensions will carry us far beyond science.

4. "Lust of the Soul"

The famous scientists mentioned on page 13 all said they were

motivated in their work by curiosity above all. A large collection

of myths and stories, from Pandora's opening a jar to Petrarch's

climbing a mountain, suggests we cannot escape curiosity. But is

the picture that clear? Other evidence may give us pause.

The Wild Boy of Aveyron came out of the woods in 1800, when

he was aged twelve, behaving like an animal after several years of

isolation. Dr. Itard, who observed and trained him for the next

dozen years, made much of the fact that the boy had to be taught

to imitate, since he had no natural instinct or inclination to copy

what he saw others doing around him. The thick detail of Itard's

reports and of many parallel reports also describes an even more

fundamental condition: The Wild Boy felt no curiosity. Beyond his

need for food and sleep, he sought nothing else. He was content

to rock on his haunches and to vegetate wherever he was. He
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seemed immune to the curse of boredom. Without being conclu-

sive, the case offers glimpses of inchoate human nature.*

Is curiosity—the desire to know more than is necessary for our

immediately foreseeable needs—acquired in childhood, or is it

given to us in some inherited form? Ignorabimus. In either case, our

curiosity has become self-conscious and self-sustaining. Possibly a

full and final answer about the origins of curiosity is one of the

things we should not know if we are to remain human, if we are to

keep the fog of uncertainty that defines us. But such a response

troubles those of us who have been brought up to believe in Jef-

ferson's pursuit of truth wherever it may lead. We are reluctant to

connect that attitude with hubris and presumption and to acknowl-

edge Montaigne's and Pascal's appeal to portee, our ordinary reach.

The fragments of a history of forbidden knowledge that I have

outlined in this chapter lead forward toward significant works and

episodes that will take us far deeper into the subject. The slender

outline already sketched points to a certain fluctuation within a

steady state of affairs, to a dynamic equilibrium between a pre-

sumptuous pursuit of knowledge and a skeptical, cautious approach

to it. Even the persons and the periods most confident of the vir-

tues of knowledge—Plato, say, and the Enlightenment—contain

their own powerful compensating mechanisms. Socrates knew best

that he did not know. No one has mocked the abuses of reason

more effectively than Swift and Voltaire, who represent the Age of

Reason. We have not advanced beyond the interlocking notions of

liberation and limits.

And such a history also demonstrates that popular wisdom resid-

ing in proverbs and legends does not lie far away from the intel-

lectual scruples affirmed in more recently minted terms such as

agnostic and ignorabimus. "Curiosity killed the cat." "Let sleeping

dogs lie." But what kind of a paradox is this? Must I cease and

desist from the very inquiry that beckons me most? Should I be

ashamed of my curiosity? We seem to be dealing with a conver-

gence of opposites in ourselves, a mental condition analogous to

the bodily condition W. B. Yeats describes as vividly as any proverb

could.

*See my The Forbidden Experiment: The Story of the Wild Boy of Aveyron (1980).
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But Love has pitched his mansion in

The place of excrement.

("Crazy Jane Talks to the Bishop")

Our yearning for knowledge was long ago dubbed libido sciendi, a

term that insists on the analogy between curiosity and sexual de-

sire. In Book X of the Confessions, in which St. Augustine describes

our three major temptations, he closely associates "concupiscence

of the flesh," particularly sexual lust, with concupiscence of the

eyes. He means lust for knowledge, which is "in many ways more

dangerous."

There is also present in the soul, by means of these bodily senses, a

kind of empty longing and curiosity, which aims not at taking plea-

sure in the flesh but at acquiring experience through the flesh, and

this empty curiosity is dignified by the names of learning and science.

Since this is in the appetite for knowing, and since the eyes are the

chief of our senses for acquiring knowledge, it is called in the divine

language the lust of the eyes.

(Chapter 35)

Self-confessed sinner and Christian convert, St. Augustine insists

on the concupiscence of the mind as more perilous than that of the

flesh. And like Dante and Tennyson, he finds the word experience

to designate the object of this "empty curiosity." Can the dignified

words learning and science be swept aside so peremptorily? No, but

St. Augustine's insight into the dynamics of human knowing also

stands, animated by the word concupiscence.

Thomas Hobbes made a similar association in the seventeenth

century. In Chapter Six of Leviathan, where he is still calling a

preliminary role of human emotions, natural lust and luxury are

followed by curiosity: "Desire to know how and why, CURIOS-
ITY ... is a lust of the mind, that by a perseverance of delight in

the continual and indefatigable generation of knowledge, exceed-

ed! the short vehemence of carnal pleasure."

Yet, St. Augustine and Hobbes wrote these severe words in the
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midst of a project to discover and report knowledge about the how

and why of human actions. The desire to know the world and other

beings as well as ourselves belongs both to our highest aspirations,

celebrated by Homer and Dante and all great authors, and to our

basest concupiscence in wanting to reach beyond our portee. Be-

cause it feeds both our glory and our shame, curiosity provides the

motif of many of our greatest narratives of quest and conquest, of

love and passion.





Chapter i i

MILTON IN THE
GARDEN OF EDEN

1. Resistance to Adam and Eve

From Pandora, the first woman sent to tempt mankind, to a

meeting of scientists discussing the origins of their vocation,

curiosity claims a major role in our lives. At the same time,

we have to register limits to knowledge, limits lodged in our minds

and impediments intrinsic to the nature of the universe itself. No
story records these conflicting motifs more simply and convincingly

than the human segment of the earliest Hebrew creation myth,

which opens the first book of the Torah.

These opening episodes offer us answers to three ancient and

troubling questions. How did everything begin? Why does life

bring so much suffering, deceit, and destruction—so much positive

evil? Why do we die? Thus we have the question of origins, the

question of theodicy, and the question of mortality. The stories of

the creation and of Adam and Eve that open Genesis accept the

three challenges these questions represent. A close reading shows

that the chapters combine at least two independent sources, which

biblical scholars call P (Genesis 1:1-2:4) and J (Genesis 2:5-3.2:4).

After the formulaic and triumphal creation of everything in six days,
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followed by a day of rest, we read the version that places Adam
and Eve in the Garden of Eden. Out of thousands of creation myths

imagined by peoples everywhere, this double "just so" story pro-

duced long ago by an obscure Semitic people has won out over all

others in the three principal monotheistic religions on Earth: Ju-

daism, Christianity, and Islam. We come back to it again and again,

less because it is ours than because it affords endlessly renewed

meanings.*

The composite myth of Genesis 1-3 is so ancient and so dom-

inant that many Bible readers do not notice that the creation story,

once related, virtually disappears from the remaining one thousand

pages of Scripture in the Old Testament.! It was St. Paul who, in

a series of epistles, especially Chapter 5 of Romans, recast human

history and theology by linking Jesus Christ, over the heads of all

other prophets, leaders, and lawgivers, to Adam. The original

man's transgression is now redeemed by the obedience of another

man, God's incarnate Son. Jesus becomes the second Adam in a

symmetrical pattern known in biblical study as typology. Christian

faith proposes, among other things, an all-encompassing narrative

unity.

Despite its familiarity, the creation story from Genesis is as in-

visible to many of us as air, or as our own personality. It surrounds

us too closely. We cannot stand back in order to see it better. The

Bible nowhere uses the word fall to designate what happened to

Adam and Eve. The opening, or P, version over a period of seven

days has the repetitive, invocational form of a hymn or poem. In

the second, or J, version, we have suddenly moved in very close to

a domestic scene where generic terms turn into proper names. God

becomes the Lord God or Jehovah. Man becomes Adam—the He-

brew noun meaning "man," now particularized with a capital letter.

Woman, meaning "taken out of man," finally becomes Eve, life-

*The extensive erudition and psychological keenness of two commentaries

have guided me throughout this chapter: Arnold Williams, The Common Expositor

(1948; especially Chapter VI, "The Fall"); and Howard Schultz, Milton and For-

bidden Knowledge (1955).

tjob mentions Adam once (31:33) in a fleeting comparison. Jesus alludes to the

Genesis story when he affirms monogamy and rejects divorce (Mark 10:6 and Mat-

thew 19:4).
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giver (Genesis 3:20). These leaps and turns survive translation

nearly undiminished. The cast keeps growing. After forming Adam,

the Lord God plants two particular named trees and imposes an

interdict on the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil. No such

restriction applies to the Tree of Life, presumably because Adam
is created immortal and does not need it—not yet. Its role will

come later. Since Adam finds no helpmeet among the beasts and

feels alone in Eden, God forms another and different living crea-

ture from his rib, "bone of my bones, flesh of my flesh." Adam

names her woman. Now we have a God, two human beings, and

two special trees as intermediate beings and props.

The third chapter opens with a jump cut to the serpent whis-

pering in the woman's ear. The serpent is simply there, the tempter

already in place, an unexplained occupant of the Garden—and of

the human mind. The serpent appears to be the concentrated and

symbolic remnant of an earlier religious age, before the Jews passed

through the tumultuous shift from polytheism to monotheism.

Nothing yet links the serpent to Satan or to the Devil. It is calmly

insubordinate and categorically denies God's verdict of death for

eating the forbidden tree. "Thou shalt not surely die" (3:4). The

serpent tells the woman that, rather, the act will open their eyes

and make them as gods. The woman eats and gives of the fruit to

her husband. Everything goes by halves now. Adam and Eve start

out innocent and immortal. The serpent claims that by eating the

forbidden fruit, they will achieve divinity without losing immortal-

ity. He is half-right—that is, they attain insight into good and evil

and at the same time they lose immortality. "And the Lord God

said, Behold the man is become as one of us, to know good and

evil: and now lest he put forth his hand, and take also of the tree

of life, and eat, and live for ever . . . the Lord God sent him forth

from the garden of Eden" (Genesis 3:22). Because they have be-

come mortal, Adam and Eve must now be kept away from the Tree

of Life. Prohibition did not work for the first tree. Banishment is

the logical answer.

The cartoon figures and jagged episodes of Genesis provide an

account of the first symbolic human encounter with taboo, both

within us and outside us. The account conveys the powerful sen-

timent of "holiness and pollution . . . not yet differentiated," as

Frazer describes it, a divided response of fascination and fear that
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characterizes the darkest stories of human life. The extreme econ-

omy of the Genesis Adam and Eve story (forty verses, about eight

hundred words in English) has never been surpassed. Even without

its later Christian link to the historical figure of Jesus of Nazareth,

the story would probably have remained the creation myth for the

three revealed monotheistic religions. It opens Hebrew Scripture

from its earliest canon. It embeds its dramatic action in the uni-

versally desirable circumstances of a fruit-bearing tree in a lush

garden of pleasures. With the clumsy directness of child actors, the

cast enacts interlocking motifs of obedience and freedom, temp-

tation and gullibility, sexuality and worship. Above all, the actions

of both Adam and Eve show evil coming into the world through

an inextricable combination of a preexisting outside force (the ser-

pent) and of free choice in disobeying God's prohibition (seen

clearly by Augustine). No other extant creation myth displays

greater vividness and concentration in dealing with forbidden

knowledge.

In comparison, the Prometheus story comes in many versions,

dispersed across a series of episodes. In The Greeks and the Irrational,

the classical scholar E. R. Dodds makes a strong claim. "Morally,

reincarnation offered a more satisfactory solution to the Late Ar-

chaic problem of divine justice than did inherited guilt or post-

mortem punishment in another world" (Chapter V). Still, no

religion or culture holding the doctrine of reincarnation has pro-

duced an establishing myth with the staying power of Adam and

Eve. That fertile soil for interpretation and the taboo effect it cre-

ates help explain why it has given rise to more commentary, elab-

oration, and controversy than any other short passage of writing in

all history.

We may find it surprising, therefore, that in the last half of the

twentieth century one of the most eloquent and learned of Chris-

tian thinkers has responded with impatience to the Adam and Eve

story. Unlike those of us who may have sold our imaginations to

the big bang theory of the origin of everything or to the infinitely

drawn-out minimalist drama of Darwinian evolution, Paul Ricoeur

continues to honor Scripture. But time after time in his major work,

The Symbolism ofEvil (1967), he reveals his irritation with St. Paul's

revival of Adam as the complementary figure to Christ and issues

a testy challenge to Christian doctrine.
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. . . it is false that the "Adamic" myth is the keystone of the Judeo-

Christian edifice; it is only a flying buttress, articulated upon the

ogival crossing of the Jewish penitential spirit. With even more rea-

son, original sin, being a rationalization of the second degree, is only

a false column. The harm that has been done to souls, during the

centuries of Christianity, first by the literal interpretation of the story

of Adam, and then by the confusion of this myth, treated as history,

with later speculations, principally Augustinian, about original sin,

will never be adequately told. In asking the faithful to confess belief

in this mythicospeculative mass and to accept it as a self-sufficient

explanation, the theologians have unduly required a sacrificium in-

tellectus where what was needed was to awaken believers to a sym-

bolic super-intelligence of their actual condition.
*

(The Symbolism of Evil, 239)

Apart from the incomprehensibility of the last clause, Ricoeur has

stated a strange position. In an important essay a few years later,

he comes back to the Adam and Eve story and discharges his im-

*I suspect that the middle sentence in this paragraph provided Elaine Pagels

with the subject of Adam, Eve, and the Serpent (1988). Without a single reference

to Ricoeur's powerful writing, Pagels covers much disputed ground in a short com-

pass and stoutly defends the Gnostic position of untrammeled free will against any

taint of Augustinian original sin. She evidently wishes that Adam and Eve would

simply go away. "Perhaps the power of this archaic story, from which Christians

have inferred a moral system, lies in its blatant contradiction of everyday experi-

ence" (128). Pagels cannot comprehend that, in addition to maintaining individual

free choice, we need to attend to what everyday experience as well as the enduring

myths imply about a positive force of evil in history and in ourselves, a force ready

to tempt, to corrupt, to infect.

The Book of J (1990) by David Rosenberg and Harold Bloom solves none of

these problems by defending the hypothesis that J, the Jahwist author of these

sections of Genesis, was a woman at the court of King Solomon's son and successor.

Bloom turns out to be another commentator impatient with the Adam and Eve

story as written and seeking to demystify and to defuse it. "We have no reason to

believe the serpent malevolent" (182), he writes, and goes on to state that he finds

no candidates in Eden for culpability, except perhaps Yahweh himself, whose pro-

hibition and temptation for his children was "a blunder" (183). A few pages later,

Bloom sets out to deprive these events of their principal significance. "J's story of

Eden ... is anything but normative, as I have demonstrated. It is not a moral or a

theological narrative, and asserts no historical status" (187). Like Ricoeur and Pa-

gels, Bloom pays no attention here to Paradise Lost. Yet the reenactment of Adam
and Eve in Milton's epic sweeps like a tidal wave over their attempts to dismiss

the story.
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patience on the "doctrinal stiffness" and "false logic" of original

sin as Augustine defined it: both a juridical and a biological form

of inherited guilt {Conflict of Interpretations, 1974). But this time,

Ricoeur goes to great lengths to bring out the aptness and vividness

with which the Genesis story dramatizes the double presence of

election and seduction. "Evil is a kind of involuntariness at the

very heart of the voluntary. . . .We inaugurate evil. It is through us

that evil comes into the world. But we inaugurate evil only on the

basis of an evil already there, of which our birth is the impenetrable

symbol" (286). Ricoeur displays no naivete about the supremacy

of free will and does not doubt the real presence of evil as a force

we are justified in calling Satan or the Devil.

Because he both responds to the drama of the Adam and Eve

story and resists its doctrine, Ricoeur conveys a strong sense of the

timelessness of the biblical verses. But his writings on the subject

remain incomplete. For he does not take account of the one mod-

ern retelling of the story that is too important to be ignored, a

version approaching a new Scripture. Milton gave to the Genesis

narrative the epic dimensions and imaginative power of Homer and

Virgil. After adequate attention to Paradise Lost, Ricoeur could not,

I believe, have dismissed Adam and Eve as a "flying buttress" to

the Judeo-Christian edifice. The opening chapters of Genesis have

the simplicity of good wall paintings or tapestries. In contrast, Par-

adise Lost, behind its grand style, offers a scenario that an ambitious

Hollywood producer would recognize without fail as the basis of a

space-odyssey movie of the largest dimensions, one employing daz-

zling up-to-date special effects. One day, we may see that movie.

Meanwhile, we have the poem that transforms the rudimentary

Hebrew myth into a magnificent Christian epic.

In examining how Milton enlarges and enlivens the theme of

forbidden knowledge from Genesis into a modern saga of self-

discovery, I also wish to demonstrate that the poem carries re-

markable appeal in its details, like the animated secular carvings

that decorate Gothic cathedrals. Furthermore, Milton lived through

a long political and moral conflict with his era and can communicate

the excitement to us if we listen.
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2. Milton's Version

Approaching fifty, Milton had lived through one of the most mo-

mentous decades in English history as an active pamphleteer and

prominent public figure. In his writings, he advocated freedom of

the press, freedom of religion, the right to divorce for incompati-

bility, and, most inflammatory of all, the right of subjects to put to

death an unworthy king. In 1649, when the high court constituted

by the Rump Parliament had the head of Charles I lopped into a

basket in the name of the English people, Milton was appointed

secretary for foreign tongues to the ruling Council and given an

official residence in Whitehall. After the 1653 coup d'etat, Crom-

well appointed him as spokesman, a position similar to that of press

secretary. The Puritan Revolution gained much of its intellectual

vigor and style from Milton's classically trained mind.

By 1658, however, blindness, disillusionment with Cromwell,

the death of his second wife, and a renewed poetic calling drew

Milton back to private life. After the Restoration in 1660, his books

were publicly burned and his life was in danger until, through the

intervention of friends, he was included in the general amnesty.

Milton had lived very close to the fire he had himself helped to

light. Now, over fifty, he wanted to return to poetry and to earn a

less scandalous reputation.

Since his early twenties, Milton had been seeking a suitably

grand subject for a masterwork that would earn him a lasting rep-

utation. Much of the time, he hesitated between the materials of

classical epics and the more recent chivalric stories surrounding

King Arthur. But there is good reason to believe that Milton felt

deeply the pressure that Bacon, Descartes, and the new science

were applying to modify the tradition of forbidden knowledge

handed down from both antiquity and Christianity. And how could

he respond to his recent revolutionary experience and to his earlier

travels? During his continental tour in 1638, Milton had visited the

aging and blind Galileo, who was living in enforced seclusion near

Florence. Could this man of great learning be muzzled by a Pope?

Milton found the indirect vehicle for these contemporary events in

the oldest of all Old Testament stories.

There was not much precedent for new literary versions of the

Adam and Eve myth. Scholars of scripture had produced a library



56 / Forbidden Knowledge

of commentaries. At the end of the sixteenth century, Du Bartas

had published a popular retelling in French verse that ran to fifty

pages. It even had some success in English translation. But we

should not underestimate the ambition and originality of Milton's

project in two respects. He elevated Adam and Eve to the full

dimensions of an epic subject, on a level with Homer and Virgil.

And he imagined a modified and essentially modern version, which

favors knowledge over the forbidding of it. Then he worked at it,

blind and buffeted, for ten years.

The question of form also vexed him. An early manuscript

sketches out a drama in five acts called Adam Unparadised. It shows

the action of Paradise Lost already partly conceived in allegorical

form. But he later chose to write an epic narrative poem conceived

on a monumental scale. He multiplied the forty Old Testament

verses (translated into their "authorized" King James version only

in 1611) by a factor of four hundred to produce sixteen thousand

unrhymed decasyllabic lines of diversified poetry. The epic narra-

tive incorporates powerful dramatic scenes, a protestant and some-

times heretical theology of good and evil, a complex psychology

that fluctuates from intensely human to unexpectedly playful, and

a poetic diction like a powerful inboard motor that drives the story

through wondrous cosmological and mythological spaces. Paradise

Lost displays a cosmic imagination that produces episodes as gran-

diose as the scenes in the Sistine Chapel. The work also offers

plain-spoken probings of domestic life comparable to those of

Ingmar Bergman in films like Scenes from a Marriage. Above all,

Paradise Lost merits a reading capable of releasing its "great un-

flagging voice," its "cantabile," as C. S. Lewis says of it. Milton,

blind as a bard, dictated every one of these lines in his resolve to

compose an epic not just for one nation, like Homer's and Virgil's,

but for all humanity.

In order to make sure that his readers follow the story, Milton

supplies a page-long "argument," or summary, for each of his

twelve books. Following the same impulse, I now propose a single

synopsis of the poem, highlighting the central events concerning

Adam and Eve. This way, I believe, the reader can grasp the move-

ment of the narrative behind the frequent flashbacks, anticipations,

digressions, and authorial interventions. This truncated version also

smuggles in a certain amount of commentary and interpretation.
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The Plot

After a high-decibel invocation addressed both to the pagan Muse
and to the Christian Spirit to help him "soar" higher than any

previous poet, Milton opens not with the creation story but with

the kind of world-shaking events he had himself just lived through

and survived: a rebellion and its collapse. Cast out of heaven by

the Lord as punishment for his attempted revolt, Lucifer-Satan the

Arch-Fiend and his followers regroup in Hell and plot revenge on

a new world rumored to have been created by the Lord elsewhere

in the universe (I). Satan ventures forth alone on a great interga-

lactic voyage to discover the whereabouts of Paradise. Approaching

the Gates of Hell in order to leave it, he finds them guarded by

two unspeakable monsters. One is Sin, a sorceress sprung fully

formed out of Satan's head at the instant he first conceived envy

for the Son of God—a pastiche of Minerva born of Zeus' head.

The other is Death, the odious offspring of Satan's incest with Sin.*

With her "fatal key, / Sad instrument of all our woe," Sin unlocks

the Gates of Hell and liberates Satan to pursue his mission (II).

Looking down from on high, God sees Satan approaching Adam
and Eve in the Garden of Eden and foresees that Man, created

strong enough to resist temptation yet free to transgress, will fall.

By an unelucidated paradox this prophecy does not constitute pre-

destination, does not determine events. The Lord explains to his

Son that, unlike the fallen angel Satan, "self-tempted, self-

depraved" (III 130), Man, deceived by Satan, will find grace. The
Son offers himself as the instrument of this glorious act (III). Mean-

while, Satan has a brief twinge of doubt and remorse over his pride-

ful rebellion against God, then a second recoil when he sees Adam
and Eve. He could almost love and pity the gentle, comely pair

and he overhears that they live under "one easy prohibition" (IV

433), not to eat the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. But the spec-

tacle of their innocent connubial love, "Imparadised in one anoth-

er's arms" (IV 506), fills him with torments of envy. He resolves

to destroy their happiness. The Lord's agents catch Satan in the

*By inventing these episodes, Milton separates the origins of Sin and Death from

any act of Eve or Adam, who, rather, draw down on their heads the fate of these pre-

existing figures. Thus Milton modifies the Augustinian doctrine of original sin.
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shape of a toad whispering into Eve's ear while she sleeps. He has

to retreat temporarily (IV).

In the morning, Eve recounts her "uncouth dream" of being

tempted by an angel to eat of the forbidden tree. Puzzled by this

unexplained manifestation of evil, Adam reassures her, and they

pray together. Then they welcome as an unexpected guest in Par-

adise the Archangel Raphael. He is sent by God to forewarn them

of their free condition, permitting both obedience and disobedi-

ence, as in the case of Satan. Adam inquires of that story, and

Raphael tells at great length the events of Lucifer-Satan's rebellion

and his defeat by the Son after a great battle (V-VI). At Adam's

request, Raphael goes on to describe the creation of the World in

six days and a sabbath (VII). When Adam asks about cosmology

and celestial motion—that is, the Copernican debate—the angel

draws the line at talking about these "things too high" (121). Ac-

cepting this admonition, Adam relates in a long flashback his life

since his own creation, his conversations with God, the creation of

Woman for companionship, and the transport of passion he expe-

riences in the presence of her beauty and in their guiltless nuptials.

Raphael warns Adam against subjugation to passion and reveals that

Adam is free to stand or fall in the face of temptation (VIII).

In an eloquent second invocation, Milton regirds himself for the

central events of his story and affirms them as more heroic than

either Greek and Roman epics or the modern chivalric tales of

gorgeous knights in battle. At her own suggestion, Eve is working

apart from Adam in the Garden; she comes upon Satan, now in the

shape of a serpent. He claims that eating the fruit of the Forbidden

Tree has given him the power of speech. His subtly reasoned

temptation speech suggests that knowing evil will help her to shun

it. A just God, he argues, could never punish by death. She eats

and feels unparalleled delight. But still fearing she will die, and

therefore jealous of Adam's future without her, she offers the fruit

to him. Eve draws Adam into her own death. Out of love for her,

knowing the consequences better than she does, Adam also eats.

Straightway, their innocent love changes into the dalliance of guilty

lust. They feel shame and fall into mutual recriminations (IX).

God the Son descends to Earth to pass judgment on Adam and

Eve. Sin and Death (forming with Satan a competing trinity) enter

the world now that Satan has prevailed. Adam first protests the
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injustice of his fate thrusting him into an existence he never asked

for; then he accepts his responsibility and wishes for immediate

death. His new-formed conscience laments the consequences of his

act for all human posterity. Adam firmly resists Eve's proposal of

suicide, and they are reconciled to each another, to their long day's

dying together, and to hope through acceptance and prayer (X).

The Archangel Michael arrives to announce that they must leave

Paradise. On a hilltop, he gives Adam an illustrated preview with

commentary of the future course of mankind up to the Flood (XI).

The visions culminate in the incarnation of the Son and the re-

demption of man from sin and death, followed by the parlous

events of modern times. Adam marvels that all this good should

one day issue from his original evil act. Michael leads the pair out

of Paradise with both sorrow and hope in their minds (XII).

For four hundred pages, Milton's ten-syllable lines fill the

columns before our eyes in a uniform visual pattern that reveals

nothing about tone, pace, and portent. It takes an articulated, spo-

ken reading to shape Paradise Lost into the repertory of moods and

styles Milton deployed during the ten years of its composition. He

could shift from stentorian-prophetic to the downright folksy. In

Book V, Eve spreads out a generous dejeuner sur I'herbe for their

heavenly visitor, the Archangel Raphael. They get to talking,

though, and the narrator slips in a sly post-Edenic joke. "A while

discourse they hold; / No fear lest dinner cool" (V, 395-96). Later

Milton in his own voice will tell us that the English "cold / Cli-

mate" made composition of the poem very difficult (IX, 44- 45).

We imagine his chilblains. Raphael, encouraging Adam to tell his

creation story, implies that as a busy archangel he was out of town

on a business trip that day.

"Say therefore on;

For I that day was absent, as befell,

Bound on a voyage uncouth and obscure,

Far on excursion toward the gates of Hell ..."

(VIII, 228-31)



60 / Forbidden Knowledge

God himself is depicted as laughing at men's "quaint opinions"

(VIII, 78) about the layout of the heavens. A few pages later when

Adam complains to the Lord of the lack of human companionship

in Paradise, God surely grins at him.

"What thinkst thou then of me, and this my state?

Seem I to thee sufficiently possessed

Of happiness, or not? who am alone

From all eternity ..."

(VIII. 403-6)

In general, one must recognize in Milton a special pre-Joycean lan-

guage that exhibits its Latinate origins in a liberated word order

and revels in reversion to the root meanings of words. Enjambment,

elision, and repetition constantly vary the flow of his blank verse.

This master poet in Latin and Italian as well as English, who had

been rhyming skillfully for thirty years, now barred rhyme from his

most ambitious work. His opening note on the verse summarily

dismisses rhyme as "the invention of a barbarous age"; Milton per-

mits himself only seventeen couplets or near couplets—approxi-

mately one per one thousand lines. Two of them have an important

function: They flag the central acts of the book and dramatize the

cosmic reactions first to Eve and then to Adam as each eats the

forbidden fruit.

Forth reaching to the fruit, she plucked, she eat.
*

Earth felt the wound, and Nature from her seat

Sighing through all her works gave signs of woe

That all was lost.

(IX, 781-83)

•Many modern versions change the word "eat" to "ate." Seventeenth-century

pronunciation of these words is uncertain and may have resembled et.
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Earth trembledfrom her entrails, as again

In pangs, and Nature gave a second groan.

(IX, 1000-1001)

Here then is Milton's wager: He will hang everything—the whole

human condition and his own reputation—on the Adam and Eve

story. Out of an original Hebrew version as primitive as a few stick

marks on the wall of a cave, he unfolds a drama of epic proportions

and embeds it in an account of all previous and subsequent history,

including the religious and political struggles of his time (XII, 507-

37). Why is Milton so confident that this lowly tale will outshine

and outlast the magnificent deeds of ancient heroes and of knights

errant in combat?

I believe it is because within the expanded action Milton can

focus on the question of knowledge—knowledge proffered and

knowledge forbidden. The following pages will document that

claim. I can also illustrate it with one touching passage. Not a third

of the way through the poem, the poet looks down on the couple

after they have experienced the full physical delights of innocent

copulation. He blesses their happiness. And for a moment, the poet

appears to want to hold back their inevitable fate of knowing more,

knowledge that will end their blessedness and complicate every-

thing:

Sleep on

Blest pair; and O yet happiest ifye seek

No happier state, and know to know no more.

(IV, 774-76)

Milton's sounds reinforce the scene and the theme. The blissful O

rhymes with a hovering, ominous off-stage woe. Know dances a slow,

suggestive saraband with no. The whole action balances on know-

ing and not knowing. The lines beg to be said aloud, to be sung.
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3. "Of knowledge within bounds ..."

Why do Adam and Eve fall from their paradise of innocence and

immortality? What more or other could they possibly want?

OfMan 's first disobedience, and the fruit

Of thatforbidden tree, whose mortal taste

Brought death into the world, and all our woe . . .

(I, 1-3)

The opening lines establish a priority of themes that has had lasting

authority among readers of Paradise Lost. C. S. Lewis declares un-

compromisingly that the Fall represents an act of disobedience; the

apple has no intrinsic importance even though Eve and Satan may

believe so. In other words, in the term forbidden knowledge closely

associated here, the emphasis falls on the word forbidden. Eve and

Adam act in large part out of perverseness, an unwillingness to obey

the contract by which they have been granted residence in the

Garden. They are just too ornery or too curious or too spoiled to

tolerate any prohibition at all.

I believe this interpretation is too restrictive. In order to do jus-

tice to Milton's version, we must examine some passages that pre-

cede Book IX, where the actual Fall takes place.* During the four

books that narrate his gossipy fraternizing with Adam and Eve, the

Archangel Raphael has a friendly mission to perform for the Lord

concerning Adam: to warn him to "beware / He swerve not"

(V, 236-37). But before the angel can carry out his mission, Adam

takes the initiative. He starts asking questions. It is as if human

waywardness here unexpectedly springs full grown from Adam's

head as Sin sprang from Satan's. Satan was driven by envy of God's

Son; nothing seems to cloud Adam's contentment except that his

speech is "wary" (V, 459).

*We should also remember that disobedience to the king and to his divine

authority was the offense for which the Restoration condemned the Puritan Rev-

olution and Milton's participation in it.
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Thus when with meats and drinks they had sufficed,

Not burdened nature, sudden mind arose

In Adam, not to let the occasion pass

Given him by this great conference to know

Of things above this world, and of their being

Who dwell in Heaven . . .

(V, 452-55)

Already looking beyond the Paradise conferred on him, Adam

frames a question about how this life compares with life in the

entourage of the Lord in Heaven. Raphael says he'll learn the an-

swer "if you be found obedient" (V, 501). What can that possibly

mean, since we are so blissful? asks Adam. The angel explains

patiently that Adam is free to lose by disobedience the happy state

given by the Almighty. Angels share the same condition. "Freely

we serve, / Because we freely love" (V, 538-39). Remembering

Satan's recent insinuation into Eve's fancy in a dream, Raphael

adds that some have indeed fallen by disobedience from a "high

state of bliss into what woe!" (V, 543). Knowing nothing of all this,

our ancestor, feeling "some doubt within me move" (554), asks for

"the full relation" (556). There's plenty of time he adds helpfully.

Then in a revealing fourteen-line preamble to the story of Satan's

rebellion and the War in Heaven, Raphael not only reflects that it

will be difficult to narrate these angelic events; he also wonders, as

he begins to unfold them, if they are "perhaps / Not lawful to

reveal?" (569-70). What kind of a moral lesson will Satan's story

provide for Adam? Raphael has no instructions on this point. A
responsive reader will introduce here a lengthy pause of indecision

on Raphael's part.

Raphael finally answers his own question about forbidden

knowledge according to a principle of freedom proclaimed (with

careful reservations) in Milton's pamphlet Areopagitica on censor-

ship and the press. Ignorance of evil implies lack of free choice, a

"blank virtue" and a "puppet Adam." These libertarian arguments

from Areopagitica, though unexpressed at this point in Paradise Lost,

loom large between the lines and explain the angel's willingness

to tell the full story of Satan's disobedience. Raphael dismisses his

own hesitations about educating Adam by saying that it will all be

"for thy good" (570). The cautionary tale of Satan's rebellion and
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defeat consumes thirty pages, a whole new book, and a cast of

thousands.

Book VII opens with a convenient summing up after the long

insert story. We are asked to believe the narrated events both had

their intended warning effect on the happy pair and had no effect.

For Adam comes back for more. It is a key passage, subtly written.

(In the first line, Milton invokes his muse.)

Say Goddess, what ensued when Raphael, 40

The affable Archangel, hadforewarned

Adam by dire example to beware

Apostasy, by what befell in Heaven

To those apostates, lest the like befall

In Paradise to Adam or his race,

Charged not to touch the interdicted tree,

If they transgress, and slight that sole command,

So easily obeyed amid the choice

Of all tastes else to please their appetite,

Though wandering. He with his consorted Eve 50

The story heard attentive, and was filled

With admiration and deep muse, to hear

Of things so high and strange . .

.

Whence Adam soon repealed

The doubts that in his heart arose; and now 60

Led on, yet sinless, with desire to know

What nearer might concern him, how this World

Of Heaven and Earth conspicuous first began,

When, and whereof created, for what cause . . .

Proceeded thus to ask his heavenly guest.

(VII, 40-69)

Don't do what Satan did, says the parable, provoking "deep muse"

(52) in Adam. We also learn that his appetite is already "wandering"

(50), an adjective underlined by its placement in line and sentence.

Soon, being sinless, he repeals these "doubts" (60)—hesitations, re-

flections, questionings. But even in his innocence, he desires to learn
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more and in the following question—his fourth during this picnic

—

includes an elaborate explanation for pestering the archangel fur-

ther. Adam pushes Raphael to tell the whole creation story:

. . . // unforbid thou may 'st unfold

What we, not to explore the secrets ask

Of his eternal empire, but the more

To magnify his works, the more we know.

(VII, 94-97)

Don't think I'm prying; I seek only better ways to glorify God.

Adam's argument for more revealing stories resembles Bacon's in

favor of scientific research in The Advancement ofLearning. Patiently,

Raphael goes along, with a gentle demurrer that he has orders:

. . . to answer thy desire

Of knowledge within bounds; beyond abstain

To ask, nor let thine own inventions hope

Things not revealed

.

. .

(VII, 119-22)

Milton-Raphael is willing to tell all the good tales; headquarters

does not want anyone to forget the "bounds" of knowledge. The

creation story that follows, beautifully illustrated a century later by

William Blake, occupies only twelve pages. Adam, almost hypno-

tized by Raphael's voice, has now presumably heard everything he

wants to know. But no. Book VIII begins with an almost-comic

sequence. Incorrigible, Adam says that "something yet of doubt

remains" (VIII, 13) about the celestial motions of such a dispro-

portionate number of stars just to light tiny Earth. This time, he

provokes two strong reactions. Eve gives up and walks off into the

Garden to escape the extended disquisition she expects (40ff.).

Raphael, firmly now, lowers the boom on further discussion, thus

allowing Milton to withdraw from taking a position in the still-

raging Copernican controversy. The lengthy wrist-slapping, so long

in coming, tells Adam not to presume to know what lies beyond
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his reach (89ff.) and closes with famous lines counseling sobriety

and humility.

Heaven is for thee too high

To know what passes there; be lowly wise:

Think only what concerns thee and thy being;

Dream not of other worlds, what creatures there

Live, in what state, condition, or degree,

Contented that thus far hath been revealed

Not of Earth only but of highest Heaven.

(VIII, 172-78)

Milton's eager narrator tells us immediately that Adam is "cleared

of doubt" (179), satisfied. But the unfallen Adam is not so compli-

ant a believer as that. Adam says he will live "the easiest way,"

free of "perplexing thoughts" (183) . . . unless . .

.

. . . unless we ourselves

Seek them [cares], with wandering thoughts and notions vain.

But apt the mind orfancy is to rove

Unchecked, and of her roving is no end;

Till warned, or by experience taught, she learn

That not to know at large of things remote

From use, obscure and subtle, but to know

That which before us lies in daily life,

Is the prime wisdom; what is more, is fume,

Or emptiness, orfond impertinence. . . .

(VIII, 186-95)

"Wandering," we already know, means trouble. Here is a prelap-

sarian Adam-Tartuffe slyly inverting the situation to suit his pur-

poses. He finds the word experience (190) to turn the trick.

Obedience and humility are fine, he tells Raphael, except for the

fact that the imagination tends to rove out of control. Stern warn-

ings, like the one just given, may help. But worldly experience will

teach us better and faster to be "lowly wise" and to avoid "notions

vain." "Experience" emits a whiff of rebellion against constituted
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authority. Adam, still presumably innocent, is preaching a very

Blakean sermon on how the road to innocence passes through ex-

perience. And with that theological dilemma, Adam, not Raphael,

ends the discussion of the perils of knowledge and offers to tell his

own story.*

As later passages will make clear (XI, 807, 988), behind experience

looms disobedience, the Fall, and all our woe. In a strongly argued in-

terpretation of this passage and others, Millicent Bell tracks how "an

instant of waywardness" in Adam develops into the "lust of forbid-

den knowledge." Exactly. And then in the next and central book,

Book IX, having focused on Adam through four books ofconversation

with Raphael, Milton will follow Genesis and have Eve, rather than

Adam, act out the subversive thoughts expressed primarily by him.

Furthermore, Eve's dream or fancy at the opening of Book V, a

nonbiblical and nontraditional foreshadowing of the temptation

scene, gives her a role in the lengthy preparations. Milton keeps

the woman's role central to the action of forbidden knowledge.

Now at the climax of the drama, Satan as serpent dismisses

God's covenant in four words ("ye shall not die," IX, 685) and goes

on to seduce Eve by recapitulating arguments already planted by

Adam. God will surely approve of her courage in scorning death in

order to achieve a happier life. (All of Faust and the character's

striving lie here in germ.) And how could God oppose knowledge

gained from the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil? Cer-

tainly one should know the good. Then the clincher: ".
. . of evil,

if what is evil / Be real, why not know, since easier shunned?" (IX,

698-99). Satan is repackaging Adam's argument: Experience pro-

tects us from evil better than mere warnings against it. After greed-

ily ingorging the fruit, Eve gives fervent and idolatrous thanks, first

to the Tree of Knowledge and next to "Experience . . . / Best

guide" (807-8).

With her new knowledge, Eve now fancies herself superior to

Adam and freer than he. In the changed situation, she is tempted

to lord it over him. But second thoughts strike her immediately and

without mercy. For Adam has already reminded her in his speech

*In these moments of restlessness, Adam's tone and vocabulary resemble Ulys-

ses' (e.g., esperienza) in the episodes Dante adds to his story (see p. 25).
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that "God hath pronounced it death to taste that tree" (IV, 427).

Her imagination leaps swiftly ahead of her euphoria.

But what if God have seen

And death ensue? then I should be no more,

And Adam wedded to another Eve

Shall live with her enjoying, I extinct;

A death to think . .

.

(IX, 826-30)

Unable to tolerate the prospect of immortal Adam surviving her

death and enjoying another woman, Eve resolves to induce him to

eat the same fruit and share death with her. These are not beautiful

thoughts. C. S. Lewis goes so far as to say Eve murders Adam. His

infatuation with her makes him easy to persuade, even though he

is "not deceived" (998) by her final hollow argument.

On my experience, Adam, freely taste,

Andfear of death deliver to the winds.

(IX, 989-90)

She has slyly picked up his word

—

experience. Throughout this

scene, Eve has played the part of Adam's surrogate, deputized with

the full power of the one trait that propels the whole drama, the

trait with which Adam retains Raphael through several renewed

conversations, and for which our vocabulary provides the singularly

mild word: curiosity* The principal yeast with which Milton leav-

ens the forty stark verses of Genesis 3 into the great loaf of his

epic poem is libido sciendi, "the lust to know." It works constantly

in the words and thoughts of Adam and, at the moment of her most

dire crisis, it guides the actions and responses of Eve. Millicent

Bell was right to plot curiosity all the way from "an instinct of

•The entries in The Complete Oxford English Dictionary for curiosity and curious

trace a sequence of overlapping meanings: originally attention to detail, carefulness;

then, up to the seventeenth century, blamable inquisitiveness, "adultery of the

soul," "spiritual drunkenness"; and finally, the neutral or positive modern sense

of eagerness to know and to learn.
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waywardness"—a child's idle toying with the world within reach

—

to "the lust of forbidden knowledge"—a drive carrying a strong

element of perverseness and a penchant for transgression.*

In the twentieth century, which honors the bold forays of science

into the mysteries of nature and the alluring possibility of space

exploration, curiosity strikes us far more as the beginning of wis-

dom than as the beginning of sin. In seventeenth-century England,

* The full significance of Milton's interpretation of the Fall is brought out by

comparison with that of a great poet closer to the Middle Ages. In the Paradiso,

Dante asks Adam what was the nature of the first sin to provoke God's wrath.

Adam's three-line answer sets aside gluttony or curiosity (satisfied by pleasure or

knowledge gained by eating the forbidden fruit) in favor of sheer disobedience of

God's prohibition.

Know now, my son, the tasting of the tree

was not itself the cause of such long exile,

but only the transgression of God's bounds.

(Paradiso, XXVI, 115-17, tr. Mark Musa)

Dante's "transgression" is sternly categorical compared to Milton's "wandering"

and "experience." Those words allow for the human content of sin: knowledge to

satisfy a lust of the mind, curiosity.

There will always be more. In a section entitled "Human Knowledge" in Nosce

Teipsum (1599), Sir John Davies narrates how tasting the forbidden fruit in search

of knowledge made Adam and Eve blind. I quote three stanzas because their earthy

rhymed beauty contrasts vividly with the Latinate grandeur of Milton's lines and

because Davies, too, finds the unexpected word experience (in the first stanza, which

also rhymes "know" with "woe").

For then their minds did first in passion see

Those wretched shapes of misery and woe,

Of nakedness, of shame, ofpoverty,

Which then their own experience made them know.

But then grew reason dark, that she no more

Could the fairforms of good and truth discern;

Bats they became, that eagles were before,

And this they got by their desire to learn.

But we, their wretched offspring, what do we?

Do not we still taste of the fruit forbid,

Whiles with fondfruitless curiosity

In books profane we seek for knowledge hid?

Davies sustains a fine diction and draws his moral more directly than Dante and

Milton—and very gracefully. I have modernized the language of the version given

by Hershey Sneath.
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the dawn of the modern scientific era, a swarm of disputations gave

prominence to the presumption of human knowledge. Howard

Schultz's book Milton and Forbidden Knowledge describes those dis-

putes and informs us that Milton was familiar with Bernard of Clar-

ivaux's motto
—

"Curiosity is the beginning of all sin"—and with

the apostle Paul's warning

—

("sapere ad sobrietatem") ("learning

guided by sobriety"). Tillyard points out that Milton's common-

place book carries three entries under the heading "Curiosity." Pu-

ritan preachers referred wrathfully to "Adam's disease."

Montaigne's disciple Charron, in a book entitled On Wisdom, argued

strongly for ignorance. Milton wrote very much in the midst of

controversies between old sobriety and new science.

By the time we reach the Fall in Book IX of Paradise Lost, the

categorical "disobedience" of the epic's opening line has been col-

ored and attenuated by two traits depicted as winningly human:

curiosity and the appeal to "experience." They explain the actions

of both Adam and Eve without excusing them. There stands the

alluring and mysterious Tree of Knowledge, flaunting at every mo-

ment its special status. Could the privileged residents of the Gar-

den simply ignore it as they were instructed? There is one more

factor in the story to explain why the restriction on eating the fruit

could not remain, as Adam said in his first speech to Eve, "one

easy prohibition" (IV, 433).

I shall call it "the Wife of Bath effect." This subtle yet powerful

human trait underlies many of these discussions of forbidden

knowledge and combines several unwelcome yet familiar elements

of our condition. We are discontent with our lot, whatever it is, just

because it is ours. We covet what is not ours because it represents

otherness. Following Montaigne, I have called this combination of

perverse impulses "soul error" and identified it as a vital motif in

the works of Proust and many other writers. To this odd yet com-

mon dissatisfaction with ourselves even when we may be happy, a

further complication can be added: a constraint or prohibition. It

only makes things worse. The great narratives of all time explore

this conflict as it inflames love, adventure, war, crime. The most

succinct telling of the tale in all literature occurs in the seven-word

line from Chaucer I have used as an epigraph for this book: "For-

bede us thyng, and that desiren we."

Death-defying feats draw many contenders. The higher the wall,
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the greater the challenge. Some women are attracted to a criminal

rapist, some men to a known "man-eater." Children must, like

Bluebeard's wife, play with the one object they are told not to

touch. The imp of the perverse that lurks in our restless minds may

lead to self-injury and self-destruction. It is as if the concatenation

of steps were as inexorable as the playful psychological challenge:

Do not think of a pink elephant in a blue desert. The prohibition

creates a vacuum into which our freedom of will seems to be

sucked by a strong natural law. Only an equal counterattraction can

save us from what Milton called "the instinct of waywardness."

Unlike the lines quoted about evil ideas leaving "no spot or

blame" in Eve's mind, the Wife of Bath effect emphasizes the

"forbid" side rather than the "know" side of forbidden knowledge

and recognizes the perverse pull exerted on our frail moral faculties

by any prohibition. Milton comes close to implying extenuating

circumstances for "Man's first disobedience." Without embracing

that heresy, he makes clear that Adam and Eve have learned their

lesson.

4. The Downward Path to Wisdom

At crucial junctures of Paradise Lost, Milton explores the questions

of freedom and government that inspire his ringing declaration in

Areopagitka. With all its dodges, that pamphlet goes further than

any earlier document to defend freedom of speech and publication

on the basis of individual free choice. The argument about the free

circulation of ideas appears once fairly early in Paradise Lost and

remains as a troubling motif through the subsequent exposition,

crisis, and denouement. In Book V, after Eve describes her dream

of being tempted by a gentle-voiced angel, Adam broods over the

source of "This uncouth dream, of evil sprung" (V, 98). For Eve

was "created pure" (100). Not finding a simple answer to this echo

of the question that opens the epic (What caused the Fall? [I,

27ff.]), Adam starts a disquisition on "Fancy" and on faculties that

compose the mind or soul, namely reason and feeling. The latter

is prone to produce dreams, but Eve, Adam says, need not be dis-

turbed by her strange dream.
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"Evil into the mind ofgod or man

May come and go, so unapproved, and leave

No spot or blame behind; which gives me hope

That what in sleep thou didst abhor to dream

Waking thou never wilt consent to do.
"

(V, 117-21)

It is necessary but not easy to sort out the contradictions and par-

adoxes lodged in these lines, which are assigned the function of

clearing the air before Adam and Eve's innocent prayers (V, 209).

Because of the connections with Mark 7:15*, with Dante's dreams

in Purgatorio, and with Milton's own Areopagitica, we understand

that much is at stake here. From the above passage and others

related to it, we can infer four forms or stages of knowledge.

Milton never lingers long over the first state of pure ignor-

ance or innocence. Both Eve and Adam display traits of curiosity,

vanity, deviousness, which hover tantalizingly between unself-

consciousness and corruption. The second form of knowledge

comes through fancy or dream, a purely imaginary encounter with

worldly actions, as in Eve's dream. These five lines assure us that

such fanciful encounters with evil leave no spot; they imply not

infection but something approaching a catharsis theory of imagi-

nation—a vicarious adventure followed by cleansing. Still, the pas-

sage gently resists the interpretation I have just given it. Does

"mind" mean fancy? Or reason? Or both? Adam says "abhor";

Eve's account (V, 29-94) reveals that her first temptation in an

interrupted dream inspired in her both "horror" and "exaltation."

Is she still spotless?

The third step of knowledge is full experience, the actual doing

that commits reason, fancy, and all the senses. Where fancy by itself,

the entertainment of ideas or images, remains blameless, experience

entails the consequences of free choice and responsibility. In Book

*After rebuking the Pharisees, Jesus says to the people: "There is nothing from

without a man, that entering into him can defile him: but the things which come

out of him, those are they that defile the man" (Mark 7:15). In context, he means

that unclean foods pass through us without doing harm, but unclean words and

deeds reveal the corruption within us.
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IX, the full experience of eating the forbidden fruit brings about the

Fall. Both Adam discussing his "doubts" with Raphael (VIII, 190)

and Eve still all aglow from eating the fruit (IX, 807) explicitly name

"experience" as the great teacher. What can it teach beyond itself?

Beyond bliss and pain? In this case, beyond mortality?

For this fourth stage, Milton uses another traditional word, more

classic than Christian, that now encompasses knowledge of good

and evil. Raphael's advice to Adam during their long conversation

before the Fall comes too soon: ".
. . be lowly wise" (VIII, 173).

For true wisdom arrives only at the end of the epic story, when

experience has done its work, after Adam has conceded, "Hence-

forth I learn, that to obey is best" (XII, 561). Then the Archangel

Michael pronounces what is essentially the verdict and blessing of

this long trial.

This having learned, thou hast attained the sum

Of wisdom; hope no higher . . .

(XII, 575-76)

These benign lines carry a conclusiveness absent from their earlier

version, "know to know no more" (IV, 776), uttered in vain over

the sleeping couple while they are still in the first state of complete

innocence. A little earlier in the last book, after hearing Michael

relate the incarnation and atonement story, Adam marvels ecstati-

cally at God's goodness "That all this good of evil shall produce"

(XII, 470). In the Christian story, the Fortunate Fall interprets

Adam's sin as the action that permits redemption by the second

Adam, Jesus Christ. In vivid filigree behind the theological mean-

ing of Eden, Milton narrates a secular story about a legendary yet

very human couple who move through four stages of knowledge:

innocence, fancy or dream, experience, and wisdom. We can read

Paradise Lost as a tale about the downward path to wisdom, a path

that must lead through the experience of sin.

Let us pause a moment to reflect again on how Paradise Lost em-

braces, enlarges, and deepens the bare action of Genesis 3. In one

illuminating respect, Milton's Paradise Lost stands in relation to Gen-

esis as Aristotle stands to Plato. Plato banished the poets as agents of

infection who excite our passions and our senses. Aristotle's Poetics
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finds a place for poets as agents of a catharsis that enlarges our

moral understanding. In a loosely parallel fashion, Genesis banished

Adam and Eve to eternal penance for their disobedience. Paradise

Lost permits them to contemplate the eventual surpassing of their

sin by true moral understanding and by Christian redemption. The
Lord says that by eating of the Tree of the Knowledge of Good

and Evil, "thou shalt surely die" (Genesis 2:17). The serpent says

to Eve that by eating of the Tree, "your eyes shall be opened, and

ye shall be as gods, knowing good and evil" (3:5). Milton's epic

retelling shows how both can be right. Mortality and knowledge

together form our lot. And in both stories, the prohibition is nec-

essary; it thickens the plot, according to the Wife of Bath effect.

Something must be there to set the limit—divine prohibition, or

civil laws, or traditional morality, or the inner voice of conscience.

The sway of one or more of these forces enables us to turn expe-

rience into wisdom. Without them, we sink into selfishness and

self-indulgence.

The carefully controlled experience of evil in the Eden story

lies close to the practice of vaccination. A restricted dose of disease

or infection stimulates an immune reaction. The epigraph Baude-

laire found in d'Aubigne for The Flowers ofEvil transposes the med-

ical principle of vaccination to the moral-intellectual realm: "For

virtue is not the fruit of ignorance." The line also recapitulates the

central argument of Milton's Areopagitica.

These home truths about innocence and experience, about fancy

and wisdom, and about prohibition cannot be expressed in a few

lines of commentary that try to extract the essence of a legendary

story. There is no substitute for Genesis 3 in its stark suggestive-

ness, nor for Paradise Lost'in its extended metamorphosis and dram-

atization of all that has grown out of the original. They vie with

one another undiminished and make rival claims on our imagina-

tion in ways that illuminate both the riches of literary history and

the long struggle to assemble a moral order.

It is time now to look at the moment near the end, when Adam
interrupts Michael's foretelling of Abraham and Moses, the law and

the covenant, to say, "Now first I find / Mine eyes true opening"

(XII, 273-74). During the scene of the Fall, the serpent tells Eve

her eyes will be opened (IX, 706-8). She says the same thing to

Adam (865-66), and after he eats the fruit, the narrator repeats
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it (1053). But the following lines reveal that at this point their eyes

are opened only "To guilty Shame" (1058). When Milton writes

in the last book about Adam's eyes' "true opening," the context

tells us that the true knowledge implied is scriptural, revealed.

Adam goes on to say that this revelation of the future is a special

favor for him "who sought / Forbidden knowledge by forbidden

means" (XII, 279-80).

Milton is not standing Genesis on its head. For all the rever-

berations of rebellion and undertones of discord that his narrative

sets off, he never ceases both to sympathize with and to excoriate

the sin of pride in the form of libido sciendi. We want to know too

much. We feel the pull of the Wife of Bath effect. This immense

poetic and theological testament, devoted to restaging the greatest

story ever told, incorporates warnings against proud knowledge as

stringent as the Tower of Babel episode and Candide's "Let us

cultivate our garden."

We should not be surprised that a great work of Christian faith

produced in the turbulence of seventeenth-century England should

carry in its recesses and its structure, along with the tireless con-

spirator Satan, elements of doubt directed primarily toward the

abuse of human freedom and the faculty of fancy. Across the Chan-

nel, Descartes was using systematic unsparing doubt as a method

to clear the ground for inductive thought, leaving in place only as

much of God as was necessary to start the motor of being. Coming

from the other direction, Milton wished to reestablish the great

European religious tradition in sturdily Protestant terms. Yet the

two human characters he created to enact that story display a faith

in the Lord sensibly alloyed with doubt in the form of inextin-

guishable curiosity. The tale of Adam and Eve and the serpent

offers us many latent messages about disobedience, sexual concu-

piscence, and male superiority.

But the center is not located there. Milton almost allows Satan

to steal the starring role and the moral high ground. But Satan's

resourceful and defiant performance remains a matter of choosing

the right tactics to corrupt Adam and Eve in their enviable Paradise,

not of finding the right conduct for human life. Writing at the his-

torical moment when Descartes and Pascal represented the poles

of philosophical thought in France, Milton gave his epic poem un-

paralleled scope by incorporating into it two corresponding sets of
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opposites: knowledge and ignorance, doubt and faith. Their pincers

close on the central paradox of what we now have reason to call

forbidden experience. Milton puts the word into Adam's and then

Eve's mouth, much as Dante puts it in Ulysses' mouth, to desig-

nate action leading first possibly to sin and later to wisdom and

salvation. We cannot abstain from living. We cannot eliminate the

Wife of Bath effect. But Milton is equally clear about Archangel

Raphael's injunction to Adam not to reject experience and knowl-

edge, but to limit them: "Be lowly wise" (VIII, 173).



Chapter i i i

FAUST AND
FRANKENSTEIN

1. The Faust Myth

In
the flamboyant figure of Satan, Milton alludes to the mo-

mentous events through which he himself had just lived: a

revolution that failed. History would bring about several more.

But despite readers' enthusiastic response to Satan's role, the cen-

tral narrative of Paradise Lost rehabilitates one of the oldest stories

from Hebrew mythology. Milton did not invent a new plot.

After cohabiting for many years with the corpus of Western lit-

erature, I sometimes wonder if it all could be reduced to a few

simple stories. James G. Frazer and his epigone Joseph Campbell

attempted such a synthesis for myths and legends. On his singing-

reciting tours, the poet Carl Sandburg used to utter with banjo ac-

companiment what he called the shortest poem ever written:

"Born. Troubled. Died." Others have proposed thirty-six dramatic

situations. The folklorist Vladimir Propp thought he was accom-

plishing something worthwhile by identifying in Russian folktales

31 functions and 151 elements, with a mathematical symbol as-

signed to each. The slow collective crystallization of popular sto-

ries into a handful of myths reveals some of the shapes our lives
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may take and the yearnings they express or repress. One of the

distinguishing features of our Western collection of myths is that

most of them come from ancient sources—Egyptian, Greek, Ju-

daic, Near Eastern. The number of postclassical myths is so lim-

ited that I can identify only two that have emerged in the last

thousand years.

The first consists of the extravagant, multiple, and confusing

stories that have grown up around King Arthur's court and the Holy

Grail. In the fifteenth century, Sir Thomas Malory brought glori-

ously back to Britain stories written down in France and Germany

in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, during the great era of the

Gothic cathedrals. Those stories had originally been invented orally

much earlier in Wales, Cornwall, and Ireland about events on Brit-

ish soil during its pagan past.* Over all these interlocking stories

of Sir Lancelot and Guinevere, Sir Galahad, Perceval, and many

others hovers an element of impenetrable obscurity. It can be ex-

plained in part by the intermingling of pagan ritual and Christian

mysteries, and by confusions and changes in the transmission.

Thanks to Tennyson's Idylls of the King and to Wagner's Parsifal,

we have come to see in these stories the essence of the Middle

Ages and of a Celtic mythology that sometimes rivals materials from

both Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian antiquity.

The entire Arthurian corpus can be read as a complex mystery

story about knights who attain or fail to attain various forms of

esoteric knowledge. After my two previous chapters on the perils

of curiosity and presumption, I am duty-bound to take account of

the establishing episode of the Grail story told both in Chretien de

Troyes' Perceval and in Wolfram von Eschenbach's Parzival. The
episode assigns a different role to curiosity.

Having left his widowed mother and set out to seek knighthood

and adventure, Perceval is directed by some fishermen to a strange

castle, where the maimed lord welcomes him. A series of inci-

dents—a grail that provides food for everyone, a bleeding lance,

unidentified people hidden in adjoining rooms, and a magic

sword—leave Perceval in profound puzzlement about where he is

•Roger Sherman Loomis offers a concise survey of the development of these

materials in The Grail: From Celtic Myth to Christian Symbol (1963).
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and what is going on. But his tutor knight trained him not to ask

indiscreet questions, and he remains silent. It later turns out that

Perceval's discretion has been his undoing, for he has missed the

opportunity to ask the spell-breaking question that would cure the

lord (the Fisher King, whose land is rendered sterile by his wound),

avenge his father, and assure his own reputation.

Prometheus and Pandora, Eve and Adam, Psyche, and their ilk

suffer dire consequences when they break a prohibition against

seeking specified forms of knowledge. Perceval, heeding the warn-

ing he has been given against misplaced curiosity, fails the first

great test of his manhood. By itself, the episode seems to favor a

certain bold enterprise and even temerity in a knight. Set back

amid the labyrinth of Arthurian stories, the Fisher King incident

blends into an endlessly renewed quest for adventure and experi-

ence, forever out of range, never fully realized. Perceval plays a

bumblingly human, almost comic role in an otherwise dark sce-

nario. Lohengrin, Perceval's son, continues the quest for the Grail.

Out of such materials, which include some famous love stories, was

woven the fabric of medieval chivalry, an immense cultural ex-

crescence on Christian doctrine.

The precariously balanced blend of ritual combat and hopeless

love that makes up the ethos of chivalry provoked two dependent

antichivalric stories that have grown into half myths. By steeping

himself in chivalric lore, Don Quixote went harmlessly mad. His

comic adventures provide the first stage in transforming the figure

of the noble knight into a knavish picaro. The deep springs of

Spanish literature also produced the other Don, who reduced chiv-

alry to a tactic of unbridled and always unfulfilled egoism in the

form of sexual conquest. Most versions treat Don Juan as a sur-

prisingly sympathetic villain. Compared to the cautionary myths of

the ancients, Arthurian romances with Don Quixote and Don Juan

as outriders appear to encourage a growing boldness and indepen-

dence of behavior in the face of traditional constraints. Did the

hierarchical structure and closed intellectual universe of the Middle

Ages lead to an existential impatience expressed in the new myth

of chivalry? Such a surmise cannot be demonstrated. But the other

myth of modern times seems to confirm such a view of how we

shook off the Middle Ages.

Our second great modern myth without origins in antiquity con-
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cerns the restless middle-aged doctor-adventurer: Faust. Written

versions of this legend do not reach so far back into the Middle

Ages as those of the Grail legend. The story of the learned doctor

who sells his soul to the devil in order to obtain supernatural powers

shares with the chivalric tales a strong emphasis on the quest motif.

Some scholars trace the learned-doctor theme back to Prometheus

or to the powerful magician Simon Magus in Acts 8:9-24. But

Faust's authentic origins lie in popular medieval stories and puppet

plays about gaining knowledge from the devil. They seem to have

converged on the historical figure Johann Faust, a scholar and char-

latan in black magic who lived around 1500. But not until 1587 did

Johann Spiess publish the first written version of the Faust story.

In that chapbook, the learned doctor signs a pact in blood. He cedes

his soul to Mephistopheles, the devil's messenger, at the end of

twenty-four years, during which Mephistopheles "shall learn me
[magic] and fulfill my desires in all things." Such a simple-minded

plot indirectly expresses the Renaissance spirit of exploration as it

moved north and the defiant spirit of the Protestant Reformation

as it moved south.

For reasons not immediately apparent, all versions of the Faust

story appear to be fragmentary and confused.* The powerful appeal

of the situation never works itself out into a unified and convincing

action. The story has attracted many writers; not even Goethe gave

it a workable, definitive form. In Marlowe's earlier Doctor Faustus

(1593), the character wants to be able to fly and become invisible,

to be emperor of the world and a deity. A full complement of

clowns, comic devils, and a Pope bamboozled by magic tricks turn

the middle scenes into slapstick. The fifth act reduces Faust's final

moments to moral allegory as stereotyped as Pilgrim's Progress.

Weak-willed Faust wishes "I had never read book," and he has to

listen to Mephistopheles' preachments: "Fools that must laugh on

earth will weep in hell." Marlowe's still-medieval play stands closer

to Ubu Roi than to high tragedy or to the anxieties of modern iden-

tity.

*Some of the confusion or ambiguity is carried in the name. In German, Faust

means "fist," with conventional overtones of force, defiance, and ambition. The
Latin Faustus means "the favored one," a form that can yield Prospero in English.

It is instructive to read The Tempest as a modified Faust play.
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After Marlowe came a spate of puppet plays in the marketplaces

of Europe, exhibiting Faust catapulted at the end into the yawning

jaws of hell. Audiences loved the lurid stage effects. It was the

German dramatist Lessing, an unrelenting critic of French classi-

cism and a champion of Shakespeare, who in the middle of the

eighteenth century conceived the change that removed Faust from

the Middle Ages and placed him squarely in the modern world.

Though all but fragments of Lessing's Faust drama have been lost,

we know that in his version Faust is not damned for his pact with

the devil: He is saved.

That shift showed Goethe the way. Working in spurts through-

out his lifetime, Goethe grafted Faust onto the Job story and pro-

duced a play so extended and episodic that the unity of dramatic

action has been lost. It is rarely staged in a complete version; ad-

aptations for opera amputate entire sections. When we reach the

end of the play, we can attach only dubious moral and symbolic

meaning to the fact that the sinner and playboy of the Western

world is finally saved—because of his "striving." What, then, is

Faust striving to achieve? In Goethe's version, as in earlier ones,

we cannot readily find a scene in which Faust's nobility rises above

his egoism. He has few redeeming qualities. In the newly intro-

duced Gretchen episode, he is responsible for four homicides. The

villain of the puppet plays has accomplished little to earn God's

favor and final salvation.

I believe that we are drawn to this "tragedy," as Goethe called

it, because it is chock-full of comedy. However, its publication in

installments did not block the development of the legend in other

directions by other authors. Halfway between Faust I (1808) and

Faust II (1833), there appeared in London an anonymous novel

called Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818). It soon lost its

anonymity. In that remarkable book conceived when she was nine-

teen, Mary Shelley assimilated a wide range of classical and modern

myths, from Prometheus to Milton's Satan to Locke's tabula rasa.

Most importantly, she takes aim at the Faustian motif of "the ser-

pent sting" of knowledge. There are many reasons to read these

two books together.
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2. Two Conflicting Versions

The twenty-five scenes of Goethe's Faust I, without further divi-

sion into acts or sections, fall roughly into three sequences: abdi-

cation and changed allegiance; seduction of Gretchen and betrayal;

flight and remorse. In the late midlife crisis of the opening scene,

Faust puts aside all his attachments—book learning, language itself

as a path to knowledge, his high status in the community, his links

to the institution of the university—in order to do a deal with the

Devil's agent. Having cursed everything from fame to family, from

money to faith, he seeks and fleetingly finds pure pleasure, the

rush of experience for experience's sake. To Gretchen's question

about his religious beliefs, Faust has a revealing answer.

Fill your heart to overflowing,

and when you feel profoundest bliss

then call it what you will:

Goodfortune! Heart! Love! or God!

I have no name for it!

Feeling is all;

the name is sound and smoke,

beclouding Heaven *s glow.

(3451-58; ih. Peter Smmi

This modern Job figure is willing to call his sensuous bliss his God,

a clear declaration of hedonism. In the biblical Job, such blasphemy

would have immediately removed God's favor; in Goethe's play,

Gretchen observes mildly that there's something awry in his con-

fession, and the scene moves on. The innocent-seeming Gretchen

romance, punctuated with delicately lyrical moments, leads to a

succession of disasters from which Faust walks away—or flies away

when Gretchen is saved after her death. Bliss and feeling overcome

all scruples.

Faust's rejection of conventional rewards in order to seek for the

intensity of experience is framed in a series of three portals through

which one enters the work. The dedication in effect recommits the

book to Goethe's own youthful imagination, whose spirit world he
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comes upon twenty years later in manuscripts he put aside. The

"Prelude in the Theater" insistently tells the reader or spectator

through the nonclassical personage of the Clown (Lustige Person) to

expect a complex mixture of truth and error.

We must present a drama of this type!

Reach for the fullness of a human life!

We all live it, butfew live knowingly;

ifyou but touch it, it willfascinate.

(166-69; tr. Peter Salm, modified)

After this manifesto of a working theater director, the "Prologue in

Heaven" descends abruptly from the Archangels' lofty celebration

of the Lord's created universe (243-70) into a jocular exchange

between the jester-trickster Mephistopheles and the enormously

tolerant Lord himself. The Lord even welcomes Mephistopheles'

impertinent bet that he can corrupt Faust, for the Lord states that

it may take a rogue (Schalk) to goad human beings out of their

apathy. Every critic from Schiller on down has had to deal with the

enormous shifts of tone and mood in the play. Goethe himself

spoke of "serious jests."

Should we take Faust I seriously? Mephistopheles' constant joc-

ularity keeps us guessing. And the "Prologue in Heaven" initiates

an elaborate metaphysical riddle, bordering on a joke, adapted from

the Old Testament. Job: Why do the godly suffer? Faust: Why are

the ungodly saved?

It is difficult to say how far the hedonism of Faust reflects

Goethe's life and times. In this extensive work, his genius rises

easily above ready-made categories like classic and romantic, sci-

ence and poetry, spiritual and demonic, social and individual, tragic

and comic. At the tightly organized Weimar court, Goethe com-

mitted himself to statecraft, to running a theater, to scientific re-

search, and to a substantial array of friends and admirers. In

comparison, the character Faust looks like a loner lost in unfamiliar

territory. As the French Revolution engulfed Europe in turmoil,

Goethe seemed to move toward more lofty accomplishments. But

Goethe, the unchallenged founder of modern German literature,
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stayed loyal through thick and thin to this jagged play about es-

trangement and dissatisfaction with life. It would not let him go.

Yet Faust, the striver and overreacher who is spared his punish-

ment, remains in great part a literary and cultural enigma.

On the other hand, the circumstances of Mary Shelley's life offer

clear pointers about why she wrote her first novel, and how she

could finish it in a year at such a young age. She lived her earliest

years with famous people admired by many for their genius, their

high ideals, and their presumably rewarding lives. But her widowed

father, William Godwin, was a notorious socialist whose utilitarian

morality induced him to write that in a fire he would save a treas-

ured book before a member of his own family. He hardly knew
how to take care of his daughter. She knew her mother, Mary Woll-

stonecraft, who died in childbirth, only by the stories of her dedi-

cation to feminism, revolutionary causes, and friends in need. Percy

Bysshe Shelley, the stereotype of the Romantic poet, carried Mary

off at seventeen to the Continent without marrying her, to live for

a time in the irregular household of another Romantic poet, Lord

Byron. Surrounded by illegitimate births and infant deaths, they

subsisted on high ideals to remake the world through liberation

and revolution. The men in the group were intent upon achieving

glory through their genius; other concerns must not stand in their

way. Still in her teens, Mary surrendered a part of her being to this

heady life, for which the rest of the world might well envy her.

She was the ultimate Romantic groupie. But she also perceived so

vividly the vanity and selfishness of this existence that she pro-

duced a narrative account of it already halfway to myth. One may
well find Frankenstein in many passages an ill-written and exagger-

ated novel. But its remarkable narrative structure holds in place a

story whose pertinence to the history of Western civilization has

grown from the day it appeared. Whereas Faust has the appeal of

an eternal enigma, Frankenstein has the sting of a slap in the face

to the author's own kith and kin.

Frankenstein deploys an array of machinery as complex as Faust's

to draw us into its story. The subtitle makes a hugely ambitious

claim by presenting the novel's hero as "the Modern Prometheus."

The epigraph rings in a stark quotation from Adam in Paradise Lost

to describe the abandonment felt by the creature whom Dr. Frank-
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enstein galvanizes horribly into life.* In the original anonymous

edition of 1818, the dedication to William Godwin, which led many

to believe that Percy Bysshe Shelley had written the book, was

followed by an unsigned preface, which Percy did write for Mary.

"I have endeavoured to preserve the truth of the elementary prin-

ciples of human nature, while I have not scrupled to innovate upon

their combinations." Writing in the person of Mary, Percy is affirm-

ing the exploratory side of the story, presented as an experiment

in human nature that observes, like Poe's stories and modern sci-

ence fiction, basic psychological principles. Then a set of letters by

Walton to his sister in England describes both his own expedition

toward the North Pole and his encounter in the Arctic waste with

Frankenstein, a fellow scientist in pursuit of glory through great

enterprise. Finally, the exhausted Frankenstein narrates to Walton

his lengthy story of creating a living monster out of cadavers. At

the center, embedded in Frankenstein's tale, one comes upon the

monster's story, told on a spectacular glacier high in the Alps. The

effect of all this narrative nesting is to ensure that the mother story

is taken in dead earnest. This godless universe, provided never-

theless with spirits and demons and all the elevating effects of the

sublime in nature, provokes not a single intentional smile or laugh

to attenuate the murders of four people close to Frankenstein by

his own creature.

Let me restate the two actions. Having achieved high social and

intellectual status in life, Faust abandons it for doubtful accom-

plishments as romantic lover and fantasy traveler. Across three con-

tinents, he practices impatience with himself, with Mephistopheles,

with all creation. Young and unknown, Frankenstein seeks fame,

the only salvation offered in his faithless world. He throws himself

into the fanatic attempt to create human life, an act traditionally

limited to a god figure. By succeeding, he damns himself. Frank-

enstein also is responsible for four homicides. "Learn from me,"

*"Did I request thee, Maker, from my clay

To mould me man? Did I solicit thee

From darkness to promote me?—

"

(Paradise Lost, X, 743-45)
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he tells Walton, "how dangerous is the acquirement of knowledge,

and how much happier that man is who believes his native town

to be the world, than he who aspires to become greater than his

nature will allow." But Frankenstein hardly means what he says.

Despite the differences in dramatic outcome and in pervading

tone, these two tales of metaphysical adventure turn out to be the

most effective and lasting versions of a single myth: the learned

doctor discontent with his lot and seeking release into superhuman

life.

3. Scenes from Faust

To a remarkable degree, the opening scenes in Faust's study re-

capitulate the first two parts of Descartes' Discourse on Method.

Descartes tells us how he abandoned the study of literature, math-

ematics, theology, philosophy, law, medicine, and rhetoric for more

practical knowledge to be gained from travel, experience, and com-

mon sense. Faust tells us that he has an advanced degree in all

those fields. The difference between the two stories lies in their

timing, in where they pick up the thread of the action. We come

upon Faust in his study just when he is impatiently trying to break

out of his musty learning in order to seek a life of action. We come

upon Descartes just as he settles back into his study (poele) after

years of soldiering and travel. What Descartes describes as being

behind him forms not a bad summary of what still lies ahead of

Faust. Three hundred years later, these sentences retain a trench-

ant timeliness.

/ completely abandoned the study of literature. Deciding to seek only

that knowledge I could find in myself or in the great book of the

world, I devoted the rest of my youth to travel, to visiting foreign

courts and armies, to frequenting people of diverse characters and

conditions, to accumulating varied experiences, to testing myself in

whatever encounters came my way, and at all times to reflecting

profitably on these events. For it seemed to me that I would discover

much more truth in the reasonings of men about what they know

directly, men who will bear the consequences if they make a bad
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decision, than in the reasonings of a scholar in his study, who pro-

duces speculations without application and without consequence to

him, except perhaps the vanity hefinds in their remotenessfrom com-

mon sense. . .

.

(Discourse on Method, Part One)

Descartes could be speaking for Faust at the opening of Goethe's

play. Then, with Mephistopheles as tour guide and tutor, Faust

flies off to seek the practical knowledge and experience of the ways

of the world from which he has sheltered himself. Unlike Des-

cartes, Faust never returns to his study to take stock of what he

has learned. His experiences and enterprises go on and on. Death

alone can close the structure of the play.

Any museumgoer knows that a common subject in Renaissance

painting is Saint Jerome in his study. He is depicted in his monastic

cell, with books, cross, and death's head. Like Marlowe, Goethe

chose Faust's study as the principal scene for his intellectual drama,

to which the Gretchen story forms an awkward yet appealing ap-

pendage. Having dismissed all traditional fields of study in the first

scene and invoked any nearby spirits in the second scene, outdoors,

Faust discovers that a spirit (in the form of a poodle) has followed

him back into his study. After comic conjurations, Mephistopheles

stands before him "dressed as a travelling scholar"—that is, as

Faust's parodic double. Faust is the one to propose "a pact," as if

he already knew the particulars of his own myth from earlier

sources. Mephistopheles stalls; his attendant spirits put Faust to

sleep so that this lesser Lucifer can consult with higher authority.

When Mephistopheles returns, Faust is in a foul mood and

curses "all the things that now entice my soul" (1587). The curse

includes the very faculty of imagination: "The god that lives within

my bosom" (1566) and that drives him away from dusty books to

seek the sublime. All the discussion here is both very abstract (un-

less convincingly staged) and improbable as a prelude to the big

moment. It takes a spirit chorus to talk Faust back down to trac-

tability so that Mephistopheles can deal with him. By declining

any conventional offer of gold, girls, and glory (1679-87) Faust re-

jects the historical quid pro quo of a soul exchanged for a period

of magical bliss. Instead, Faust proposes a wager.
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If ever I should tell the moment:

Oh, stay! You are so beautiful!

Then you may cast me into chains,

then shall I smile upon perdition!

(1699-1702)

Thus the traditional contract, which gave Faust nothing to do but

to enjoy himself for twenty-four years, is changed into a competi-

tion to see who is the wilier.* A wager leaves Faust the possibility

of winning, of having it both ways: both exploiting Mephistopheles'

supernatural powers and gaining final salvation following Lessing's

version.

It is important to note that before the "end," far distant in both

Faust's and Goethe's lives, Faust has essentially lost his wager at

least twice. In the "Martha's Garden" scene, he contemplates his

love for Gretchen as inexpressible.

. . . to give oneself completely and to feel

an ecstasy which must be everlasting!

Everlasting!—for the end would be despair.

No—no end! no end!

(3191-94)

This would appear to be the Augenblick ("moment") snatched out

of das Rauschen der Zeit ("the rush of time," "the stream of con-

sciousness," [1754]), the moment of bliss to which Faust has wa-

gered he will never submit completely. In Part Two he surrenders

in similar ecstatic fashion to Helen (9381-418). But somehow the

march of events brushes by the wager that started the action. Nei-

ther Mephistopheles nor the Lord ever calls Faust on the bet he

has lost. Thus Goethe collapses the Job story into a fiasco saved at

the end only by a miracle.

*In the Middle Ages and Renaissance, a guarantee of twenty-four more years

to a mature man represented a substantial gift of longevity. Christopher Ricks has

pointed out the importance of this element to Marlowe's Faust. By 1800, statistics

and circumstances had probably changed enough to make life expectancy a less

compelling consideration for Goethe's hero.
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All editors identify the book of Job as the source of Mephistophe-

les' wager with the Lord. Too few editions point out that we also

know where Goethe found the idea for the second wager.* In the

fifth section ofReveries ofa Solitary Walker, Rousseau evokes his idyllic

life of solitude and idle meditation, ofdolcefarniente, on the Island of

St. Pierre in a Swiss lake. Adrift in a skiffon the calm water, he accom-

plished no exploits, earned no glory. Instead, by a beautifully de-

scribed process of renunciation, he attained "the feeling ofexisting at

the simplest level." It soon becomes the most exalted level. Rous-

seau's reflections on this state of being mark an important and trou-

bling moment in the spiritual history of the West.

Thus our earthly joys are almost without exception the creatures of

a moment; I doubt whether any of us knows the meaning of lasting

happiness. Even in our keenest pleasures there is scarcely a single

moment of which the heart could truthfully say: "Would that this

moment could lastforever7" And how can we give the name ofhap-

piness to a fleeting state which leaves our hearts still empty and

anxious, either regretting something that is past or desiring something

that is yet to come?

(tr. Peter France, 89)

This yearning to surmount the flux of time and to eternalize the

moment contains both a mystical and a blasphemous element.

Rousseau acknowledges his hubris a few lines later: "What is the

source of our happiness in such a state? Nothing external to us,

nothing apart from ourselves and our own existence; as long as this

state lasts we are self-sufficient like God" (90).

Goethe responded to Rousseau's aspirations to transcendence by

having Faust refuse (with two exceptions) temptations to transcend

time. He does not, as in Marlowe's version, sell his soul for two

guaranteed decades of high living. He wagers that no feeling, no

matter how profound, that no human attachment will ever lure him

into loyalty. That stony-hearted principle allows Faust to try any-

thing a few times, like an intellectual philanderer or a participant

*A good discussion appears in Chapter Four of Jane K. Brown, Goethe- Faust.
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in a sexology research experiment. He always moves on. Nothing

is at stake beyond his own opulent survival.*

The moral of Faust's life and of Goethe's drama cannot be easily

grasped. It lies deep in paradox and ambiguity. Faust clings to

contingency yet wishes to rise above it. "Striving" looks both to-

ward high aspirations and toward irresponsible opportunism. Faust

covets divine status. By turning down Mephistopheles' usual blan-

dishments and by insisting on an open-ended deal that gives him

Mephisto's magic powers for as long as he remains unsatisfied,

Faust tricks both Mephistopheles and the Lord into granting him

higher status than mere mortality. "Oh, if I had wings," cries Faust

in his prophetic "Sunset" Speech. Three scenes later, he is flying

all over Europe and enjoying his "godlike course" (1081).

Even before Faust I was published in 1808, it was declared a

masterpiece, the culminating work of Europe's most celebrated

man of letters. The unplayable play seemed to subsume and sur-

mount the social and artistic conflicts of that revolutionary era.

Since Goethe continued working on it intermittently for two de-

cades until his death, the unfinished play enjoyed the status of a

monument in progress of world literature encompassing Romantic

and classic impulses. In our time, a company of devoted actors

performs the entire drama every few years at the Steiner Institute

in the Swiss town of Dornach. The ritual takes several days. Col-

lege students in many countries read Part I attentively. Several

operas have drawn their scenario primarily from the Gretchen ep-

isode, Goethe's addition to the original story. The adjective Faust-

ian has passed into many languages.

Goethe's Faust deserves its many honors on two grounds. First,

Goethe identified one of the great dramatic situations afflicting and

driving human beings in the modern world. We strive without

knowing adequately what we are striving for and we believe our

*So described, Faust's attitude of self-gratification resembles that of many char-

acters in the novels of a French author writing during the same revolutionary pe-

riod. One could read the heinous episodes of the Marquis de Sade's Juliette as a

violently dehumanized caricature of Faust. Having made a semiwager to outshine

and outperform her virtuous sister, Justine, Juliette conquers Europe by abandon-

ing all constrainsts, all scruples, and all feelings. And the gods favor her triumph

by destroying her victimized sister with a symbolic bolt of lightning. I shall deal

further with Sade in Chapter VII.
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thirst for knowledge and experience is protected in high places.

Apparently, the hunch about the Faust story came to Goethe as a

twenty-four-year-old law student in Strasbourg. We do not know

when he decided on the two major changes that transformed the

archaic medieval plot of magic into a modern psychophilosophical

myth—namely, substituting an open wager for the twenty-four-year

pact, and substituting salvation for damnation.

Second, Goethe poured out of himself a river of masterful

German poetry in a variety of moods and verse forms. No major

work of literature by a single hand attempts to mix so many dif-

ferent styles, a virtuoso accomplishment that has the consequence

of rendering adequate translation close to impossible. The "Sun-

set" Speech (1064 ff.) builds into a full-throated Romantic ode to

flight. Gretchen's song while undressing in her bedroom has passed

into folklore like Shakespeare's songs. Here German and English

come very close.

Es war ein Konig in Thule

Gar treu bis an das Grab,

Dem sterbend seine Buhle

Einen go/dnen Becher gab.

There was a king in Thule,

Was faithful to the grave.

To him his dying lady

A golden goblet gave.

(2759-62, TRANSLATION MODIFIED)

Faust and Mephistopheles joust and mock one another constantly

in the popular, freely varying Knittelvers of archaic puppet plays.

Compared to Paradise Lost, even considering the remarkable mood

changes Milton could inject into his ten-syllable line, Goethe's

twelve-thousand-line drama reads like a poetic variety show or a

three-ring circus.

A powerful situation and dazzling verse demand our attention

and our admiration. Nevertheless, as a play, as an episodic tale of

a larger-than-life hero, Faust does not fulfill either Goethe's expec-
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tations or ours. Faust scholarship has been loyal and enormously

resourceful in interpreting the work. But for all its remarkable

scenes and entertaining moments, Faust lacks the one unity we

continue to look for: unity of action. Life, of course, does not usu-

ally happen to us in neat units called "actions," nor can we make

it happen that way. But we seem to yearn for that coherent shaping

of experience. In short conversational anecdotes, in great oral epics,

and in the intensified timing of a short story, we have created for

ourselves a sense of narrative movement and moral significance that

has a discernible completeness of shape on the scale of human

events. No culture has been discovered without its storytellers to

record and recapitulate the life of the tribe. As complementary ev-

idence of our yearning for coherent stories, all cultures have also

produced some form of the cock-and-bull story, a nonsense version

of events that improvises incidents without shape or direction. Such

sheer contingency makes us laugh. Seeking originality, some mod-

ern and "postmodern" authors have turned toward this formless-

ness.

But even in Part Two, Faust is no cock-and-bull story. Goethe's

immense play aspires to a unity it does not attain. By default,

therefore, the play can be seen as belonging to several modern

categories—theater of the absurd, cinematic montage, and com-

pulsive self-parody. These aspects of the play point forward toward

Ibsen's Peer Gynt and Jarry's Ubu Rot. But we should not stray too

far from Goethe's central project. The greatness of Faust lies more

in its theme—human greatness contains human weakness—and in

its dazzling poetry than in the way Goethe assembles its many

parts.

Writing in 1795, when only fragments of Goethe's Urfaust had

appeared, Friedrich von Schlegel praised the magnificence of the

poetry and the "truth" of its philosophic content. Schlegel felt no

qualms, even on fairly slender evidence, about comparing Goethe

to Shakespeare. "Indeed, if Faust were to be completed, it would

probably far surpass Hamlet . . . with which it seems to have a com-

mon purpose." To which I would respond that Goethe never really

did complete his drama; he just kept adding to it. And if the "pur-

pose" it shares with Hamlet concerns the difficult passage from

thought into action, neither the wager motif nor Faust's ultimate

salvation genuinely illuminates it. From the start, Goethe produced
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a monument already in magnificent ruins, a modern Sphinx or

Acropolis, a drama in progress for a lifetime and one that had to

weather the constant buffeting of its creator's imagination. Born a

classic, Faust comes to life in flashes, not as a whole.

But among stories of forbidden knowledge, Faust looms very

large. In creating his modern hero, Goethe stands Adam on his

head. Faust seeks knowledge beyond all bounds, beyond his portee.

He breaks the Christian taboo on pagan magic. He scorns Des-

cartes' judicious return to his study after gaining adequate experi-

ence of the world. And then Goethe asks us to believe that this

privileged, self-indulgent scholar, not misled by the blandishments

of any scheming Eve, should be forgiven, even praised, for his

"striving." Here is our modern Adam, raised up to heaven by a

chorus of angels for conduct more proud and defiant than what

earned the original Adam banishment from Paradise.

Milton handled things differently. In an epic yet often down-to-

earth retelling, he foresaw Adam's redemption through the Fortu-

nate Fall without suspending his judgment or his punishment.

Truth here has its consequences. Goethe, on the other hand, never

frets about disobedience. He calmly usurps the Lord's role and

reverses the verdict, quashes the sentence on his new Adam. Now
the truth need have no consequences. For Faust, all is pardoned

in advance.

Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, writing soon after Faust I appeared,

rejected both Milton's Adam and Goethe's Adam. She imagined

not only a new Adam as creature-monster driven to despair and

depravity but also the Promethean hubris that led to his creation

not by a god but by a presumptuous mortal. It is hard not to read

her novel as a retort to Faust.

4. Scenes from Frankenstein

In an early episode of Faust II, Mephistopheles wanders into the

laboratory of Wagner, Faust's former graduate assistant, now an

advanced research scientist in genetics. At that very moment, Wag-

ner succeeds in creating in a luminous, vibrating alembic the entity

Homunculus, pure humanoid mind without a material body.
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Goethe treats the miraculous incident as pure self-parody—a min-

iature, disembodied Faust in a bottle seeking full being and mouth-

ing such pseudo-Faustian lines as "Since I exist, I must be ever

active" (6888). Homunculus calls Wagner "Papa" and Mephistoph-

eles "Sir Cousin" and spies on Faust's erotic Leda dream. As if to

underline the jokey aspect of the sequence, Goethe later suggested

in a conversation with Eckermann (December 30, 1828) that Ho-

munculus would make a good part for a ventriloquist. In Faust II,

jest occupies far more surface area than earnest.

Written a decade earlier than Wagner's dabbling in genetic ex-

periments, Frankenstein never jests and never forgets that the arti-

ficial production of life carries dire consequences. Immediately

after Frankenstein has animated the "creature," the enterprise is

given the epithets "catastrophe . . . horror," an operation bringing

into being a "wretch . . . monster . . . daemonical corpse" (Chapter

5). Frankenstein flees to his bedchamber and dreams of Elizabeth,

his foster sister and true love. In his embrace, she turns into the

corpse of his dead mother, crawling with maggots. It is hard to avoid

a symbolic interpretation: Frankenstein, hoping to achieve a sci-

entific miracle deserving admiration, discovers that he has violated

Mother Nature herself.

Goethe treats the creation of new life as an incidental joke; Shel-

ley places it at the center of her story and sees it as a monstrous

aberration. The contrast can be explained only in part by the dif-

fering lives and temperaments of an indulgent, aging survivor of

both the Enlightenment and Romanticism and of a bookish young

girl not duped by the men whose genius she admired. Goethe's

comic incident would have revealed a tragic side to a teenage

mother whose first child died eleven days after birth.

The incidents of Shelley's novel build inexorably toward the

climax of intellectual ambition unmasked. It provides her grand

finale. The all-too-human monster, who has tried earnestly, though

implausibly, to socialize and educate himself, commits four horrible

murders among those Frankenstein loves most. The monster flees

into the Arctic wastes, pursued by Frankenstein. The action de-

volves into a grotesque contest in madness, self-glorification, and

self-immolation. The dying Frankenstein shows great agitation as

he speaks to Walton, the fanatic explorer who is trying to rescue

him. "Farewell, Walton! Seek happiness in tranquility and avoid
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ambition, even if it be only the apparently innocent one of distin-

guishing yourself in science and discoveries. Yet why do I say this?

I have myself been blasted in these hopes, yet another may suc-

ceed" (Chapter 24). The self-challenging question and reversal of

direction toward the end of the passage require a distinct pause

and mark the reappearance of the fanatic scientist wanting to pass

the torch.* Even in death, Dr. Frankenstein, the Modern Prome-

theus, cannot lay aside the ambitious drives that have devastated

his life.

Enter now the demon, or monster. In the four closing pages, he

delivers a harangue to Walton over Frankenstein's corpse. The

monster claims melodramatically to have suffered even more than

Frankenstein, who lost all his dear ones by violent murder. "My
agony was still superior." The demon will assemble an immense

funeral pile on which to be consumed "triumphantly." His apoth-

eosis is as grotesque as it is melodramatic. The battle to which

these awful adversaries commit themselves is the struggle for glory,

the driving male condition that inspired Mary Shelley to write the

book in horror and in protest. The monster usurps the role of suf-

fering Prometheus from the man who created him. Little wonder

that in the resulting myth and in popular parlance, the name Frank-

enstein is often transferred from creator to creature.

5. Related Stories

Time sometimes reverses itself. The best spoof of Faust preceded

it in the history of European literature rather than followed it. The

other great anti-intellectual hero spent so much time pouring over

books of chivalric lore that he was driven simultaneously insane

and out into the world in quest of high adventures. Here is a light-

*Stephen Jay Gould has recently argued that Dr. Frankenstein's motivations as

a scientist "are entirely idealistic" but that he failed to "undertake the duty of any

creator or parent" to assume responsibility for his offspring. The second proposition

is unimpeachable. In making the first, Gould fails to perceive how carefully Shelley

describes Frankenstein's brief moment of idealism (Chapter 4) yielding to the

"frantic impulse" of hubris and egoism.
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hearted version of forbidden knowledge. This learned doctor de-

cided to become a knight. It takes Cervantes one short chapter to

launch Don Quixote de la Mancha into the domain of realities

crossed with fantasies. The fanfares and negotiations surrounding

Faust's setting forth consume ten times the space. As soon as he

gets out on the road, Don Quixote starts talking to himself and lets

his nag Rocinante choose their path toward adventure. "Undoubt-

edly in days to come when the true history of my famous deeds

[hechos] comes to light . .
." he muses. Cervantes has us laughing

from the beginning over the preposterous exploits of the scholar

turned adventurer.

That endlessly extensible episodic situation based on the con-

ventions of chivalry anticipates the scene of Faust in his study,

where he opens the New Testament to translate John 1:1. For logos,

he brushes aside successively word, mind, and power in order to

settle on Don Quixote's hecho—in German, die Tat; in English, deed.

All three are substantives based on the infinitive to do. Had Don

Quixote appeared after Faust, the literally crazy exploits of the

knight of La Mancha would have been interpreted as a superb

send-up of Faust's carryings-on with Gretchen and later with leg-

endary figures from all history. Don Quixote starts out alone on his

quest and is sometimes reduced to talking to himself and to reciting

stories remembered from his books of chivalric lore. Only in Chap-

ter Seven does he persuade a "hapless rustic" to become his squire

by promising him an island to govern. Thus Sancho Panza fills the

role of traveling companion, confidant, and remonstrator satirically

symmetrical to that of Mephistopheles for Faust in his travels.

The alert reader will already have glimpsed another pair of el-

egantly disreputable characters lurking in the neighborhood—Don

Juan and his scalawag servant comb the landscape not for damsels

in despair needing a knight's help, but for any woman vulnerable

to a man's advances. No aura of dusty book learning clings to Don

Juan. He is a man of duels and trysts and pursuits. But beyond

that, he seems to elude our grasp by dodging in and out among

the several masterpieces that have brought him to life. In Tirso de

Molina's original El Burlador de Sevilla (1630), Don Juan is a mad-

cap deceiver whose principal pleasure comes from having tricked

one more woman (and usually one more husband) and whose de-

fiance of convention does not arise from loss of religious faith. The
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original Spanish drama with the stone statue of the Commander

calling down God's wrath remains close to an auto sacramental, or

miracle play.

Mohbre's Dom Juan (1665) presents a highly sophisticated modern

scoundrel who requires a constant change of female diet to defeat

boredom and whose pleasure is not in tricks but in metaphysical con-

quest. Da Ponte and Mozart simplified the story and gave increased

importance to the female roles in Don Giovanni (1787). They pro-

duced not grand opera and not high tragedy, but a dramma giocoso,

which portions out both tricks and miracles. Should we refer to Don

Juan as Faust without university degrees? What does it mean that our

Western literary tradition has selected these two selfish opportunists

to celebrate in a series of major works? Where then does Don Quixote

fit into the procession? What form of greatness ofcharacter or ofmoral

vision is offered to us in these works?

The dissatisfied German doctor who deludes himself that he

wants a life of action will never displace the nutty knight who truly

loves and lives by his books of chivalry, or the irritable self-

defeating Spanish womanizer. Still, there is one more common fea-

ture worth pointing out. All three figures are closely accompanied

by a companion and foil whose role is both to serve and to mock.

Like Plato's dialogues that flicker with Socratic irony and Proust's

novel that sustains the no-nonsense crankiness of the servant Fran-

chise through three thousand pages, these three stories embody

their own parody and criticism. That fact represents a partial answer

to the questions asked at the end of the preceding paragraph.

Mephistopheles punctures Faust's bubbles of pride and Romantic

sentimentality soon after they form, and in a few scenes he out-

shines his famous rival in the great wager. The two servants rep-

resenting ordinary common sense for the two Dons become almost

as bold as Mephistopheles. Each of these works provokes frequent

laughter at the expense of its hero's extravagant ambition.

In contrast, Frankenstein offers not a single comic moment.

The story's Romantic excesses, as in Safie's abduction story and

the funeral pyre competition at the end, provoke impatience in the

reader rather than guffaws. For all the complicated narrative

through letters, transcribed stories, and stories within stories, Mary

Shelley never makes a move to undermine the high seriousness of

her bloodcurdling tale. Byron and Percy Shelley took it as some-
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thing of a lark during the trying summer of 1816 in Switzerland to

have a go at writing ghost stories. Mary remained stern and un-

yielding. Her judgment of the presumptuous and selfish actions of

Frankenstein in creating and then abandoning a new form of life

is nowhere softened in the novel. She minces no words to tell us

that for all his striving, her Modern Prometheus deserves not the

glory he seeks but the humiliating death he finds in the barren

wastes of the Arctic.

The resolute moral stance of Frankenstein about observing our

human limits can be seen now as exceptional. Other great modern

works were proposing a relaxation of both classic and Christian

moral traditions. Milton depicted the Garden of Eden as the scene

not of a tragedy but of a Fortunate Fall. First Lessing and then

Goethe transformed the figure of Faust from greedy charlatan into

transcendental hero, linking the Enlightenment to Romanticism.

This gradual attenuation of guilt also affects the story of Don Juan.

In early versions, the stone statue of the Commander sends the

unrepentant sinner to the tortures of Hell. When Romantics like

Hoffmann and Grabbe and Kierkegaard got their hands on him, the

Spanish lady-killer was recostumed for moral rehabilitation. Theo-

phile Gautier made the simplest case by calling him the "Faust of

love." Elsewhere, Gautier explained: "Don Juan goes not to Hell

but to Paradise, for he sought true love." Salvation came flowing

in from all sides, even if it meant rewriting the story and tidying

up the leading man. The Romantics often did not seek harsh judg-

ment of their scoundrel heroes.

Apparently, it required a woman to inventory the destruction

caused by the quest for knowledge and glory carried to excess, and

to invent the counterplot to Faust. The Lord does not intervene to

save Frankenstein; Mary Shelley's judgment is keener and more

courageous than Goethe's cosmic leniency. Born and raised in the

most notorious literary household of her day and believing that she

embodied the spiritual heritage of Juliet and Desdemona, Mary

Shelley threw herself at seventeen into a histrionic life surrounded

by poets and geniuses. Three years later, in her first book, she was

able to assess with lucid severity the compulsions of fame and glory

that drove her companions and infected her. We have not yet ex-

hausted her remarkable fiction that flies in the face of the Romantic

and Utopian themes that spawned it. Through its complex structure
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of narrative frames and embedded stories, Frankenstein maintains a

sturdy-enough unity of purpose and action to give an ironic twist

to the constantly invoked words glory and honour. Ten pages before

the end, Walton says of the dying Frankenstein, "He seems to feel

his own worth and the greatness of his fall." By this time, we know
how much salt to add. Shelley has not deployed any battalions of

angels to carry him off. This is no Fortunate Fall. No one can

redeem the destruction Frankenstein has left behind him.

The numerous progeny of these two matching stories about

wanting to know too much tells us that the motif of forbidden

knowledge remains with us in multiple forms. Faust and Franken-

stein together appear to have spawned a line of tales about doubles,

Doppelgangers, locked in a struggle to destroy each other. Poe's

"William Wilson" (1839) prepares the way for R. L. Stevenson's

The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886) and for Oscar

Wilde's The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891). The three tales carry a

strong dose of horror because they have turned the Faust-

Frankenstein story inward. The protagonists summon an evil spirit

not out of the surrounding environment but from inside them-

selves. A repressed portion of their character haunts them. Thus

they come to know too much about their hidden being and can no

longer believe in their own integrity. They can only squirm. None

is saved.

Throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, similar sto-

ries of forbidden knowledge proliferate faster than I can track them.

Hawthorne centered two of his most obsessive tales on closely re-

lated themes. In "The Birthmark," a fanatic scientist discovers how

to remove the tiny flaw in his wife's ideal beauty—and thus kills

her. Ethan Brand, in the story that bears his name, seeks to know

the unpardonable sin. He finds it less in the fiendish but undis-

closed "psychological experiment" he carries out on a girl whose

soul is destroyed than in the intellectual pride of his enterprise and

within his own heart. The theme of destructive knowledge crops

up again in "Rappaccini's Daughter," in The Blithdale Romance

(1852), and in practically everything Hawthorne wrote. Thomas

Mann tried to get a whole new grip on the Faust legend through

the demonic forces of music and sexual thralldom in Doctor Faus-

tus (1947). There is no slackening in our own anguished times. I

detect a powerful Faustian strain in one of the most ambitious of
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Woody Allen's films, Crimes and Misdemeanors (1989). Having

learned from his Machiavellian or Mephistophelian brother that the

woman threatening to ruin his life can simply be rubbed out, a

successful eye doctor cannot resist the temptation to act on that

knowledge. Ultimately, he is neither saved nor damned. He sur-

vives his guilty feelings and speaks at the end in telltale Faustian

terms of the need to "keep trying."

The many Hollywood sequels to Frankenstein have manipulated

the man-made monster situation in ways that cast the scientist in

a particularly unfavorable light. All written and filmed works in the

immense category of science fiction have their roots in the ground

prepared by Faust and Frankenstein with their opposing attitudes

toward forbidden knowledge. Those two stories will stay with us

for a long time.

6. Faustian Man: The Principle of Excess

The term Faustian man has been accepted in English and several

other languages in large part because of the German philosopher

Oswald Spengler. He used the expression in his widely read The

Decline of the West (1918), which develops a cyclic view of history.

What is the social and moral content of the expression? On that

point, Spengler is not our best authority. Let us look again at the

opening and closing episodes of Goethe's version, both written dur-

ing an intense period of work on the drama around 1800. "The

Prologue in Heaven" enacts the inaugural wager for Faust's soul

between the Lord and Mephistopheles; presumably the whole

action hangs from this affirmation of faith in Faust's perpetual seek-

ing beyond any human satisfaction, and from his later complemen-

tary bet with Mephistopheles to the same effect. "Midnight" and

"Outer Precinct," the last scenes of Part II in which Faust appears

alive, show us an aging, greedy empire builder irritated that his

land-grabbing has killed three innocent victims. In his angry dis-

cussion with the crone, Gray Care, Faust makes two crucial and

interlocking claims. First, he has lowered his sights from his earlier

transcendent aspirations to godhead.
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/ know full well the earthly sphere of men—
The yonder view is blocked to mortal ken.

(11441-42; tr. Walter Arndt)

Second, his striving will not cease but will restrict itself to "this

planet's face" (11449). Even though Care then blinds him, Faust is

determined to carry on his settlements. Marshall Berman calls Faust

"the tragedy of development" and links the modernizing schemes

of Part II to Hitler's and Stalin's social engineering projects.

In the following scene, speaking rhapsodically of founding a City

for free people and repeating word for word his wager with Meph-

istopheles about his never wanting a moment to last, Faust dies

with the word Augenblick ("moment") on his lips. Death becomes

his ultimate fulfillment, the satisfying moment he wishes to render

eternal as his apotheosis.

Immediately, Mephistopheles responds by claiming that he has

won both wagers. He has ample grounds. Faust's self-satisfaction

in dying has betrayed him. Readers will also remember that Faust

bears responsibility for seven homicides along the way. But a brief

final interval of blindness is all the punishment he will receive.

Goethe and the Lord have long since decided to save Faust, and

the necessary machinery is largely in place. In the "Entombment"

scene, while a chorus line of handsome angels distracts Mephi-

stopheles, other angels carry off Faust's immortal essence. In this

deliberately grotesque scene of score settling and soul snatching,

Mephistopheles' outburst is entirely justified.

/ have been robbed of costly, peerless profit,

The lofty soul pledged me by solemn forfeit,

They 've spirited it slyly from my writ.

(11829-31)

A Christian deus ex machina cheats the devil of his due from two

formal bets. It would be hard to contrive a more arbitrary and un-

earned ending to the lengthy drama.

There may be a precedent to help us grasp Goethe's thinking.
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Cain, who murdered his brother and went on to build the first city,

was cursed by the Lord and then granted protection from ven-

geance by others. The Lord needed Cain in his role as founder of

civilization. In his last speeches, Faust sounds like a megalomaniac

Cain. The angels bearing Faust's immortal essence sing about

"striving" as the justification for his redemption, and we know from

Goethe's conversations with Eckermann that he took this argument

very seriously. But in the play, Faust capitulates three times to the

spell of the moment and stops striving: with Gretchen (3191-93),

with Helen (9381-82), and in his own vainglorious death (11581-

86). Does Faust deserve salvation in spite of the wrecked lives he

has left behind him? Should we even raise the question in the face

of claims about "striving" and (in the closing lines of the play)

about the Eternal Feminine drawing us upward?

A dispassionate survey of Faust's behavior would justify our pro-

testing that the mawkish allegorical goings-on in the last scenes

merely distract us from Faust's malicious, selfish, and sometimes

criminal conduct. He has not attained spiritual regeneration. He
lowers his sights from transcendent to mundane goals near the end

and then reaffirms his megalomania. A curious case, all in all, ap-

proaching the world turned upside down. Evil, when associated

with striving, turns into good. Is this the crowning work of the

Enlightenment? Or of Romanticism? In one of the earliest intelli-

gent responses to the already-enshrined masterpiece, Mme de Stael

observed in 1810 that Goethe had created a story of "intellectual

chaos" in which the devil is the hero and which produces "the

sensation of vertigo" (De FAlIemagne, Seconde Partie, xxm).

It has become familiar ground. "The best and highest that men

can acquire they must obtain by a crime" (The Birth of Tragedy,

Chapter 9). Nietzsche supports his message with three quotations

from Goethe—one from his Prometheus and two from Faust* But

in casting the learned doctor as a figure of titanic dimensions,

Nietzsche has misread Faust. Grasshopperlike, Faust has his ups

and downs from the very beginning and talks himself into suicide

in the opening scene until saved by Easter bells. The "Forest and

•The indefatigable Nietzschean Walter Kaufmann insists on the connection.

For the introduction to his translation of Faust, Kaufmann writes: "Goethe's op-

position to resentful bourgeois morality ... is quite as deep as Nietzsche's."
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Cave" scene interrupts Faust's prospering seduction of Gretchen

with a long irresolute monologue on "the austere joy of contem-

plation" (3239). He is not pleased with his past record.

/ staggerfrom desire to enjoyment

and in its throes I languish for desire.

(3249-50, tr. Peter Salm)

The celebrated lines sound more like a romantic Don Juan than a

resolute Prometheus planning glorious exploits. Faust deserves

every shaft of Mephistopheles' sarcasm: "The Doctor's in your

belly still" (3277); "What a transcendental binge . . . / to inflate

one's being to a godlike state" (3282-85).

Careful attention to Goethe's drama suggests that, exposed by

Mephistopheles' running mockery of his superhuman pretensions,

Faust makes a very distracted Prometheus. He has neither stolen

fire nor, like Cain, founded a city. Some years ago, Hans Eichner

spotted in Goethe's own writings the maxim that clarifies Faust's

true dilemma: "Der Handelnde ist immer gewissenlos; es hat niemand

Gewissen als der Betrachtende.''' "He who acts is always without scru-

ples; only he who contemplates has a conscience." One could re-

state this moral paradox: Experience is the only route to human

knowledge; yet any experience, when reflected upon, incurs guilt.

In Paradise Lost, Milton has both Adam and Eve find the word

experience to justify their errant actions. Seen in that light, Faust

reenacts the Fall and attains knowledge (Wissen) through action,

however interrupted and aborted that action may be. The play al-

ternates between action-experience and reflection-conscience.

Faust's problem is that, as a learned doctor, in spite of his

attempts to abandon that condition, he can never give himself over

completely to resolute action. Thought, reflection, consciousness,

scruple—they all interfere with action. At this point, it is almost

impossible not to recognize that Faust stands closer to Hamlet than

to Prometheus. The solvent power of thinking, of self-awareness,

surfaces with Hamlet and comes increasingly to haunt literature and

philosophy. The conscience-consciousness motif permeates Faust.

Nietzsche had read both works attentively.
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Knowledge [Erkenntnis] kills action, action requires the veil of il-

lusion—/'/ is this lesson which Hamlet teaches and not the idle wis-

dom of John-o-Dreams whofrom too much reflection, from a surplus

of possibilities, never arrives at action at all. Not reflection, no!—
true knowledge, insight into the terrible truth, preponderate over all

motives inciting to action, in Hamlet as well as in the Dionysian

man.

(The Birth of Tragedy, Chapter 7, tr. Clifton P. Fadiman)

We cannot just think as we go: we must stop to think.* Not un-

certainty about his mother's guilt stops Hamlet; the certainty of it

stops him. He knows and cannot cope with the consequences.

Where is the connection with Faust? Like Job, Faust knows (and

the reader has learned in "The Prologue in Heaven") that he can

and will beat the devil and will win final salvation. That knowledge

does not liberate; it paralyzes. Three courses are open to Faust, and

he declares that he will remain sturdily on course number one.

1. He can live, err, and strive according to our mortal lot: die

Tat.

2. He can withdraw from life in order to reflect upon his priv-

ileged situation.

3. He can choose to do deliberate evil in order to affirm a

Satanic or Promethean mode of being.

Having chosen number one in the first "Study" scene, Faust nev-

ertheless shuttles frequently between one and two. Mephistopheles

travels at his side, holding out some fairly tame temptations, but

Faust never contemplates a course of resolute evil and destruction.

He merely bungles things. The damage he does is the unpremed-

*We know that Nietzsche read Emerson, including probably this typically lyric

and confusing passage from The American Scholar about "the great principle of Un-
dulation in nature": "The mind now thinks, now acts and each fit reproduces the

other. . . . Thinking is the function. Living is the functionary. ... A great soul will

be strong to live. . . . This is a total act. Thinking is a partial act." This same motif

of thinking versus action tinges every page of Nietzsche's "The Use and Abuse

of History" in Unmodern Observations.
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itated consequence of selfish choices. Has he attained greatness?

Some form of tragedy?

In the light of these observations, Spengler's "Faustian man"

loses all overtones of Promethean heroism. The motif of striving

has become deeply enmeshed in irresoluteness, overweening self-

ishness, and favorite-son treatment. But Spengler's coinage remains

sound. We probably deserve no more heroic a figure on the prow

of our ship than flamboyant, bumbling Faust.

Both Faust and Frankenstein deliver us directly into the con-

dition and the problem of excess. Those human beings who leave

their mark on others and on history, who stake a claim to some

form of greatness, often reach beyond the conventional channels of

accomplishment. Riches, power, fame, and sexual adventure rep-

resent four extensively overlapping spheres of enterprise through

one or another of which many of us can achieve some form of

reward. These four primary drives hold out to us a complex area

of human activity that under normal circumstances entails no trans-

gression, no forbidden knowledge. But there are those who can

experience no lasting satisfaction, who must always reach beyond

to a higher tier of drives and rewards, of attractions and repulsions.

We can easily cite historical figures to illustrate this Promethean

impulse. Alcibiades, Caligula, Cleopatra, Tamerlane, Lorenzo de'

Medici, Napoleon—the Athenians coined a word to designate their

insatiable greed for the unattainable, for the moon. Pleonexia goes

beyond common hubris in refusing any limit, any horizon. The four

drives of ordinary human accomplishment are abandoned in an as-

piration to godhead.

This excess constitutes a problem or a paradox not so much

because it afflicts a few unstoppable figures that traverse our lives

and our history, but because the rest of us have a hard time not

admiring even its most monstrous forms. In the first chapter of The

Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, Burckhardt describes the "pro-

found immorality" of Lodovico Sforza, despot of Milan and patron

of a brilliant court including Leonardo da Vinci. Burckhardt con-

cludes that the unscrupulous tyrant "almost disarms our moral judg-

ment" by his brilliant contributions to "the state as a work of art."

Will Hitler and Stalin have to be added to the above list? Or have

we finally learned how and where to draw a line? Let us hope so.

But the mythical and barely changing notion of human greatness
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as passed down from Gilgamesh, say, to Faust and Frankenstein

should not set our minds at rest. And it is not difficult to collect

statements alerting us to our own proneness to admire forms of

pleonexia.

Only great men can have great faults.

(La Rochefoucauld, Maxims, number 190)

Evil is easy, its forms are infinite; good is almost unique. But there

is a kind of evil as difficult to identify as what is called good, and

often this particular evilpasses for good because of this trait. Indeed

one needs an extraordinary greatness of soul to attain it as much as

to attain good.

(Pascal, Pessees, Lafuma number 526)

He believed he had discovered in Nature . . . something which mani-

fested itself only in contradictions. . . . It contracted time and ex-

panded space. It seemed to be at home in the impossible and to reject,

with scorn, thepossible. This mode ofbeing I calledthe Demonic. . . .It

appears in its most terrifyingform when manifest in a single human

being. . . . They are not always the most excellentpeople . . . but a ter-

ribleforce comes out of them. . . . From such considerations arise that

strange and striking proverb: Nemo contra deum nisi deus ipse.

["No one can rival God except God himself."]

(Goethe, Dichtung und Wahrhbit, Part 4, Book 20)

These passages do not flinch before the prospect that some form

of greatness may lodge in heroes whose conduct has been evil.

Since we seem to be so fascinated by human creatures who as-

pire to exceed their lot and to attain godhead, how shall we ever

reconcile ourselves to a countervailing tradition of heroism in hu-

mility and quietism, in finding and in accepting our lot? The line

that connects Socrates, Buddha, Jesus, St. Francis, Thoreau, Tol-
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stoy, Gandhi, and Martin Luther King, Jr., has had a hard time

restraining human aggressiveness. Consequently, many of us have

thrown our support to a third, intermediate set of founding figures

who have gradually built our now-besieged institutions of justice,

law, and democracy. Since humility has so hard a time restraining

hubris, is it possible that our new institutions will begin to afford

a new form of greatness in freedom within bounds?

One devoutly hopes so. But Frankenstein and Faust could never

resign themselves to remaining in the herd. Their deeply cultivated

knowledge of the universe and its secrets filled them not with awe

but with pleonexia, an overweening resolve to reach beyond limits,

particularly limits on knowledge, even at the risk of harming others.

In spite of Nietzsche's preachings in favor of the will to power,

Faust and Frankenstein cannot be our heroes. Must they, then, be

monsters? At least we should be able to recognize that side.

Imagine a literary game in which one is required to assign to

famous figures the place they deserve in Dante's three-decker af-

terlife. Where would Faust go? I find no justification for placing

him higher than the adventurous Ulysses in the Eighth Pouch of

the Eighth Circle of Hell, the domain of ordinary fraud. Franken-

stein complicates things for us somewhat by offering us a pair—Dr.

Frankenstein as the human monster unwilling to love and nurture

his own creature, and the monster himself as (initially) sympathetic

hero who did his best to educate himself to become a member of

humankind. As he takes care to tell us (653-55; 1112-17), Faust

contains the two strains within himself. Their conflict is never fully

extruded as dramatic action and remains in the form of words, dis-

cussion. Yet for sixty years, Goethe knew he had found the most

significant subject of his lifetime, even if he could not do it full

justice. The English critic D. J. Enright, having criticized the play's

baggy structure, gave a measured verdict. "Impossible though

Faust is, it is impossible to imagine European culture without it."

We all wear Faust under our shirt as our most intimate and awkward

talisman.





Chapter i v

THE PLEASURES

OF ABSTINENCE:

MME DE LAFAYETTE

AND EMILY DICKINSON

The stories that I have discussed so far—Prometheus and

Pandora, Psyche and Cupid, Dante's Ulysses, Milton's

Adam and Eve, Faust, and Frankenstein—all recount a

thrusting aside of limits in a search for knowledge and experience.

At the end of the second chapter, I proposed four stages of the

downward path to wisdom based on the sequence of events in

Milton's version of the (Fortunate) Fall. We may move from ig-

norance or innocence, to fancy or dream, to experience, to wisdom.

Both Dante and Milton placed the word experience so carefully in

their narratives as to allow us to speak of "forbidden experience"

alongside of forbidden knowledge.

But this downward path to wisdom is not the only way in which

to live life fully. There is another, less recognized set of stories that

approach forbidden knowledge from the other side. They tell not

so much of overcoming limits and constraints on experience as of

welcoming and taking advantage of them. These tales reveal the

rewards of temperance and abstinence over those of indulgence and

hedonism. Not prudery and fear impel these stories but, rather, a
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vital role assigned to the imagination in grasping life and upholding

one's identity. Ovid's Metamorphoses retells beautifully one ancient

parable on the motif of elective, even exultant, withdrawal from

experience.

The woodland nymph Syrinx lived in Arcadia and had many
suitors. She put them off and escaped from roving satyrs in order

to keep her virginity and become like the chaste huntress Diana.

One day, Pan, god of fields and forests, saw Syrinx coming down
from Mount Lycaeus and desired her. She refused him and fled

into the wildest places, until the River Ladon stopped her course.

As Pan approached, she implored the other wood nymphs to save

her. When Pan arrived at the riverbank, the lovely form of Syrinx

was dissolving into tall reeds. He tried to embrace them, but they

merely stirred and sighed in the breeze. Pan marveled at the dis-

appearance, and the sweet sound of the reeds charmed him. So he

cut some of them and, with wax, bound them together, long and

short, to make pipes. He called them syrinx, after the maiden he

had lost.

Here is a touching tale. The imaginations of Syrinx in her chas-

tity and Pan in his frustration combine to transform their feelings

into music. We do not distort the tale by applying an analytical

term to it: sublimation. Poets and composers have a great affection

for the parable. The former ponder Syrinx's refusal to yield to Pan's

advances; the latter usually choose a flute to render the sound of

her hollow reeds. For Ovid, metamorphosis into another natural

form may represent magic preservation of a sacred state.

Two later stories that reenact this response to forbidden knowl-

edge jar my chronology somewhat. The first belongs to the glorious

court of Louis XIV in seventeenth-century France. The other be-

longs to a small New England town of the mid-nineteenth century.

Subtly linked across two centuries, they will modify the significance

of forbidden knowledge.

1. Asceticism in La Princesse de Cleves

We must beware of standard accounts. In tracing the development

of the novel, or perhaps its fall, from idealized romances to partic-
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ularized realism, literary historians have too often overlooked one

of the most significant, enthralling, and psychologically probing

novels of the seventeenth century. Mme de La Fayette's La Prin-

cesse de Cleves was published in 1678, roughly halfway between Don

Quixote and Robinson Crusoe. Such abstract words as duty, gallantry,

and esteem, which characterize its formal style, make the novel

sound more like an episode from King Arthur's court than like the

investigation of everyday life it really undertakes. We know that it

was written by an enthusiastic Sunday novelist and salon hostess

linked to the court of Louis XIV. Having borne two children, Mme
de La Fayette settled in Paris in 1659. Her husband remained in

distant Anjou. At age twenty-five, she considered herself exempt

from the inconveniences of love and gallantry. Yet she had an en-

during fondness for the great composer of maxims, the Due de La

Rochefoucauld. He probably helped her write the novel. It ap-

peared anonymously with a bookseller's note saying "he" (the au-

thor) would reveal himself if the book succeeded with the public.

It made a great splash, both before and after publication, but the

author clung to anonymity.

Behind its historical facade, La Princesse de Cleves explores an

eternally contemporary subject: love fright, wariness of deep emo-

tion and of its expression in sexuality. The heroine lives through

the essential saga of forbidden knowledge in the domain of roman-

tic love.

Ian Watt in The Rise of the Novel has a lame explanation for why

he fails to discuss this French novel. He acknowledges its "ele-

gance and concision" and goes on to say: "French fiction from La

Princesse de Cleves to Les liaisons dangereuses stands outside the main

tradition of the novel ... we feel it is too stylish to be authentic."

It is precisely because her stylishness accomplished an authentic

portrayal of the women and men of her milieu that we should be

impatient with Watt's summary dismissal.

One further reason why a history of the novel is incomplete

without Madame de La Fayette's masterpiece lies in its challenging

action. Every detail and digression in La Princesse de Cleves helps

explain how one woman's aching indecisiveness about her life

moves gradually toward the resoluteness she finally achieves. Care-

fully trained and educated before being presented at court at age

sixteen, the future Princesse de Cleves marries an excellent man



ii2 / Forbidden Knowledge

who loves her very much and wins her esteem, not her love. Later

she meets the Due de Nemours, the most gifted and attractive

nobleman in the King's entourage. Though they barely exchange

a word during the balls, jousts, and salon gatherings of life at court,

these two paragons fall in love "by fate." In a scene that has be-

come famous, the Princess brings herself to confess her love to her

husband without naming its object. One implausibility is matched

by another: The Due de Nemours himself is eavesdropping outside

the window. Great tension builds up on both sides of the marriage.

Nevertheless, when the Prince de Cleves finds out from other

sources that his rival is the Due de Nemours, the discovery leads

to another astonishing exchange, or, rather, to an unforgettable si-

lence. The Prince de Cleves is speaking to his wife while they are

alone in her room.

"Of all men the Due de Nemours is the one I was most afraid of,

and I see your danger. You must control yourselffor your own sake

and, ifpossible, for love of me—/ don 't ash it as a husband, merely

as a man whose happiness depends on you and who loves you even

more tenderly and passionately than you love that other man.
"

As he spoke, the Prince de Cleves broke down and could hardly

finish what he was saying. His wife was penetrated to the heart, and

bursting into tears she embraced him with such tender sorrow that

his mood changed a little. They stayed like this a while and separated

without having spoken again; indeed they had no more strength for

words.

(132-33, tr. Nancy Mitford, modified)

Only a confident author knows when to renounce the lifeblood of

narrative: words. Here, that authorial renunciation relates closely to

the action unfolding around the stricken Princess.

False information implying his wife's unfaithfulness causes the

Prince de Cleves to fall ill. Before he dies, she almost convinces

him of her virtue. In due course, the Due de Nemours presses his

suit again. Nothing now stands in the way of the Princesse de

Cleves accepting the pleasures of reciprocated passionate love un-

der favorable conditions and with everyone's approval, even the

King's—nothing, that is, except her remorse over having con-
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tributed to her husband's distress and death, and her sense of duty.

Her "scruples" go very deep.

The Due de Nemours arranges a surprise meeting with the Prin-

cesse de Cleves alone. Summoning all her courage, she acknowl-

edges that she returns his love but that she cannot face the

possibility of seeing his sentiments for her diminish with time. At

the climax, she hides nothing and refers loyally to her husband,

who has died of love for her. She is pleading for something as rare

in life as in fiction: integrity of feeling, a blend of passion and

lucidity. It controls the smoldering words she addresses to the Due
de Nemours during this final interview.

There was perhaps one man and one man only capable of being in

love with his wife, and that was M. de Cleves. It was my bad luck

that this brought me no happiness—possibly this passion ofhis would

not have continued so strong if I had requited it, but I cannot use

that means for keeping yours. Then I have an idea that it was the

obstacles which kept you so true to me.

(192)

Her controlled impetuousness hits every nail on the head. She

holds firm against the Due de Nemours's impassioned pleading for

their marriage and maintains that by renunciation, her feelings for

him will not die. As in the story of Heloise's violently enforced

separation from Abelard, this elected separation leads not to the

displacement of feelings we call sublimation but to an intensifica-

tion of response related to fanaticism and idolatry.

That night, the Princesse de Cleves examines her situation.

Some of the analytical language in this passage has been used ear-

lier to describe how someone falls in love, especially the word eton-

nement, "astonishment." It means a sudden and wrenching

self-beholding. We are almost at the end of the novel.

There was no peace for Madame de Cleves that night. After all, this

had been the first time she had left her self-imposed retreat as well

as the first time she had ever allowed anybody to make a declaration

of love to her; added to which, she herselfhad now admitted to being

in love. She did not recognize herself anymore. She was amazed to
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think what she had done, and, not knowing whether to be glad or

sorry, her mind was filled with a passionate restlessness. She went

over the reasons which duty seemed to put between her and her hap-

piness, andfound, to her sorrow, that they were very powerful; she

wished now that she had not described them so lucidly to M. de

Nemours.

(197)

It is not difficult to see why this has been called the first psycho-

logical novel, a category usually reserved for the following century.

This kind of introspective analysis takes the place of the classic

stage scene with a confidant and anticipates the probings of interior

monologue. The Princesse de Cleves is amazed at herself, even

irritated with herself, on two counts. She has told the truth to the

very person from whom decorum requires she withhold it. Equally

remarkable, she has acknowledged most of the truth to herself.

Her feeling of "astonishment" represents the shock of self-

consciousness. That state does not free her to follow her inclina-

tions; it obliges her to recognize how complex her inclinations have

become. In these concluding pages, she finds a higher selfishness

(to remain a widow rather than to risk the pangs of jealousy in

marrying the Due de Nemours) that coincides with a higher duty

(to shun the man implicated in the death of her husband). To
realize her love would, she fears, destroy it. She will preserve it by

suspending it in the amber of her past. The novel ends undramat-

ically with a long journey followed by a longer illness and partial

retreat to a nunnery. In calm, formal sentences, we are informed

that she finds peace of mind before she dies.

Soon after publication in 1678, La Princesse de Cleves was engulfed

in two vigorous controversies. One concerned its genre. The roman,

or "romance," usually dealt with high chivalric or pastoral adven-

tures described in an inflated style and often included implausible

and supernatural episodes of shipwreck and families miraculously

reunited. The nouvelle favored simpler, shorter narratives that de-

veloped less extravagant codes of conduct. This anonymous story

presented the seemingly fantastic action and personages of a roman

in the down-to-earth settings and style of a nouvelle. The contro-

versy about the book's vraisemblance ("plausibility," "believabil-
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ity," "verisimilitude") covered much the same ground and focused

on a few celebrated scenes, most of all on the scene of the avowal.

Would or should a well-behaved wife ever confide to her husband

that she had fallen in love with another man? Contemporary max-

ims could be quoted on both sides: A wife should never alarm her

husband; a wife should tell her husband everything. To this day,

critics do not agree to what extent Mme de La Fayette's episodes

overtax our credulity and weaken the novel.

Behind its reliance on psychological and narrative conventions

still far removed from realism, I find La Princesse de Cleves revealing

and convincing as a kind of pedagogical novel. The resolute char-

acter of the Princess and the recognition of her virtues by two

exceptional men throw into relief the importance of her education.

Innocence must be prepared for the trials and corruptions of life at

court through the telling of appropriate stories fortified by maxims

and rules. Accordingly, the book is full of narrative digressions,

which are really cautionary tales about the depredations of love.

How much should an aristocratic young girl be told? Does knowl-

edge about the temptations of the world temper the passions? Or

does it arouse them? Mme de La Fayette believes in full disclosure.

Therefore, with all its stylization, the novel tells a great deal about

life at the French court in the seventeenth century.

The Princesse de Cleves is not a saint. Her asceticism appeals

more to psychology than to religion. Human, not spiritual, motives

impel her to renounce what she most passionately desires. She will

not choose pleasure in the short run because, if she does so, she

foresees suffering and despair in the long run. Her difficult yet

resolute decision springs as much from an instinct for survival as

from strong moral feelings. This residual, self-protective selfishness

esteems the mysteries of love more than it rejects them.

We can appreciate the singularity of this attitude by comparing

Mme de La Fayette's novel to two celebrated epistolary novels of

the eighteenth century, Rousseau's La nouvelle Heloise (1761, a run-

away best-seller) and Choderlos de Laclos' Les liaisons dangereuses

(1782). In a hundred years, France changed from a conformist so-

ciety that supported an absolute monarchy enacting its daily rituals

on the stage of Versailles to a decaying aristocracy opposed by a

strong bourgeoisie and by an articulate band of freethinking//&y//Vw

and philosophes who criticized religious and political traditions in the
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name of reason and nature. One of the libertins, Rousseau wrote his

novel about a passionate yet submissive woman torn, like the Prin-

cesse de Cleves, between attachments to two men.

In Book XI of his Confessions, Rousseau brags about his enor-

mously successful Julie, or La nouvelle Heloi'se: "Without fear I place

its Fourth Part alongside La Princesse de Cleves.'" Rousseau's two-

volume saga explores social and emotional terrain that he consid-

ered an extension of Mme de La Fayette's confined universe. Like

Abelard and the original Heloi'se, like Paolo and Francesca, Julie

and her tutor, Saint-Preux, fall in love and briefly become lovers.

Her father has promised her hand to a worthy friend, Wolmar. After

her mother's death, caused by her discovery of Julie's lapse, Julie

feels she must obey her father. Saint-Preux proposes secret, virtu-

ous adultery. Julie undergoes a "revolution" and finds in honor the

motive of virtue. "Yes, my good and worthy friend," she writes to

Saint-Preux, "in order to love each other forever we must renounce

each other. Let us forget all the rest; be the lover of my soul. So

tender an idea is a consolation for everything else." Tens of

thousands of eyes across Europe wept over the passage. The story

is only half-told.

Happy among her children, Julie confesses everything to her

understanding husband, Wolmar. Saint-Preux comes to live

—

chastely—near their estate, where total frankness creates an open

society, a model farm, "a house of glass," and an apparently ideal

menage a trois. A few years later, Julie's last letter to Saint-Preux,

written on her deathbed, after a long illness, carries the situation

one step further. She still loves him passionately; her temporary

"cure" saved both her virtue and their love. "The virtue that kept

us separate on Earth will unite us in the eternal life."

Unlike the Princesse de Cleves Julie finds a way to renounce

her cake and to have it, too. In her transparent household, duty

and honor do not have to suppress all forms of exaltation in forbid-

den love. Healthy sublimation? Rousseau hopes so. Yet for all her

gushing feelings, Julie relies on a half-repressed hypocrisy to sus-

tain in her marriage a fantasy adultery. The Princesse de Cleves

firmly avoids such sentimental complications by retiring to a con-

vent.

Les liaisons dangereuses, published on the lip of the Revolution,

depicts a milieu not of sentimentality but of extreme cynicism. A
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trained soldier, later a general under Napoleon, Laclos wrote about

the Machiavellian sexual connivings of two depraved aristocrats

without a court who seek to take revenge on former lovers and to

besmirch any innocence or virtue they encounter. These freelance

predators, Valmont and Madame de Merteuil, admit no duties or

scruples to restrain their desires. Love is reduced to a series of

competitive power plays described in their letters with chilling cru-

elty and vanity. As with Moliere's Dom Juan, all satisfaction arises

from conquest—sexual, intellectual, moral. Every conquest leads

to new levels of jealousy and envy, which undermine the very pos-

sibility of attachment. The contemptuous and sometimes bantering

style of the letters makes it difficult to decide whether Laclos is

condoning or condemning the exploits of his two dedicated libertins.

The Marquis de Sade was reaching maturity in this society of sys-

tematic depravity.

La nouvelle Heloise and Les liaisons dangereuses describe the deflec-

tion of love in the eighteenth-century novel into extremes of senti-

mentality and cynicism. A century earlier, both the passion and the

calculation portrayed \v\ La Princesse de Cleves have more intensity than

those elements as represented in the later novels. Neither Rousseau

nor Laclos could occupy the psychological space opened up by Mme
de La Fayette in a much shorter work than either of theirs.

Mme de La Fayette's portrayal of a woman's fear of compro-

mising her love by consummating it cannot be dismissed as a period

piece, an old-fashioned story, an aberration. The Princesse de Cle-

ves does not, as some students have suggested to me, lose her mind

after her husband's death. Nor do I find evidence that her marriage

has remained unconsummated or that she is frigid. She feels, rather,

the impulse to withdraw from intimate encounter with a person

toward whom she is attracted by passionate love. The impulse to

withdraw blends psychological and moral scruples into what I have

referred to as higher selfishness and into a story of undeniable tragic

force. That story does not deny love, but internalizes it and cher-

ishes it—while suffocating it, some would say.

On the downward path to wisdom, the Princesse de Cleves re-

solves to reach wisdom without the stage ofexperience, relying on her

imagination to close the gap. She seems to grasp the immensity of the

challenge. As one might expect, there is not a huge number of literary

works that explore this austere moral lucidity—or blindness. We are
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drawn more to the lives of sinners than of saints. Yet stories about re-

nunciation of love have held a secure place across the centuries and

provide the full setting forMme de La Fayette's novel.

In the sequence of speeches on love that make up Plato's Sym-

posium, or Banquet, Socrates does not speak last. That position is

reserved for Alcibiades' half-drunken account of how Socrates re-

jected his amorous advances—that is, gently and firmly refused the

proffered love of a strikingly handsome warrior, still youthful and

already celebrated. Socrates, beautiful in his own right and not un-

moved, honors love by knowing when to decline its physical ex-

pression. The Symposium "opens up" Socrates like a nested doll,

to reveal a remarkable moral agent whom the "sacred frenzy" of

philosophy leads not to debauchery but to abstemiousness.

Likewise, all George Eliot's novels concern renunciation in some

form. In the most melodramatic of them, The Mill on the Floss

(1860), a young woman as beautiful and as ardent as the Princesse

de Cleves turns down two men in favor of deeper ties represented

by her upright brother. "I cannot take a good for myself that has

been wrung out of their misery" (Book VI, Chapter 14)—that is,

out of hurt inflicted on friends and family. But in their immense

lucidity both Maggie, the heroine, and Eliot, her creator, know that

a major decision like renunciation will not solve everything. "The

great problem of the shifting relation between passion and duty is

clear to no man who is capable of apprehending it" (Book VII,

Chapter 2). This profoundly paradoxical sentence deserves long

consideration and leads us close to forbidden knowledge in its most

intimate form. To call this complex notion moral agnosticism im-

proves not a whit on Eliot's carefully turned sentence or on the

vital novel that contains it. The sentence in context also affirms

that no moral abstraction or maxim will provide a "master key" to

any such dilemma. One must know the full story in all its human

circumstances—as Eliot here provides.*

Compared to the five hundred full-blooded pages of The Mill on

*The Mill on the Floss, like lut Pnncesse de Cleves, can be seen as a foil to the two

great modern novels about experience not rejected but seized: Madame Boiary and

Anna Karenina. All four books introduce reading and stories as essential sources for

the heroine's response to romantic love. Kmma and Anna succumb very young to

the allurements of sentimental novels. Not so the other two heroines. Starting well
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he Floss, the decadent-symbolist drama Axel (1890) reads like a

:artoon. Yet the half-forgotten work has genuine significance in the

>resent context of renunciation. Edmund Wilson's Axel's Castle

1931) takes its title and its theme from this play by Villiers de

'Isle-Adam.* Count Axel of Auersburg lives in austere isolation in

1 Gothic-Wagnerian castle in the Black Forest, a castle beneath

vhich is concealed a vast treasure. When Sara, a mysterious young

ntruder of noble blood, discovers the treasure, Count Axel catches

ler in the act. They fight with pistols and daggers, survive with

nsignificant wounds, and of course fall passionately in love. They

low have everything, including each other. The world lies before

hem. The last scene in the crypt of the castle carries the title "The

Supreme Option." In the crucial passages, it is difficult not to hear

1 parodic echo of La Princesse de Cleves, with the sexes reversed.

sara: Axel! [He is pensive.] Axel, are you forgetting me already?

The world is out there. Let's go live!

axel: No. Our existence is already fulfilled. Our cup runneth over.

All the realities, what will they be tomorrow compared to the mirages

we have just lived?

-lis speech goes on a long time and remains deadly serious. Axel's

nost famous line is in no way meant as a joke. "Live? Our servants

:an do that for us." Sara and Axel poison themselves without con-

iummating their passion, thus affirming the primacy of imagination

>ver reality.t

)efore her marriage, the Princesse de Cleves hears a series of cautionary tales about

he perils of love among the nobles at court. Maggie gives back the romantic novel

jorrine unfinished to Philip, for it is the religious meditations of Thomas a Kempis

hat arouse in her "a strange thrill of awe" (Book IV, Chapter 3).

•Wilson's chapters offer the earliest and best examination of what we now, for

ack of a better term, call "modernism." He called it Symbolism.

tOne recent enactment of the renunciation story is surely destined for a literary

>r stage version. For several years, Suzanne Farrell was the favorite in George

ialanchine's New York City Ballet—the favorite dancer and the favorite woman.

She refused to become his lover or wife and threw herself into dancing. Her de-

icription of the long encounter rings true and brings on stage a modern-day princess

vith somewhere to go other than a convent or her grave. "Our unique relationship

lad proved itself . . . often to both of us, and it might not have withstood consum-
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Wilson chooses this stilted yet impressive drama to represent a

major aspect of the symbolist attitude: withdrawal from life into

thought and language. Axel's refusal to run the risk of living corre-

sponds to a profound current in the symbolist attitude toward lan-

guage. Musicality, delicacy, deliberate obscurity, la chanson grise—
all these elements of symbolist poetry represent an extreme point

in the history of Western literature. The essential poet of this amor-

phous movement, Mallarme, set down the most succinct statement

of the symbolist approach to language: "7o name a thing is to de-

stroy three-quarters of the poem's enjoyment, which consists in

getting at something little by little, in gradually divining it. The

ideal is suggestion'''' ("Sur revolution litteraire," 1869). This pro-

nouncement deserves thought beyond the confines of symbolist

doctrine. Mallarme's two sentences imply that there are feelings

and states of mind so delicate as to be best approached indirectly,

by mere hints, by evocation in sound and sense. If I use a word so

explicit, so obvious as, for example, embarrassment or anger, I reduce

a complex psychological state to a stereotype, to a convention we

think we share, to a caricature of itself. Another poet, Paul Valery,

drew the full conclusion: "To see a thing truly is to forget its

name." The most exciting enterprise of language is to avoid using

language according to its conventional forms. Don't make anything

too clear. The imagination needs a milieu of mystery to work in.

Flaubert was talking about the same kind of literary purity when

he refused in outrage to allow Madame Bovary to be illustrated.

That would be worse than naming names! For all her reliance on

abstract psychological words such as esteem and duty, I believe that

Mme de La Fayette displays in La Princesse de Cleves a sense of this

withdrawal from naming when she uses the word etonnement to des-

tination. The physical side of love is of paramount importance to many people, but

to us it wasn't. Our interaction was physical, but its expression was dance." The
critic Mindy Aloff, who cites the preceding sentences, was astute enough to call

Farrell "a heroine ... of her own imagination."

One wonders what the connection may be between the Balanchine-Farrell story

and the case of Edward VIII, who abdicated the throne of England in 1936 in order

to marry a commoner and divorc6e. Claude Sautet's music-filled film Un coeur en

hiver (1992) tells the story of a woman's love refused by a man who half-believes

that such feelings do not exist. Everyone and everything else in the film, including

Ravel's sensuous music, belies his attempt at emotional isolationism.
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ignate what happens to her heroine when subjected to shock or

passion. Like the symbolists, Mme de La Fayette had a strategy:

At key points, don't say it; suggest it. Her stylishness (if that is the

right word) consists essentially in a rare subtlety of expression, an

aesthetics of discretion.*

Someone told me as a child how to see a star at night: Don't

look directly at it; look slightly to one side of it. It was years before

I learned about the physiology of rods and cones on the retina.

This indirect approach to the subtleties and complexities of the

world lies at the heart of symbolism as described by Mallarme. I

believe that we can go at least one step further. Both in the tu-

multuous self-denials of La Princesse de Cleves and of Axel, and in

the emotional and stylistic reticence of symbolism, one can discern

a state of mind in which asceticism or self-denial approaches close

to aestheticism, the cultivation of art and beauty. For both asceti-

cism and aestheticism entail an activity of the imagination that is

the contrary of closing one's mind.

2. Aestheticism in Emily Dickinson

With my kitful of stories, I have been pursuing forbidden knowl-

edge in this chapter as it takes the shape not of bold curiosity but

of self-restraint and withdrawal. In that context, eight lines of a

single poem by Emily Dickinson, because they describe the re-

wards of renunciation, bear comparison with Mme de La Fayette's

two-hundred-page novel. Few pairs of works provide so striking a

contrast between the dimensions and dynamics of short lyric and

extended narrative. We must first approach Dickinson's poem un-

hurriedly and without disturbance, as we would approach a brook

trout lurking in a pool.

In 1862, at age thirty-two, Dickinson learned that the celebrated

Philadelphia pastor Charles Wadsworth had been called to a new

church in San Francisco. There is strong evidence that seven years

*The impulse toward indirection and suggestion has also contributed, I believe,

to developments in art from Impressionism and Cubism to abstraction. (See my
"Claude Monet: Approaching the Abyss," in The Innocent Eye)
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earlier, when she had heard him preach and had met him in Phil-

adelphia, Dickinson fell deeply in love with the eloquent clergy-

man. They corresponded. She may have addressed and even sent

to Wadsworth the three astonishing "master" letters of which drafts

were found among her papers. He called on her in Amherst in 1860

while visiting another friend in the vicinity. Apparently, the happily

married clergyman sixteen years her senior did not reciprocate her

intense feelings.

After his departure by sea for California via Cape Horn, Dick-

inson assumed the life of a recluse in a white gown, entered the

most productive period of her poetic career (a poem a day for over

a year), and took the uncharacteristic step of sending out a few of

her poems to a stranger. She chose as her mentor Thomas Went-

worth Higginson, a young Unitarian clergyman and abolitionist ag-

itator who had just contributed to the Atlantic Monthly an article of

encouragement to young American writers.

"Are you too deeply occupied to say if my Verse is alive?" So

ran her opening sentence to Higginson. Like a valentine, this first

letter in tiny birdlike writing, with four poems enclosed, carried no

signature. She had printed her name faintly in pencil on a card

sealed inside a separate envelope also enclosed. Higginson, who

had the force of character to take command of the first Negro reg-

iment in the Union army a few months later, accepted the myste-

rious woman's challenge and ventured to make a few criticisms

along with some inquiries of his own. Dickinson's second letter to

him blends coquettishness, literary unorthodoxy, wicked wit, and

sheer hallucination into a document so subtle and so blunt that it

must be read complete. Every sentence is drawn up out of a deep

cistern of accumulated experience.

25 April 1862

Mr. Higginson,

Your kindness claimed earlier gratitude—but I MB ///

—

and

write today, from my pillow.

Thank you for the surgery—it was not so painful as I supposed. '

1. Higginson's comments took issue niostk with her unconventional orthog-

raphy and word usage.
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/ bring you others—as you ask—though they might not differ—
While my thought is undressed—/ can make the distinction, but

when I put them in the Gown—they look alike and numb. 2

You asked how old I was? I made no verse—but one or two—
until this winter—sir—

.

3

/ had a terror—since September—/ could tell to none4—and so

I sing, as the Boy does by the Burying Ground—because I am

afraid—You inquire my Books—For poets—/ have Keats—and

Mr and Mrs Browning. For prose—Mr Ruskin—Sir Thomas

Browne—and the Revelations.
5 1 went to school—but in your man-

ner of the phrase—had no education? When a little Girl, I had a

friend who taught me Immortality—but venturing too near, him-

self, he never returned— Soon after, my Tutor died—andfor several

years my Lexicon—was my only companion. 1—Then I found one

more—but he was not contented I be his scholar—so he left the Land.

You ask of my Companions Hills—Sir—and the Sundown—
and a Dog—large as myself, that my Father bought me—They are

better than Beings—because they know—but do not tell—and the

noise in the Pool, at Noon—excels my Piano. 8, 1 have a Brother and

a Sister—My Mother does not care for thought—and Father, too

busy with his Briefs—to notice what we do—He buys me many

2. Dickinson frequently used the words thought and mind as. synonyms for "my
>oems." The coy metaphor of attire used here probably compares the sketchy,

:ndlessly amended rough sheets on which she composed her poems with the fair

opies made for Higginson.

3. A double evasion of Higginson's question. Dickinson had been writing po-

ms for at least three years and had produced over two hundred of them, including

everal now celebrated—for example, "I never lost as much but twice" and "I

aste a liquor never brewed."

4. Probably refers to Wadsworth's move to California. Dickinson had no reason

o hide her fears about her eyesight. They afflicted her at about the same period.

5. Principal omissions: Shakespeare, Emerson, Thoreau.

6. Dickinson attended Amherst Academy for six years and Mount Holyoke

•"emale Seminary for one. She was particularly known for her wit and funny stories.

7. "Friend" and "tutor" may refer to two young men who encouraged her

iterary interests and died young: Leonard Humphrey, principal of Amherst Acad-

:my, and Benjamin Newton, a law student in her father's office. Samuel Bowles

nd Charles Wadsworth cannot be excluded from these oblique allusions, especially

'one more" in the following sentence.

8. The surprising words appended after the "tell"—testifying to both literal

nd hallucinated perceptions—bear comparison with images in the "Alchimie du

/erbe" section of Rimbaud's A Season in Hell and with "le d6reglement de tous

es sens" in his 1871 Lettre du voyant.
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books—but begs me not to read them—because he fears they joggle

the Mind. They are religious—except me—and address an Eclipse,

every morning—whom they call their "Father.
" ly

But Ifear my story

fatigues you—/ would like to learn—Could you tell me how to

grow—or is it unconveyed—like Melody—or Witchcraft?

You speak of Mr Whitman—/ never read his Book—but was

told that he was disgraceful—
/ read Miss Prescott's ''Circumstance, " but itfollowed me, in the

Dark—so I avoided her— 10

Two Editors of Journals came to my Father s House, this

winter—and asked me for my Mind—and when I asked them

"Why, " they said I was penurious—and they, would use it for the

World—

I could not weigh myself—Myself—
My size felt small—to meu—/ read your Chapters in the Atlan-

tic—and experiencedhonorforyou—/ was sure you would not reject

a confiding question—
Is this—Sir—what you asked me to tell you?

Yourfriend,

E—Dickinson.

Though he admired her poetry and responded to her letters, Hig-

ginson's comments had little effect on her work. Nevertheless,

Dickinson later wrote him that "you saved my life" and urged him

to visit her. One of the poems she sent to him with her third letter

contains the lines "Renunciation— is the Choosing / Against it-

self—." She never sent him a later poem on the same theme that

simultaneously opens and closes the curtain on her inner life. It is

these eight lines of poem number 421 in the Johnson edition that

place Dickinson's poetic persona alongside the fictional seven-

teenth-century Princesse de Cleves. I urge the reader to read the

poem several times, preferably aloud, before going on.

9. One could extrapolate from this paragraph the essence of Dickinson's fam-

ily relations, her courageous intellectual life, and the complex evolution of her

religious beliefs. In her sometimes mocking skepticism, she never gave up faith in

immortality.

10. Harriet Prescott Spofford contributed "Circumstance" to \tlantu Monthh

for May 1860.

11. These two sentences of eight and six syllables respectively have all the

earmarks of the opening of a formal poem in pure Dickinsonian diction.
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A Charm invests a face

Imperfectly beheld—
The Lady dare not lift her Veil

Forfear it be dispelled—

But peers beyond her mesh—
And wishes—and denies—
Lest Interview—annul a want

That Image—satisfies—

One of Dickinson's simpler poems, "A Charm" displays glints and

recesses that will enlighten us about the nature of poetry while

conveying an intricately constructed meaning and an implied nar-

rative. The desire shared by many human beings to assemble

meaningful sounds into a gemlike utterance appears to result from

maintaining into adulthood two childhood stages of language fa-

miliar to us all: babbling, or lallation, and the punning riddle. At

some time after six months, a child begins to hear and say sounds

in repetitive patterns that prepare the way for rudimentary nursery

rhymes like "Hickory, Dickory Dock" and "Fee, Fi, Fo, Fum."

From about the age of six years on, the child revels in dumb riddles

based on puns, on words that reveal the hidden interconnections

and short circuits of our language. What's good for water on the

brain? A tap on the head. When is a door not a door? Repetition

(babbling) and transformation (punning) offer a whole universe to

play with. Then the play becomes very serious. When these two

instinctual responses to language combine and develop, they pro-

vide the territory of poetry. Dickinson's enormously sophisticated

and condensed composition yields much of its significance in these

two categories.*

By the time the English language was carried to Puritan New
England, infant babbling had been regularized into a variety of

traditional forms from nursery rhymes to the sonnet. In "A Charm,"

Dickinson uses a pattern familiar to her from church services she

*My contrast between the processes of repetition and transformation parallels

that of Hume for association of ideas (contiguity and similarity), of Freud for dream

work (condensation and displacement), and of Jakobson for poetry (metonymy and

metaphor).
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attended weekly during her formative years. In order to facilitate

their musical setting, hymn verses were classified into a limited

number of standard schemes according to syllable count. Common

meter alternates lines of eight and six syllables, as in Tallis' Ordinal:

The great Creator of the worlds,

The sovereign God of heaven . . .

Long meter has four lines of eight syllables each as in Tallis' Canon:

All praise to thee, my God, this night,

For all the blessings of the light.

Keep me, keep me, King of Kings,

Beneath thine own Almighty wings.

Stress and feet concern us far less in these stanzas than what Milton

and Pope called "numbers"—strict syllable counting. Working still

in a developed form of lallation related to the jingle, Dickinson

chose short meter as her model for "A Charm": 6,6,8,6. A few readers

will find a corresponding hymn tune right away ("Franconia"):

The ancient law departs,

And all its terrors cease.

For Jesus makes with faithful hearts

A covenant ofpeace.

Such a stanza draws a deep breath in the third line and then settles

back to the basic beat. The pattern can go on and on, as in a ballad.

Compared to the hide-and-seek syntax used in many of Dick-

inson's poems, the four clearly articulated clauses in this poem

present little difficulty. The sense of a riddle needing solution hov-

ers over the poem as a whole. Almost every word, as we shall soon

see, is a real or incipient pun. The only moment of syntactical

uncertainty comes in the fourth line with the unremarkable it. Nor-

mal parsing connects it to Veil; then the reader must revise the rules

and look all the way back to Charm for an adequate antecedent.
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The essential mystery of the poem circulates through such half-

declared queries as: Whose face? What is the situation? What tone

of voice? How marked a shift between the two stanzas? I believe

word-by-word commentary will address these questions more ef-

fectively and concretely than overall interpretation at the outset.

Charm: The word refers to a range of forces, from physical at-

tractiveness to magic and witchcraft. Dickinson's letter to Higgin-

son suggests how deeply she responds to all those forces. Charm

inspires want (7) and thus projects its presence forward through the

whole poem. Capitalization helps to reveal the word our ear and

eye tell us lurks behind Charm: harm. In that embedded opposi-

tion, charm / harm, the whole poem lies latent. Later oppositions

recapitulate this one, which implies a presence both attractive and

forbidden.

invests: The word means "to put on like a vestment or garment";

"to instill"; "to install." Also, secondarily in 1862, the meaning is

"to employ money for interest or profit." Thus we encounter a

sacred meaning shaded by a profane one, and even further tainted

by a hovering rhyme and near homonym: infest. See above. The
harm motif is reinforced by this further echo.

a: Two indefinite articles in the first line serve to distance and

generalize the implied scene. That effect will change.

face: The word is not capitalized. It suggests outward appearance

only, as compared to a word like physiognomy, which expresses inner

character. Whose face? We don't know on first reading. On reaching

Lady, we provisionally attribute it to her. Further readings reveal

that the first sentence is ambivalent: Charm resides either in her

own veiled face or in the other face she observes through the in-

terference of her veil, or, more probably, in both faces.

Imperfectly: What we see too clearly loses its charm. The poem
turns on a valued impediment to full perception. Dickinson glosses

this crucial adverb in another poem (number 1071), which opens:

"Perception of an object costs / Precise the object's loss—."

beheld: This word means "to see," "to apprehend," "to possess

(as in holding something)." The last sense provides the kick for

the impending rhyme.

The: The definite article is used now to particularize the situation

after two indefinite articles.
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Lady: Capitalized as in allegory, the noun propels us both toward

worldliness of elevated social position and toward holiness, virgin-

ity, as in Our Lady.

dare. The word introduces the note of risk and fear that is ex-

tended in the following line and prepares us for the difficult de-

cisions of the second stanza.

Veil: The capitalized word combines two conflicting associations

of concealment: purity and retreat to the cloister in "taking the

veil"; and latent coquettishness, flirtation, in hiding behind a veil

in order to look out more freely. Dickinson was always fond of the

word. In 1853, aged twenty-three, she wrote her friend Susan Gil-

bert, "I find I need more vail [sic]."

fear: See dare above.

it: The word grammatically refers to Veil, which meaning is

weakly maintained. When combined with its verb, the antecedent

gravitates strongly backward to Charm and then moves outward to

embrace the whole poem. The second stanza informs us—like the

close of La Princesse de Cleves—how to dispell the fear of losing the

precious it.

dispelled: An opposite and equal force to beheld. The powerful

sense of driving away, of dispersing, should not be diluted by any

fantasy formation isolating the word spell, even though it reasserts

the magical side of charm.

But: This is the obvious pivot on which both sound and sense

turn. Why not And} Logically constructed, the first stanza calls for

the behavior described in the second. The transitional word could

well be Accordingly ... in a prose version. Still, we understand that

Dickinson wants to insist on a contrast, a shift of direction within

the overall unity to suggest that the actions of the second stanza

require courage. The Lady does not dare to lift her Veil but she

dares to look out boldly and shrewdly upon the scene. But instead

of the equally correct And frames and stages the melodrama of the

second stanza by animating both the cloistered nun and the (re-

pressed) flirt.

peers: The word proffers a beautiful non-Latinate monosyllable.

It rhymes with fears. To peer suggests having to expose oneself

just a little.

beyond: More than through or around, beyond implies a limit, a line

drawn in the moral and psychological landscape.
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mesh: The word designates the interstices of a net or veil, the

way through it, while connoting entanglement, imprisonment. It is

probably related etymologically through Old Norse to mask.

wishes: The simplest of words here expresses the full range of

physical and spiritual yearning, and is just as strong as the current

cant word: desire.

denies: Compared to restrain or hold back, this word implies a very

categorical action, with biblical associations from Peter's triple de-

nial of Jesus. It prepares us for the opposition of sense in the rhyme

to come.

Lest: The conjunction repeats almost exactly the meaning of For

fear (4) and leads this time to a succinct explanation of the Lady's

behavior.

Interview: Here, the word means to meet face-to-face without any

veil or impediments. Highly visual, personal, and physical, it moves

beyond the glimpsing of French entrevoir to full exposure.

That: The relative pronoun becomes confusing and misleading

if read as a demonstrative adjective.

Image: The word evokes a mental representation or simulacrum

provided by the faculty of imagination. As the opposite of Interview,

Image implies that the Lady chooses both absence and abstinence.

satisfies: This is a defiant, even triumphant affirmation with which

to close a poem about resisting temptation.

No paraphrase of a poem will suffice. On the other hand, every

attentive paraphrase contributes to our understanding. Looking

through her veil, a woman feels deeply drawn by the almost-

magical beauty of another person, for whom she, thus concealed,

may herself exert a powerful charm. She decides to place her faith

in the picture she can represent in her mind rather than to seek

fuller or more intimate knowledge of the other person.

Only three words in "A Charm" exceed two syllables. Dickinson

condenses a potentially fulsome story by squeezing it between two

pairs of opposite terms, which are also her rhymes: beheld I dispelled

and denies / satisfies. Thus her versification does not merely decorate;

it expresses in sounds the dynamics of the implied action. She also

reinforces her impeccable rhymes by the capitalized contrast in the

last lines: Interview / Image. Exploiting the ambiguities of the key
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word, Veil, Dickinson has given to a traditional subject a form so

concise as to look like an epitaph. An aphoristic version of the

theme might read: The imagined surpasses the real. The historic

anti-Enlightenment outburst of feeling in the nineteenth century

known as Romanticism clutched to itself this deep—and some-

times desperate—faith in the products of the imagination. For a

century and a half, any bright student of English literature has been

able to recite the locus classicus of the theme:

Heard melodies are sweet, but those unheard

Are sweeter . . .

Keats sings to persuade himself and us that the "marble men and

maidens overwrought" on the Grecian urn have overcome mortality

and contingency. "Cold Pastoral!" must be read half ironically.

Since the bold lover will never finally kiss the painted maiden,

"ever wilt thou love and she be fair." In the world of Keats' painted

figures, ecstasy and beauty will never be dispelled. Likewise, Dick-

inson's protagonist, reminding us of the Princesse de Cleves,

chooses the ideal over the real. Her lines offer far more than an

autobiographical situation tempting us to identify the actors. Dick-

inson has transcended the personal without having to renounce the

vividness of a specific scene. Nor would we do justice to "A
Charm" by insisting that it primarily records or celebrates poetic

creation, the act of composing this poem. The central movement

concerns not verbal creation or expression, but the dynamics of the

Veil—taking it, taking advantage of it, (not) lifting it, being both

caught and freed by it.

The strongest challenge of this tiny work occurs when one

proposes to read it aloud—the true test of reader, poem, and

listener. What tone of voice will do it justice? "A Pen has so many

inflections and a Voice but one." This sobering sentence from

a letter by Dickinson to Higginson in 1876 is not a plea for writing

and silent reading, but a plea to find out the true inflection of a

real voice—in this letter, an appeal to Interview over Image. A
reading aloud does not and cannot exhaust the tonal possibili-

ties; it enacts some of them. How then shall one read these lines

aloud? Coquettishly? Fearfully? Sentimentally and then—pivoting

on the But—resolutely? Reflectively, almost neutrally, letting the
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individual words elicit their multiple and countervailing effects?

The last, I believe, works best, with just a trace of archness to hint

at the other possible moods: A slow reading, responding to every

dash and capitalization.

Many years after "A Charm," Dickinson found the sumptuous

phrase "The Banquet of Abstemiousness" (number 1430) for her

theme. We should enjoy that banquet "lest the Actual— / Should

disenthrall thy soul—." Both poems counsel not against desire but

against yielding to desire without fully consulting the soul's scru-

ples. A reasonable asceticism contributes to the aesthetic delecta-

tion of life.

And now, if I have done my work adequately, it should be pos-

sible to quote two further stanzas without commentary.

Heaven—is what I cannot reach—
The apple on the tree

Provided it do hopeless hang—
That—Heaven is to me—

The color on the cruising cloud—
The interdicted ground

Behind the hill—the house behind—
There—paradise is found—

(1377)

3. An Epicurean at

"The Banquet of Abstemiousness"

In her letter soliciting help from Higginson as well as in her Veil

poem, Dickinson gently yet firmly resists full revelation, full knowl-

edge. Don't hope to learn my exact age, my entire appearance, my
inner soul. Let your imagination serve you. We all live behind

scrims, look through scrims; they both impede us and protect us.

The true dance of the veils leads not to utter nakedness but to an

ultimate coyness we do well to honor.
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Dickinson's "A Charm" miniaturizes the extended action of La

Princesse de Cleves into a brief encounter imagined and declined.

Madame de Cleves lifts her veil only high enough and long enough

to admit her love for the Due de Nemours, not to act on it, even

though no further social obstacle separates them. Then, for the

remainder of her life, she seems to regret having made even that

chaste revelation. The eight short lines of "A Charm" rely on al-

legorical players (the Lady) and capitalized abstractions (Image) and

offer no dialogue, no movement more overt than peers. Neverthe-

less, two softly rhyming and punning hymn stanzas draw us into a

situation and an action as persuasively human as the classically

staged dramatics of the novel. Totally opposed in form and length,

La Princesse de Cleves and "A Charm" complement each other so

vividly as to appear to contain each other, to generate each other

reciprocally. We have few such literary pairs.

How could these two vibrant women, fully attuned to the world

around them, come to believe that fulfillment lies in renunciation,

that "It was the Distance— / Was Savory
—

" (number 439)? There

are several answers. Both were familiar with the troubadour poets

and with the stories of what we now call courtly love, particularly

those of Lancelot and Guinevere. From these sources came the

tradition that love in its purest form entails abnegation and suffer-

ing, which ennobles all parties far more than promiscuity and plea-

sure. And both women confronted some form of love fright

—

wariness of experience, a tendency to withdraw into one's shell in

order to protect a personal fantasy and enshrine a higher truth of

the imagination.

Fifteen years after the rush of events and feelings that led to "A

Charm," Dickinson confronted a situation curiously similar to that

of La Princesse de Cleves. One of her father's closest friends, a prom-

inent Massachusetts Supreme Court justice named Otis Lord, lost

his wife in 1877. He had known Emily all her life; he was sixty-

five, she forty-seven. They soon acknowledged to each other a

deep attachment that had evidently grown over a fairly long period.

Fifteen surviving letters from Dickinson to Lord reveal a wide

range of feelings, including sexual passion for the man she could

call "Sweet One" and "Naughty One." Judge Lord proposed mar-

riage. Dickinson, who at twenty had sent coy valentine verses to

her father's law students, who had declared "My business is to
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love," now had to deal with a resolute widower who did not plan

to move to California. He wanted her to move in with him. The
Amherst princess retreated to the nunnery of her upstairs bedroom

and wrote to her lover letters that record the encounter of ardent

emotion and stern constraint. She becomes both Pan and Syrinx.

Oh, my too beloved, save me from the idolatry which would crush

us both—

Don 7 you know you are happiest while I withhold and not confer—
don V you know that "No" is the widest word we consign to Lan-

guage?

The "Stile" is God's—My Sweet One—for your great sake—not

mine—/ will not let you cross—but it is all yours, and when it is

right I will lift the Bars, and lay you in the Moss—You showed me

the word.

I hope it has no different guise when my fingers make it. It is Anguish

I long concealfrom you to let you leave me, hungry, but you ask the

divine Crust and that would doom the Bread.

(letters, II, 617-18)

In the third, almost-steamy passage, "Stile" is not an archaic spell-

ing of style. The word refers to the place in a fence where steps

or rungs (or sometimes a turnstile) allow passage to a person and

not to cattle or sheep. "You showed me the word," she writes,

implying that Judge Lord first used this image of privileged access.

Her response: "I will not let you cross." Yet it sounds as if they

have met intimately and passionately at least over the stile afforded

by searching letters such as these. What imagery could be more

explicitly sensual than "I will lift the Bars, and lay you in the

Moss"? Then "the divine Crust" returns to a chaste abstemious-

ness. The confinements Emily Dickinson imposed on herself led

more to intensity and variety of feeling than to monotony.*

They never married. Lord died seven years later, in 1884.

*In a paragraph that deals with this correspondence, Camille Paglia allows her

frequently tonic reading of Emily Dickinson to lapse into tendentiousness. "Her
letters to Lord are contrived and artificial. The voice belongs to her twittering
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For all her white gowns and hair pulled back in a bun, it should

be evident now that Dickinson had nothing of the prude in her.

From farm animals, from her sexually active sister, Vinnie, from her

brother's complex marriage, and from her own daring imagination,

she understood all about the nature of erotic rapture. There was

no aspect of life that she shunned, that could not arouse her gift

of gossip and her sense of mirth. To the end of her life, her favorite

adjective was funny. She lived for jokes and stories and told them

in her letters and—transformed—in her poems.

Free of prudishness, Dickinson's exultant abnegation contained

a strong component of aestheticism. The pleasures she sought

tended not toward paroxism that overwhelms the mind but toward

a heightened awareness that mediates between intensity and mod-

eration. Like the Princesse de Cleves, she strove to conserve the

whole loaf of happiness rather than to consume the crusts that life

usually throws our way. Their moods lie as close to epicureanism,

"The Banquet of Abstemiousness," as to fear of living. I find

greater strength of character and more true feeling in the roles of

Syrinx and of the Princesse de Cleves and of Emily Dickinson

(both in her poems and in her life) than in the roles of Don Juan

and Faust. Those two fancy-grade hit-and-run drivers leave nu-

merous victims strewn in their wake; Madame de Cleves and Dick-

inson seek full partners, seek lasting union, and turn away from

anything that falls short.

In spite of the evidence here assembled, I do not believe that

this contrast is solely the result of a difference in temperament

between men and women. Women can be predators; men can show

restraint. We do have to take into account, particularly in earlier

periods, a difference in experience permitted to the two sexes by

society. And I cannot readily cite a novel, poem, or play {Axel ex-

cepted) that casts a man in the role of exultant abnegation.

feminine personae, whom she tucks in becoming postures of devotion" (Sexual

Personae, 670). This dismissive interpretation is required by Paglia's thesis that "the

homosexual-tending Emily Dickinson" writes essentially in the personae of a sa-

domasochistic male, "a hierarch requiring the sexual subordination of her petition-

ers." What a pity that Paglia's misreading and overestimation of the Marquis de

Sade and her insistent vision of Dickinson as a Sadean temperament lead her to

exaggerate genuine insights into Dickinson's violent imagery and motifs of domi-

nation.
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The strongest candidate comes from Flaubert's pen. A Sentimen-

tal Education (1869) relates the meeting of Frederic Moreau and

Madame Arnoux many years after their youthful, hopeless, and un-

declared passion. Her husband is now ruined and an invalid. Still

beautiful with white hair, she wears a veil. Frederic has sunk into

inertia and is surprised by her early evening visit to his apartment.

During a walk, they at last confess their love. "We shall have truly

loved each other." "How happy we might have been!" When they

return, she removes her veil, and they embrace. Then she draws

back."I wish I could have made you happy." He wonder if she is

offering herself to him.

He smokes a cigarette. Before she leaves, she cuts a long lock

of hair for him. His feelings include awkwardness and a revulsion

bordering on fear of incest. But most basically, he pulls back "out

of prudence and in order not to degrade his ideal." The emotional

charge of the scene accumulates because of the closeness of the

encounter and because of the trivial items—white hair, veil, late-

ness of the hour, cigarette—that appear to prevent it from going

any further. Their love is both thwarted and preserved. Neither of

them feels exultation.

All these stories, literary and parabolic, tell us that neither prom-

iscuity nor abnegation can escape selfishness. Most of us do not

propose to live lives of such high relief. Most of us will seek, and

find, a middle way. But we would do well to ponder the results for

other people of promiscuity and abnegation. Carpe diem may not

always lead to the greatest happiness for anyone.*

*Marcel Proust understood and described this higher epicureanism, which values

imagination over satisfaction. Ultimately, he appealed to a doubling of experience in

cumulative time, but his point of departure lies close to that of the Princesse de Cle-

ves and of Emily Dickinson. "Nothing is more alien to me than to seek happiness in

any immediate sensation, and even less in any material realization. A sensation, how-

ever disinterested it may be, a perfume, a shaft of light, if they are physically present,

are too much in my power to make me happy" (Bibesco, 1 19).

Near the end of In Search ofLost Time, Proust goes one step further to illuminate

the psychology of elective abstinence. He refers to "the inexorable law that one

can imagine only what is absent" (III, 872).

In comparison to Proust's analyses, I find Beckett's stark words on the subject

unjust both to himself and to Proust: "the wisdom that consists not in the satis-

faction but in the ablation of desire" (Proust, p. 6). None of the parties here dis-

cussed, least of all Mme de La Fayette and Emily Dickinson, propose "ablation"

by some psychological equivalent of surgical removal. They envision a transposition
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To support her choice of renunciation, Dickinson makes a very-

ambitious claim in "A Charm" about the life of the mind.

Lest Interview—annul a want

That Image—satisfies—

Can imagination alone truly sustain us if reality fails? Dickinson

proposes, I believe, a strategic retreat to a position that both eludes

and contemplates sheer experience. From there, we can acknowl-

edge that some precise states of body and mind are characterized

by fragility; they may be shattered by too close, too rough, or too

prolonged an encounter with the desired object or person. Our

proverbs can be merciless on the subject. Familiarity breeds con-

tempt. Absence makes the heart grow fonder. Dickinson looks out

intensely from her special need not to approach too close to other

people, to experience itself. She expresses an uncertainty principle

of the heart, an indeterminacy principle of the human psyche. For

her, the soul is a domain as resistant to observation and exact mea-

surement as an electron hidden in the atom. Neither in physics nor

in the life of feelings does this situation apply for ordinary events

in the scale of our everyday behavior. But when Dickinson with

her "Veil" and the physicist with his imaginary gamma-ray micro-

scope move downward and inward to the tiniest order of magni-

tude, then they report a limit on our reach, on our knowledge.

Some thinking people bridle at the thought that any such barrier

faces us anywhere. But physicists have made their peace with the

indeterminacy principle. In the domain of feelings, we must not

disdain the lucid resoluteness of Emily Dickinson and the Prin-

cesse de Cleves, as well as of Syrinx and of Maggie in The Mill on

the Floss. They do not shrink from the implied paradox: that to

acknowledge a limit on experience may extend our freedom to be

ourselves. Not many forms of forbidden knowledge approach so

close to our own lives as the prospect of abstinence and its rewards.

of desire to another level of experience—memory, contemplation, fantasy, rcen-

actmcnt, sublimation.



Chapter v

GUILT, JUSTICE, AND EMPATHY IN

MELVILLE AND CAMUS

/ hate that fatuousness of a mind that excuses what

it explains . . . and that analyzes itself instead of re-

penting.

— Benjamin Constant, Adolphe, i 8 i 6,

"Reponse de l'editeur"

A two-century gap between Mme de La Fayette's novel and

Emily Dickinson's poem did not prevent them from ex-

pressing a startlingly similar reluctance about approaching

full emotional and physical experience—the opposite of Faust's

and Frankenstein's resolve to grasp and shape experience to their

own ends. Only half a century separates Melville and Camus, and

I shall trace in a novel by each of them a different aspect of for-

bidden knowledge from any considered so far. Billy Budd and The

Stranger confound us as readers (as some of the characters are con-

founded) by offering us information that interferes with a simple

interpretation of the plot. We come to know too much about the

characters to be at ease with the working out of justice under the

highly strained circumstances described. As as result, the interpre-

tation of these two short novels has provoked lengthy disputes and

has led to troubling errors. Melville and Camus carry us to a further

aspect of the troubling questions: Are there things we should not

know? Can knowledge get in the way of justice?
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1. Billy Budd: Realist Allegory

The great territorial and commercial expansion of the new Ameri-

can republic did not lift Melville's career as writer. After a suc-

cessful start as the author of nautical adventure novels, he

responded to the failure of Moby-Dick by appearing to retire into

his New York customs-house job. But the analogies of the ship of

state and the ship of individual character would not leave him.

When he died in 1891, Melville had nearly finished in manuscript

the short historical novel Billy Budd, Sailor.

Many years passed before the publication of this enigmatic nar-

rative, partially based on a mutiny in 1842 aboard the U.S. Navy

brig Somers. Melville's much-admired cousin, Guert Gansevoort,

was first lieutenant on the Somers at the time. Melville himself was

twenty-three, whaling and jumping ship in the Pacific. Forty years

later, in the 1880s, the Somers affair was still being written about

when Melville began work on a related poem, "Billy in the Dar-

bies." What we read as a consecutive novel is essentially the ex-

tended, hypertrophied headnote for that poem. Its thirty-two lines

of rough but not free verse maintain their place at the end of a

slow-starting story that climaxes in thirty pages of intense action.

A synopsis offers both an X-ray version and a caricature of the story.

Impressed into service aboard a British naval ship during war-

time, the Handsome Sailor, Billy Budd, conducts himself with un-

affected "natural regality" comparable to that of Adam before the

Fall. Only an occasional organic defect or stutter flaws his de-

meanor. Billy unwittingly arouses the passionate envy and perhaps

the desire of Claggart, master-at-arms, an intelligent petty officer

mysteriously associated with "natural depravity."

In front of Captain Vere, a just and undemonstrative discipli-

narian, Claggart accuses Billy of fomenting mutiny. Rendered

speechless by the false charges, Billy strikes and kills Claggart.

Though Captain Vere seems almost "unhinged" by this "mystery

of iniquity," he sets in motion a three-man drumhead court. After

a deeply troubled discussion led by the captain, the court swiftly

condemns Billy to be hanged from the yardarm. Billy's execution,

marked by his last words, "God bless Captain Vere!" echoes the

Crucifixion and survives in two garbled versions: the official naval
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chronicle of a villainous Billy and a popular ballad depicting a suf-

fering, noble Billy, "Billy in the Darbies."

As in Moby-Dick, layers of nautical detail establish a foreground

of convincing realism. Recurrent biblical allusions to Adam, Satan,

Abraham, and Joseph engage the narrative at critical moments in

allegory. Two key passages reveal how steadily the tale moves from

realism toward allegory. The first passage comes at the close of a

long characterization of Claggart.

Now something such an one was Claggart, in whom was the mania

of an evil nature, not engendered by vicious training or corrupting

books or licentious living, but born with him and innate, in short

"a depravity according to nature.
"

Dark sayings are these, some will say. But why? Is it because they

somewhat savor of Holy Writ in its phrase "mystery of iniquity''''?

If they do, such savor was far enough from being intended, for little

will it commend these passages to many a reader of today.

(Chapter 1 1

)

The tentative phrasing of the two paragraphs only underlines their

portentousness. The phrase "mystery of iniquity" (II Thessaloni-

ans 2:7) designates the problem of the existence of evil in a God-

created world, the problem addressed by Leibnitz with the modern

term theodicy—Milton's avowed subject in Paradise Lost. What ab-

sorbs Melville is how Claggart's evil infects the innocent Billy

through an obscure causation we call fate.

The second key passage presents that infection or moral reversal

as tragic and inevitable. It takes an attentive reading to follow the

paradoxes and reversals described in these sentences.

In the jugglery of circumstances preceding and attending the event on

board the Bellipotent, and in the light of that martial code whereby

it wasformally to bejudged, innocence andguilt personified in Clag-

gart and Budd in effect changedplaces. In a legal view the apparent

victim of the tragedy was he who had sought to victimize a man

blameless; and the indisputable deed of the latter, navally regarded,

constituted the most heinous of military crimes. Yet more. The essen-
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tial right and wrong involved in the matter, the clearer that might

be, so much the worse for the responsibility of a loyal commander,

inasmuch as he was not authorized to determine the matter on that

primitive basis.

(Chapter 11)

Notice that all three characters are arrayed together in this tense

passage. It tempts us to make a double allegorical leap. The Bel-

lipotent is a ship of war that represents not only a ship of state in

crisis but also the ship of a divided and unified individual: Claggart

as evil, Billy as good or innocence, Captain Vere as the authority

of reason trying to maintain order. The tragedy is not lowly Billy's,

but Vere's; the captain dies years later muttering Billy's name. As

a wartime commander, he is duty-bound to judge the killing ac-

cording to the forms of naval justice. The principle is not new to

him. " Tor mankind,' he would say, 'forms, measured forms, are

everything' " (Chapter 27). Tocqueville uses the same word

—

forms—to designate the traditions and customs he finds lacking in

an open, democratic society. The forms of naval justice are barely

adequate to deal with the mystery of iniquity, with the instanta-

neous blow that transforms Billy into a murderer and Claggart into

a half-innocent victim.

The end of the tale offers us two contradictory versions of the

events. In the official naval records, ordinary seaman Billy Budd

becomes a knife-wielding alien and Petty Officer Claggart a dis-

creet, respectable gentleman. In the popular ballad "Billy in the

Darbies"—that is, the poem that generated the whole story in

Melville's imagination—the sailor in irons dreams of his death as

a form of sleep. These versions correspond loosely to the two crit-

ical interpretations the novel has inspired, one or the other usually

quoted on the cover: "Melville's Quarrel with God" or "Melville's

Testament of Acceptance." It is essential to point out that the

novel does not say to choose one interpretation or the other. Even

Captain Vere, whom it is easy to see as an inflexible, unsympathetic

martinet, knows that the situation is more complex than his official

conduct can acknowledge. This father figure partially represents

Melville trying to come to terms with the loss of his two sons, one

to suicide, one to sickness. More profoundly, Vere represents the
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attempt of an upright and intelligent man to come to terms with

the intellectual currents of the nineteenth century: irreligion, sci-

ence, evolution, democracy. The circumstances of Billy's court-

martial tax Vere to the limit. Because Vere accepts full

responsibility for his ship, his dilemmas carry the themes of forbid-

den knowledge a step further than in Paradise Lost and Faust. Vere

has no God figure to help him.

Billy Budd's probing of unexpressed states of mind may well be

what Melville wished to designate with the puzzling subtitle he

penciled into the margin of the manuscript: "An Inside Narrative."

It doesn't refer to any form of narrative omniscience; many crucial

events remain unknown even to the faceless narrator. For us, in

the present discussion, the subtitle looks forward to another novel

written fifty years later.

2. The Stranger: An Inside Narrative

A Frenchman born and brought up poor and fatherless in Algeria,

Albert Camus worked there as journalist and dramatist before be-

coming a major Resistance figure in continental France during

World War II. His most haunting work, a short novel called The

Stranger (1942), was immediately singled out as a major exhibit of

existentialism. The philosophical and literary movement, which

swept Europe for two decades after the war, enshrined Camus as

a major hero opposite Sartre, with whom he broke in 1952 over the

latter's Soviet loyalties. Camus received the Nobel Prize in 1957

and died in 1960 in an automobile accident.

The Stranger has remained an astonishingly timely book for the

last half of the twentieth century. The novel's popularity reached

its peak in the 1960s and contributed to the formation of the cool,

hip, detached hero, or antihero, of that decade. There were a few

copycat crimes on beaches in California and elsewhere. The book's

idealized affectlessness costumed itself in such words as the absurd,

authenticity, and sincerity. As the century closes, The Stranger is still

widely read and equally widely misread. I link that serious mis-

reading to an aspect of forbidden knowledge and will compare it

to the closely related action of Billy Budd.
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Melville's subtitle "an inside narrative" fits Camus' The Stranger

like a glove. The first half of Camus' tale confines the reader inside

a single intermittently vivid yet numbing sensibility. One diffident

character tells us his own story. Then during the interrogation and

trial scenes forming the second half, everything happens all over

again in retrospect, according to a terse principle Camus affirmed

at the same period: "To create is to live twice" (The Myth of Sisy-

phus). My synopsis provides an "outside" narrative of the action.

A self-effacing French office employee in Algiers, Meursault,

writes in a curiously neutral yet graphic style. He relates the events

of his mother's wake and burial, how he picks up a new girlfriend,

Marie, the next day, and how he gets embroiled in the unsavory

squabbles of Raymond, a pimp who lives in the same apartment

building. Meursault takes a trip to the beach with Marie and Ray-

mond and drifts inertly into a sinister confrontation with Raymond's

Arab enemy. In a demented or exalted moment on the burning

sand, goaded by the sun and blocked by the Arab from reaching

the cool spring, Meursault kills the man with five shots from Ray-

mond's pistol.

During the investigation and trial, all these events are replayed

for Meursault as both monstrous and model, bizarre and natural.

He finally accepts his guilt and adjusts to the monotony and dep-

rivation of existence in prison while awaiting his execution. Near

the end, Meursault lashes out violently at the prison chaplain for

trying to divert him from the only two courses left open to him as

a man: to live peacefully with his sensations and his memories, and

to die defiantly by the guillotine, thus affirming his life.

Anyone who has read this troubling modern classic probably re-

members the pervading moral deadness of Meursault's life and

character punctuated by moments of intense physical immediacy.

It helps very little to attach the labels "absurd" and "alienated"

to his existence. One perceptive commentator has noticed how

closely Meursault's behavior parallels the automatism that Bergson

in his essay Laughter identifies as the source of humor. In an inter-

view, Camus mentioned humor as the theme most neglected in his

work. A more likely reference or even source for Meursault's obtuse

sensuousness comes from a philosopher whose work Camus was

reading in 1938-1939 while working on The Stranger. "So the animal

lives unhistorically . ... It merges entirely into the present, it
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knows nothing of dissembling, hides nothing, and seems always

exactly what it is, and so cannot help being honest" (Unmodern

Observations, 170, tr. Gary Brown).

Nietzsche's description of animal consciousness follows close be-

hind Rousseau's Discourse on the Origin of Inequality: "I almost dare

to affirm that the state of reflection is a state contrary to nature and

that the man who meditates is a depraved animal." Camus catches

the mood of Meursault's stunted mind in great part through a

muted style tending toward disfunction and parataxis. Nothing con-

nects. Things just happen. In a famous commentary, Sartre calls

our attention to the indolence and indifference of this dumb writ-

ing. Camus carries his flat, chopped-off style a step further than

Kafka and Hemingway. It conveys the metaphysical drift of our

age as acutely as the montage principle in cinema and in painting.

The Stranger offers us the inside narrative of virtually vacant mental

states verging on autism.

Yet Camus depicts Meursault's animal consciousness being

pushed little by little toward self-awareness. The process begins

after his mother's burial, after Marie spends Saturday night with

him, at the end of the long, idle Sunday that follows.

/ wanted to smoke a cigarette at the window, but the air was getting

colder and I felt a little chilled. I shut my windows, and as I was

coming back I glanced at the mirror and saw a corner of my table

with my alcohol lamp next to some pieces of bread. It occurred to

me that anyway one more Sunday was over, thatMaman was buried

now, that I was going back to work, and that, really, nothing had

changed.

(24, tr. Matthew Ward)

Meursault does not yet see himself in the mirror. He glimpses only

a few fragments of his environment. He seems to register for a

moment the utter vacancy of his life. A variety of scenes builds on

this one. Meursault vaguely senses that the robotlike woman in the

restaurant, who scrupulously writes out her own check with tip,

embodies a caricature of himself. In prison, he studies the reflection

of his face in the tin pannikin and realizes that he has been talking

to himself. In the courtroom, a young journalist gazes so hard at
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Meursault that he gets the impression he's "being scrutinized by

myself." Later, while Meursault awaits execution, the prison chap-

lain visits him and gazes at him constantly during a lengthy and

antagonistic conversation. Finally, the chaplain's insistent words

—

"I'm on your side. I'll pray for you"—provoke Meursault into seiz-

ing him and yelling at him. At this point, Meursault seems finally

to perceive himself, to take hold of himself. "Nothing is impor-

tant," he shouts at the chaplain. "Life is absurd." Meursault has

glimpsed in the succession of reflections something that inspires

defiance in him, followed by "tender indifference" when he is

alone again. This sudden surge and fall of feeling occurs in the last

three pages. One could read the final sentence of The Stranger as

an ironic version of the execution scene at the end of Billy Budd

(Billy shouts "God bless Captain Vere!"), even as a parody of that

scene.

For everything to be consummated; for me to feel less alone, I had

only to wish that there would be a large crowd of spectators the day

of my execution and that they would greet me with cries of hate.

(123)

3. Comparing Two Specimens

But Camus didn't read Billy Budd until after he had written The

Stranger. Then in an encyclopedia article, he praised Melville's

novel and wondered whether Billy's death represents a protest

against a blasphemous violation of human justice, or a resigned

assent to the terrible order of Providence. Those are the two stan-

dard interpretations already mentioned. We have seen Providence

before in story after story; it is one of the guises of forbidden knowl-

edge. It is surprising that Camus did not refer to the arresting sim-

ilarity between Billy Budd and The Stranger. They are like two

mineral specimens, different in color and texture, yet whose crys-

talline structures resemble each other. The two narratives turn on

essentially the same situation. From one point of view, a violent,
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lethal deed—not of passion or premeditation, but of impulse—is

described from inside as an innocent act. From an opposed point

of view, a rigid system of justice finds the same deed to be criminal

enough to merit the death penalty. Neither man defends himself

against the charges. Neither man feels remorse or moral anguish,

even though each accepts his guilt. It is, I believe, this sustained

moral ambivalence that makes it difficult to deal adequately with

the two books.*

As Camus points out in his encyclopedia article on Melville, Billy

Budd presents its moral dilemma with the starkness of a classic

tragedy. Confronted by the two nearly stereotypical figures of good

and evil in Billy and Claggart, Captain Vere presents to his fellow

officers sitting in judgment a case against Billy that he supports

with the responsibilities of his rank. Order must be maintained,

even in the face of his own inclinations to favor Handsome Billy.

In The Stranger, the place of Captain Vere is occupied not by any

corresponding character, not by the three judges and the jury, but

by the reader. It is a vast difference. The reader must decide be-

tween Meursault's seemingly candid inside account of how the aw-

ful events somehow produced themselves through no fault of his,

and the prosecutor's wandering and sometimes odiously righteous

account of Meursault's criminal behavior. Still, the prosecutor

shows Meursault to be unwilling to face the consequences of his

acts and bereft of moral awareness. The jury remains remote; its

decision barely concerns us as we contemplate the original events

and the trial and make up our own mind about them.

Writing about Billy Budd in Beyond Culture, Lionel Trilling felt

the need to report that most of his hundreds of students over the

years condemned Captain Vere for condemning Billy Budd. After

teaching The Stranger off and on for thirty years, I must report a

*In the opening section ("At Sea") of Quatre-vingt-treize, Victor Hugo narrates

an exciting scene leading to a comparable yet very different moral dilemma. The
negligence of a cannoneer aboard a naval vessel in wartime allows a cannon to tear

loose from its lashings, to crash across the decks, causing massive damage and

threatening to sink the ship. The same cannoneer courageously catches and rese-

cures the cannon, thus saving the ship. The newly appointed commanding general

on board first decorates the cannoneer for valor and then orders that he be shot

for negligence in combat. The crew grumbles and carries out the order. The can-

noneer makes no protest. The general has proved his mettle by dispensing justice

as inflexible as Captain Vere's. And the story has barely begun.
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similar response among students to Meursault and to the guilty

verdict pronounced against him. At first, I partly agreed with the

students. Later, after shifting my position, I began keeping track

of their reactions. In 1975, on the midterm examination of an un-

dergraduate French course of twenty-two students, I asked whether

the prosecutor was justified in calling Meursault's behavior "mon-

strous." Though written in rudimentary French, many answers

seem remarkably eloquent.

Meursault was wrong to kill the Arab. But he didn '/ mean to. The

death was almost an accident. He's not a criminal. He's only a man

in a bad situation.

I think that the real monster, the person who cannot control his

emotions, is more the prosecutor than Meursault.

One must understand Meursault in order to realize that his actions

were not his choice but simply what happened.

Eighteen students out of twenty-two sympathized with Meursault,

called for "understanding" his situation, and defended his behavior

as primarily "different."

In 1990, in a graduate-undergraduate comparative literature

course of thirty students, I asked for a synopsis (in English) of The

Stranger and a brief commentary on the action. Many of the papers

tapped reserves of genuine passion.

Meursault is sentenced to be decapitated more for the person he is

than for the crime he has committed.

Meursault sees objectively and impersonally . . . and learns to live as

Job did, withoutjudging life by human standards, [and thus] tran-

scending anthropomorphism.

Reading Camus' The Stranger is a bit like witnessing a swimmer

struggling against an overpowering current. The swimmer, who

maintains no pretenses and clings to no false hopes, is challenged

head-on by a society that prides itself on "meaningful" conventions

and order. . . . Just as the Stranger yanks away the security blankets
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civilization tenaciously clings to, so does he jolt the reader to a new

level of consciousness.

[The novel presents] the French judicial system's inability to cope

with Meursault, whose honesty leads him to be sentenced to death.

The tragic protagonist, Meursault, stoically narrates his existence

misunderstood by a judgmental French society.

These comments, all of which deserve careful attention, testify to

a grave misreading leading to moral myopia. In most of them, the

basic fact of the murder is discounted, not mentioned, virtually

overlooked. They assume that Meursault has told his story honestly

and sincerely. What more can we want? The second group of stu-

dents had read Billy Budd earlier and had discussed the tragic ne-

cessity of Captain Vere's drumhead court and its verdict. (Many

questioned, very properly, the need for summary execution.) Now,

when asked to assume the role of Captain Vere in facing a com-

parable situation, many of them capitulated to the voice of Meur-

sault narrating his own tale. Camus created a cool, flat, artificially

natural style for most of the episodes. Set against that monotonous

landscape, the semiritualistic killing on the beach releases in Meur-

sault a glorious burst of lyric intensity. The murder scene combines

the crescendos of a gratuitous act and an epiphany. The seizure of

that moment apparently makes Meursault lose consciousness and

suffer memory loss. His later attitudes and behavior remain mys-

terious because we are never given a full account of what happened

right after the murder and of how he was apprehended.

Camus' narrative has the power of magic incantation in modern

dress. It makes one forget that Meursault never thinks of or refers

to the human being he has killed. He experiences no regret, no

remorse. To the examining magistrate, Meursault identifies his

feelings about the deed as ennui—vexation or annoyance. On the

last page, by saying "I felt ready to live it all over again," he ap-

pears to reaffirm his crime and his punishment as the only source

of his identity, as his signature.

Is this laconic murderer our modern Prometheus? Can any per-

son so disingenuous, so unambitious, and so unassuming as Meur-

sault possibly be a monster? Camus himself compounds the
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difficulty in the brief preface he wrote in 1955 for an American

textbook edition.

Sometime ago I summed up The Stranger in a sentence, which I

grant is very paradoxical: "In our society any man who doesn't cry

at his mothers burial runs the risk of being condemned to death. " /

meant simply that the book's hero is condemned because he doesn't

play the game. . . . He refuses to lie.

For me Meursault is no derelict but a poor naked man in love with

a sun that leaves no shadows. Farfrom lacking feeling, he is ani-

mated by a profound passion—profound because it remains mute,

a passion for the absolute andfor the truth.

I have also gone so far as to say, paradoxically once again, that I

tried to present in Meursault the only Christ we deserve. It should

be clearfrom my remarks that I intend no blasphemy and speak only

with the slightly ironic affection an artist has the right to feel toward

the characters he has created.

These astonishing claims by the author of The Stranger have rarely

been challenged. Originally, Camus said in his Nobel Prize accep-

tance speech, he conceived Meursault as a figure of "negation."

He allowed a haunting ambiguity to hover over his laconic hero.

Thirteen years later, in the passage quoted above, Camus presents

Meursault as a hero of nonconformity and uncompromising truth.*

Is that how we should read The Stranger? Has Camus forgotten that

Meursault lies at least twice for Raymond: once in writing the letter

to the Moorish woman who, Raymond claimed, had cheated on

him; and once to the police? Was Meursault condemned to death

for refusing to lie and to play the game of saying more than

*Ren6 Girard's essay "Camus's Stranger Retried" makes a strong case for Ca-

mus having written in The Fall (1956) a thorough-going rebuttal of "the implicit

indictment of the judges" expressed by The Stranger. I fully concur with Girard's

description of how Camus attempts in The Stranger to narrate a crime without a

criminal. The puzzle lies in how the 1955 preface could collapse the original am-

biguity into a Christ figure, whereas first The Rebel { 1951) and then The Fall distance

themselves increasingly from this Romantic myth of the persecuted Self.
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he feels? Or was he guilty of letting himself be drawn into settling

a score for a violent small-time pimp and of killing an Arab?

Like the students I have quoted, Camus insists in his preface that

Meursault is condemned for his sincerity. Camus conveniently

overlooks the fact that his hero committed murder. I believe that

Camus' preface provides a case of an author who grievously mis-

understands his own work and his most famous character. Possibly

his repetition of "paradoxical" and his use of "ironic" in the last

sentence should lead us to reverse the meanings of "hero" and

"Christ." But I don't think so. Camus' wandering yet succinct

prose in his novel seems to have hypnotized him along with his

readers.

We should be closer now to perceiving the paradox of The

Stranger. How do we explain our spontaneous or perverse admira-

tion for a generally morose citizen who is duped into murder and

experiences no remorse? In comparison, Adam and Eve and even

Faust display greater responsibility for the consequences of their

deeds. In Part I, Meursault makes no effort to hide his feelings, if

he can find any. He remains insensitive to his own actions and to

their consequences for others. Though his new girlfriend, Marie,

has a name and sometimes occupies his thoughts, she barely con-

cerns him as a person, any more than does his nameless victim, the

Arab. Meursault is self-absorbed rather than self-conscious and de-

scribes tiny sensations of eating, waiting, smoking, and watching

—

describes them so vividly that we are drawn into his vacuous life.

Then, yielding to the gradually accelerating tempo of the style, we

live through the whole sun-spangled, heat-driven scene on the

beach from the inside. It assumes the monstrous form of sheer ac-

cident enacted as inexorable fate. A slow accumulation of fragmen-

tary sensations absorbs us into a mind that does not draw back

from—from what? From letting his "whole being tense up" in such

a way as to make him squeeze the trigger of the loaded gun that

just happens to be in his hand. But the deafening report of the

shot wakes him at last out of his zombie-like existence. At that

moment, "everything began," and Meursault "understood" what

had happened, what he had done. Instead of recoiling, he now

affirms his half-conscious deed by deliberately firing four more

shots into the dead Arab. The sleepwalker becomes a criminal who
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feels exhilaration. He does not become a human being appalled at

the spectacle of murder. The shock of a criminal act gives Meur-

sault his first startling experience of being fully alive.

"It requires a considerable effort on [the reader's] part to dis-

engage himself from the rhetoric of the story to the extent of rec-

ognizing something monstrous" in the principal character. What

Denis Donoghue says in Thieves of Fire about D. H. Lawrence's

story "The Captain's Doll" applies accurately to readers of The

Stranger. Most readers accept their first sympathetic response to

poor, unambitious, victimized Meursault. The seemingly artless

way he tells his own story disarms our ability to detect an unreliable

narrator. The Stranger offers the most convincing version ever writ-

ten, I would say, of the sincerity plea made in exoneration of an

incontrovertibly criminal action. The rhetoric apparently deceived

Camus himself a decade later. Meursault's "sincerity" in Part I lies

close to pathological autism. In Part II, during the extended process

of waking up to himself as a responsible person, Meursault yearns

both to revert to the soulless existence of Part I and to dismiss the

perfectly justified guilty verdict by defying it. Both responses con-

stitute a lie to himself as a potential human being.*

I cannot help seeing this miniature novel as a parable, a piece

of subtle didactic writing whose meaning reveals itself gradually to

those who read carefully. But because of the subtle blandishments

of the inside narrative, which seduce many readers into empathiz-

ing with a criminal, the parable misfires. The moral lesson—that

no existence can be called human that does not accept a minimum

of responsibility for itself, for its actions, and for others—is too

easily overlooked. I remain astonished at the extent of misunder-

standing and distortion that Camus expressed in his 1955 preface.

Fortunately, it is not included in regular trade editions either in

French or in English.

*Robert C. Solomon has written a careful treatment of the themes of lying and

self-consciousness in Meursault.
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4. Understanding, Blaming, Forgiving, Pardoning

I believe a proverb will help explain why so many readers of The

Stranger are led into seeing a monstrous criminal as a hero of au-

thenticity, and why the dilemma of Captain Vere in Billy Budd
develops a very different hold on us in a comparable situation. The
proverb that comes to hand here has wide familiarity. Yet it appears

in only one standard collection. Its generic form appears to be

French: "Tout comprendre c'est tout pardonner." We translate it into

English tersely, dropping the tout: "To understand is to forgive."*

Some modern variants add local color and alliteration. "Never crit-

icize anyone till you've walked a mile in his moccasins." The poet

Henri Michaux included this cautionary pastoral version in one of

his collections: "If the wolf understands the sheep, he'll die of

hunger." However phrased, these distillations of folk, wisdom deal

with the power of empathy to sway our judgment.

So arresting a formula as "Tout comprendre c'est tout pardonner"

could not long exist without generating its polar opposite. La

Rochefoucauld provides a subtle version. "If the world were aware

of the motives behind them, we would often be ashamed of our

finest actions." In other words: "To understand is to condemn."

G. B. Shaw says so without flinching: "If a great man could make

us understand him, we should hang him." We could recast it in

neutral terms: Full understanding compels full judgment. But when

do we ever reach full understanding?

I single out "Tout comprendre c'est toutpardonner" in part because

the proverb links our tendency to heroize Meursault to the spell

of Camus' seemingly transparent narrative style. That style makes

us believe we understand Meursault. But the proverb also encap-

sulates a variant of moral relativism. Travelers have always noticed

that customs and laws can be very different on the other side of a

frontier. Montaigne condoned cannibalism among South American

Indians, not in his native Bordeaux. Not until modern times has

*Tne Home Book ofProverbs cites Mme de StaeTs Corinne (1807) as its first source

{"Tout comprendre rend tres indulgent""), followed by references to Tolstoy's War and
Peace (I, 1, 26) and Unamuno's Essays and Soliloquies. But the last reference, to a

German proverb, is evidently the oldest, "fs/w Ding ist nicht bos wenn man gut es

verstecnt." In other collections one can find: "Peche avoue est a moitie pardonne." "A
sin confessed is half forgiven."
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relativism been widely applied within a culture. In the opening

pages of Diary of a Writer, Dostoyevsky editorializes about the "ac-

quittal mania" that is affecting juries across Russia in the 1870s.

Juries see criminals as victims of circumstance. "Who is guilty? The
environment is guilty . . . there are no crimes at all." Though Nietz-

sche found ways to justify crime and immorality among the strong,

he could not tolerate sympathy for misconduct among the weak.

One knows the kind ofhuman being who has fallen in love with the

motto, tout comprendre c'est tout pardonner. // is weak. . . . It

is the philosophy of disappointment that wraps itself so humanely in

pity and looks sweet.

(The Will to Power, 81)

As a young man, Marcel Proust twice filled out a questionnaire that

included the following item: "For what faults do you have the

greatest indulgence?" At age twelve Proust answered: "For the

private life of geniuses." At age seventeen his response was: "For

those I understand." In Robert Musil's immense novel The Man
Without Qualities, the character Moosbrugger, rapist and murderer,

becomes the darling of intellectuals who admire his forthright tes-

timony and find reasons to exculpate his behavior. Moosbrugger

begins to look like a wily jovial version of Meursault. Thomas

Mann sets the scene for the inside narrative of Death in Venice by

alerting us to its moral content. After a long period of doubt and

antisocial thinking, Aschenbach has returned "from every moral

skepticism" to a more balanced view of individual responsibility.

This change is described as "the counter move to the laxity of the

sympathetic principle, that to understand all is to forgive all." A
popular New England folksinger, Banjo Dan, often performs a long

ballad called "Werewolf." Each stanza recounts further horrors

committed by the Werewolf, followed by this refrain.

He's ravished a few maidens,

He drank the blood of many poor children.

But ifyou knew him you'd see

The Werewolf is like you and me.
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Every one of these authors recognizes the empathy-sincerity plea:

Anyone in the same situation would do the same thing. Proust and

Banjo Dan seem to welcome it. Dostoyevsky, Nietzsche, Musil,

and Mann resist it. One cannot easily find the origin of this will-

ingness to abdicate moral judgment, which seems to have grown

throughout the twentieth century. In the West, relativism received

impetus from the Enlightenment challenge to Christian morality.

It was then that Lessing and Goethe calmly and cavalierly offered

a new model of Faust. The personage formerly condemned to Hell,

after a lengthily documented life of presumed "striving" that

causes many deaths and much grief and destruction, now floats

comfortably up to Heaven at God's express command. The Lord,

especially in "The Prologue in Heaven," seems to "understand"

Faust all too well and to forgive him in advance.

A discussion of the lures and perils of relativism could send us

on a lengthy journey. Let me return, instead, to the generic proverb

in order to examine its terms and its structure. "Tout comprendre

c 'est tout pardonner.'
n "To understand is to forgive." Composed of

two infinitives (in English, in the absolute form) and the rudimen-

tary copula is, the proverb takes the schematic form of a logical

proposition, even of a mathematical equation. But we quickly re-

alize that it applies not to everything in the universe but only to

human actions, particularly to wrongful and evil actions.

To understand—this infinitive implies many things. First, as af-

firmed by Terence and Montaigne and Vico, it implies that each

of us contains the whole human condition in potentiality, reaching

to the furthest extremes of virtue and monstrosity, altruism and

autism. Second, the infinitive to understand implies that we all have

in varying degrees the capacity to explore that range of moods and

behaviors. We call that capacity for mental exploration and exper-

imentation imagination, as if it were a faculty, almost an organ.

Imagination is obviously a highly complex process, yet as essen-

tially human as primary processes like feeling and reason. Third,

the infinitive to understand often implies that when imagination

seems to carry us convincingly into another mind by empathy, we
tend to interpret that person's behavior as caused by some form of

fate or determination. In the twentieth century, we may choose

between an exterior fate contained in society, culture, and the en-

vironment, and an interior fate—either genetic inheritance or the
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unconscious. To "understand" someone's behavior in this sense

means to attribute it to a set of causes and to remove it from the

domain of choice and free will. That form of understanding denies

individual agency and responsibility for one's actions. Under such

circumstances, not much remains to forgive. Fourth, to understand

may also mean a mental operation not of empathy but of detach-

ment and measured judgment. We seek such understanding in or-

der to obtain a fair trial. Here, any inside narrative is subject to

correction by the outside narrative of other witnesses. But the re-

ceived interpretation of the proverb sets aside this meaning of to

understand in favor of the previous meaning of empathy, of entering

another person's consciousness.

After "to understand," we have another pair of words to examine:

to pardon and to forgive. In common speech, we barely distinguish

between them. The French generally use one verb, pardonner, to

cover all the ground. "Mon Pere, pardonnez-kur, car Us ne savent pas

ce qu'ils fonf (Luke 23:34). But the English for Christ's words on

the cross could never be "Pardon them, for they know not what

they do." When we translate the French proverb as "To under-

stand is to forgive," we have made the right choice for English. To

forgive supposes an act of imaginative empathy toward a fellow hu-

man being. To pardon engages the system of justice. To clarify

these nuances, we need to look at a cluster of terms the English

language offers us in this context. I ask for the reader's patience in

an attempt to deal more precisely with words than is always nec-

essary.

The infinitives to exonerate and to exculpate mean to clear someone

of a charge, to determine that there is no offense and therefore no

guilt to absolve. Two further infinitives have a more restricted

meaning. To pardon means to remit the punishment or penalty for

an offense—and by implication to recognize guilt for the offense.

(By pardoning ex-President Nixon in advance of any impeachment

proceedings, President Ford also established a presumption of

guilt.) To forgive grants remission of guilt for an offense and of the

resentment it may entail. The punishment is not suspended.

"Starry" Vere as a man could forgive Billy for his explosive re-

sponse to Claggart's lie; Captain Vere could not pardon the sailor

under his command. To pardon designates a legal act; to forgive

designates a moral response. After conviction for a tort, or wrong-
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doing, legally one discharges the penalty unless pardoned. Morally,

whether forgiven or not, one is called upon to repent and do pen-

ance. Too often today we entirely overlook the last moral duty.

These distinctions among loosely used terms yield a schematic

outline of five possible outcomes, legal and moral, when a person is

brought to trial for an alleged crime.

1. Acquittal: no grounds for guilt or punishment

2. Conviction: sentencing, punishment exacted

3. Conviction and pardon: guilt maintained, punishment re-

mitted

4. Conviction and forgiveness: guilt absolved, punishment

maintained

5. Crime without a criminal: no guilt, no punishment

(empathy-sincerity plea)

These outcomes allow us to locate Billy Budd and The Stranger along

this sequence derived from the proverb "To understand is to for-

give." Billy Budd fits neatly enough into the fourth category. Because

of attenuating circumstances and of his "nobility" of character, all

parties forgive Billy yet acknowledge the need for maintaining the

severity of the punishment. The Stranger poses knottier problems.

Outwardly the novel conforms to the second item. At the end, Meur-

sault has been convicted and is awaiting execution. The inside narra-

tive strives to make a case for the first item. But since neither the

evidence nor Meursault's confession will justify acquittal, the first-

person narrator patiently builds up the psychological climate for out-

come number five. Meursault appears to be telling the simple truth

about himself. The empathy-sincerity plea begins to blur all distinc-

tions. As readers, we are drawn so vividly into Meursault's empty

world and affectless consciousness that notions of wrongdoing and

guilt fade away as quickly as the smoke from Meursault's cigarettes.

Meanwhile, the details of the story keep suggesting that Meursault

is merely human, all too human. A similar defense was offered for

crucial contributions to the Nazi enterprise by a cultured architect

with an immense talent for industrial organization. In Inside the Third

Reich (1970), Albert Speer argues passionately yet contritely that

he was simply carried along by the demands made on his capaci-

ties. "Completely under the sway of Hitler, I was henceforth
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possessed by my work. Nothing else mattered" (32). This highly

placed Meursault never looked directly at the abominations he was

helping to commit. And he, too, carried many readers along with him

because of his seemingly candid style.

I am proposing that the students who saw Meursault as "honest"

and "misunderstood by a judgmental French society" fell into a

serious error partially illuminated by the proverb "To understand

is to forgive." G. K. Chesterton called this attitude "the devil's

sentimentality." Under carefully controlled conditions, as in listen-

ing to the "sincere" and seductive narrative voice of The Stranger,

our empathy for another person can be stretched very far. We can

venture too close and lose our perspective on humanity. Once we
understand another life by entering it, by seeing it from inside, we
may both pardon and forgive a criminal action. We may not even

recognize it as criminal. We are all guilty in some way. How can

we ever judge anyone else, punish anyone else?

That line of thinking leads to an unacceptable dilemma. Either

justice is impossible and escapes us, or justice, if we do attempt to

establish it, is inhuman. The action of Billy Budd confronts and

blocks such slack thinking. Captain Vere in his fanatic resolve to

maintain strict discipline aboard ship remains fully human, and

tragic* But a failure of humanity and of judgment afflicts the

•During the past twenty years, the most probing commentaries on Billy Budd
have been written by legal scholars. The plain undisputed facts of Billy's striking

and killing Claggart become entangled with several different bodies of law.

The incident thus lends itself to conflicting interpretations and adjudications.

In contrast, Kurosawa's classic film Rashomon (1950), about a reported incident of

rape and murder, centers not on the applicable law but on the elusive facts of the

case, on the nature of truth. The most strenuous of the law-review articles on Billy

Budd, Richard Weisberg's "How Judges Speak," reads the novel in a manner op-

posite to what I have argued and then uses the alleged malevolence of Captain

Vere as a means of attacking a Supreme Court decision written by Justice Rehn-

quist. Weisberg presents Vere as reenacting at a higher level Claggart's role of

ambitious dissimulator. As Claggart envies and resents the Handsome Sailor in

Billy, Vere envies and resents the heroic open leadership of Admiral Nelson. Then
Vere discharges that venom onto Billy, whose execution he justifies with legal

deviousness and high rhetoric. Weisberg's last paragraph paints Vere as the sym-

bolic ancestor of Stalin and Hitler.

I find the role Weisberg assigns to Nelson not adequately borne out by Mel-

ville's scrupulously written narrative. Weisberg's expos6 of Vere's hidden motives
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reader who overlooks Meursauk's obscurely motivated murder of

an Arab and who finds that Meursauk's flat account of the details

of his everyday life redeems the rest of his conduct. How could

such an ordinary and unassuming person be a murderer? For a time,

Camus himself became one of those misguided readers. He seems

to have forgotten what the Greek Oresteian Trilogy, a set of tu-

multuous plays clearly related to Billy Budd and The Stranger, sets

before us: that we cannot survive without a system of justice. We
have a duty to judge and to punish crimes. (The death penalty is

another question.) Orestes is not pardoned. He is finally forgiven the

bloodguilt of matricide, but only after lengthy suffering at the

hands of the Furies, genuine penance, and ritual cleansing. Justice

is done, and a precedent is set. Two millennia later, Benjamin Con-

stant, a contemporary of Mary Shelley, expressed (see the epigraph

for this chapter) a proper scorn for explanations, analyses, and ex-

cuses for reprehensible actions. Constant favored repentance.

The trials of Billy and of Meursault take place at a great moral dis-

tance from any potential "greatness in evil" as contemplated by La

Rochfoucauld, Pascal, and Goethe (see page 106). These two lowly

men have not been infected with presumption and pleonexia. Their

opposite fault lies in lack of imagination about themselves and oth-

ers—in Meursauk's case, affectlessness to the verge of autism.

And now we have arrived unexpectedly at a highly disputed

crossroads called "the banality of evil." Like Eichmann on trial for

mass murder, Meursault serves to illustrate that challenging phrase

dropped in the last sentence of Hannah Arendt's book on Eich-

mann. Later, over and over again, she had to explain what she

meant by the words.

. . . this new type of criminal commits his crime under circumstances

that make it well-nigh impossible for him to know or feel that he is

doing wrong.

(Epilogue, Eichmass in Jerusalem)

and dark ambition comes to sound like an exemplification of the counter proverb:

To understand is to condemn. More balanced treatments of Billy Budd have been

written bv Robert Cover and Richard A. Posner.
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. . . when I speak of the banality of evil, I do so on a strictly factual

level. . . . Eichmann was not Iago and not Macbeth. . . . He merely,

to put the matter colloquially, never realized what he was

doing . . . this lack of imagination . . . [this] sheer thoughtlessness

. . . can wreak more havoc than all the evil instincts taken together.

(Postscript, Eichmann in Jerusalem)

[The purpose of the Eichmann book was] to destroy the legend

of the greatness of evil, of the demonic force.

(Interview, New York Review of Books, October 26, 1978)

Billy did not intend to kill Claggart; the simple sailor did not know

his own strength. If there is any greatness in Melville's novel, it

resides in Captain Vere's struggle. Meursault appears to have no

intentions at all; he lets himself be carried to catastrophe by a wave

of circumstances. I find no greatness of mind or action in The

Stranger. Camus's two powerful crescendos of narrative-descriptive

style depict a man indifferent to good and evil losing control of

himself because of the banality of his imagination.*

A more substantial novel than the two we are discussing also

explores this literary and moral question of dealing with a crime

seen from inside. Dostoyevsky originally sketched out Crime and

Punishment in the first person; the final third-person version remains

very close to Raskolnikov and often enters his thoughts, feelings,

and dreams. We frequently identify with Raskolnikov and may

even feel the lure of nihilistic egoism that seethes beneath his

decency and idealism. But Dostoyevsky supplies other characters

*I believe that "the banality of evil" and Meursault's story afford an illumi-

nation of one of Plato's troubling notions in Book II of The Republic, "the true lie."

"The lie in words," like deceiving an enemy or inventing a fable, may be useful.

"The true lie" designates an "ignorance about the highest realities" in the soul of

him who believes sincerely that he is acting rightly. "The true lie is not useful; it

is hateful." Not knowing any better excuses nothing, even though it may explain

much. Plato grants no standing to the sincerity plea, as behooves a philosopher

who often attributes all virtues to knowledge.
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and probing conversations to point up and offset the monster Ras-

kolnikov carries within him. Unlike Camus, Dostoyevsky does not

indict the judges and the jury and does not create undue sympathy

for the criminal. Raskolnikov is convicted and serves his sentence

at hard labor. Through this penance and through his faith in Sonia,

he may find forgiveness and redemption. Because we see him in

the round, we understand Raskolnikov far better than we do Meur-

sault.

The comparison of Billy Budd and The Stranger affords a rare

opportunity for literary and psychological diagnosis. The former

novel helps correct the common misreading of the latter. We see

the truth most clearly when it comes to us in the form of an error

dispelled. The Stranger enacts a scandalous moral irony, though dif-

ficult to detect in the narrative of a near-autistic man. Meursault,

the modest white-collar worker for whom most modern readers

come to feel strong empathy, really is a monster. Camus has written

the equivalent of a moral labyrinth, from which some readers will

not escape.

"A sin," writes Coleridge in Aids to Reflection, "is an evil which

has its ground or origin in the agent, and not in the compulsion of

circumstances" (Aphorism X, Comment). Billy and Meursault lack

a strong sense of self and of agency. Therefore, the murders they

commit can be painted to look like the consequence of "the com-

pulsion of circumstances." Camus, by composing an "inside nar-

rative" in the first person, links our sympathies so closely with the

tiny sensuous rewards and the general affectlessness of Meursault's

life that we may lose our moral bearings. That is why the proverb

"To understand is to forgive" can strike us—wrongly—as indul-

gent rather than cautionary.

5. Knowledge as Interference

But how much can we understand? Can we ever peer beyond the

caul of selfhood that enfolds us by the time we begin to talk and

to answer to our name? Can we know another person? Our tentative

answers to those questions usually fall into a few areas of inquiry
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known as literature and philosophy and history, areas we lump to-

gether as "the humanities." Across the centuries, the humanities

have offered a broad set of answers fluctuating between faith and

doubt. Ours has been predominantly a century of doubt. One of

our most philosophical novelists, Marcel Proust, answers those fun-

damental questions in the negative by borrowing a metaphor from

physics.

When I saw an external object, my consciousness that I was seeing

it remained between me and it, outlining it with a narrow mental

border that prevented me from ever touching its substance directly;

in some way the object volatized before I could make contact, just as

an incandescent body approaching something moist never reaches

moisture because of the zone ofevaporation that always precedes such

a body.

(I, 84)

In this description our isolation is inescapable. But a few pages

later, Proust made an exception for works of literature: Their trans-

parency permits us miraculous entry into other lives composed not

of opaque flesh but of comprehensible words. Thus we can pose

the fundamental questions again and with different results con-

cerning the two literary works Billy Budd and The Stranger. Their

carefully composed sentences manipulate our attention, under-

standing, and sympathy in very specific ways. And now we must

acknowledge, as I have suggested earlier, two markedly different

senses of the infinitives to know or to understand.

Though Billy is given stronger status as the legendary Handsome

Sailor than as a realistic particularized individual, the essentially

third-person narrative approaches very close to his consciousness.

We feel the menace behind the triviality of the soup-spilling scene;

we share Billy's impatience with the after guardsman's attempt to

talk to him alone in the lee fore chains. But by the time we read

the central scene of Claggart accusing Billy in the captain's pres-

ence of conspiring to mutiny, we have enough familiarity with

Billy's temperament and vocal handicap to understand his strik-

ing Claggart a blow that turns out to be fatal—a blow in the name

of simple truth. Captain Vere's first response
—

"Fated boy," he
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utters—informs us both that he understands Billy's explosive out-

burst well enough to forgive it and that nevertheless Billy will have

to suffer the full legal consequences of his insubordination and

homicide. Melville adjusts the story line so as to carry us just far

enough inside Billy and Vere to allow us to deplore and to accept

the tragic outcome. Claggart remains a "mesmeric" mystery. Our

understanding of Billy and of Vere does not, in an intelligent read-

ing, paralyze our judgment. Our understanding complicates and en-

larges our judgment.

The Stranger has the opposite effect on most of its readers. By

the time we reach the central scene of the shooting on the beach,

our point of view has adapted itself to Meursault's passiveness be-

fore other people's initiatives and before the sheer momentum of

an episode once started. We probably accept the metaphor that the

whole landscape heaves up ("C'est alors que tout a vacillf) and

propels him toward the fatal act. We are swayed and blinded by

the circumstantial narrative to the point of overlooking the pit of

monstrosity that opens up around his action. The students in their

papers and Camus in his preface have "understood" in the sense

of empathizing with Meursault's absorption in a pure present with-

out history or responsibility. That perspective impedes their judg-

ment even during the second part, when Meursault gains enough

detachment to glimpse his own guilt.

In its impact on people's behavior and sense of "alienation" and

by its apparent sincerity of feeling, The Stranger came close to be-

coming the mid-twentieth-century equivalent of Goethe's best-

selling The Sorrows of Young Werther (1774), which provoked

hundreds of suicides all over Europe. Werther cannot explain to

himself the sentiment he has of disintegration and decline from the

ideal nobility of heart inspired in him by Lotte's perfection. His

rebellion turns him first against the society that supports him and

then against himself in a carefully staged suicide. Werther and The

Stranger are excessively romantic and self-absorbed stories verging

on solipsism. Meursault has no inkling of how estranged he is

from human life until he is arrested for destroying another life.

Then his brief rebellion burns itself out on a well-intentioned

priest, and Meursault tries to transform his execution into a sym-

bolic suicide by choosing it, by welcoming it. Werther's over-

reaching of sentiment in the eighteenth century collapses into
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Meursault's twentieth-century7 listless "absurd," and the influence

of the latter echoes the enormous vogue of the former. If Camus

had told us the color of Meursault's shirt, it would have set off a

fashion as widespread as that of Werther's yellow waistcoat.

Camus perfected a hypnotic prose style combining Hemingway's

laconism, Kafka's sense of tragicomic inscrutability in all things,

and Voltaire's deadpan portrayal of naivete in Candide. The result-

ing novella entraps us all on first reading. We feel more fascination

than horror at the course Meursault's life takes. Our inside knowl-

edge of his deeds becomes a form of bewitchment or possession,

difficult to exorcise, leading us to suspend judgment, even to un-

seat justice. A small leap of association permits us to read beyond

the highly charged literal meaning of The Stranger to discern a dou-

ble parable about contemporary events that were taking place in

the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany. Meursault stands for the cit-

izen whose passiveness and stunted imagination allow him to yield

to outside pressures to carry out inhuman action. And readers who

sympathize unthinkingly with Meursault stand for potential accom-

plices and collaborators in his actions. The power of the book's

political significance arises from the fact that it remains entirely

implicit. The risk of misreading Camus' novel lies in the appeal of

the empathetic knowledge it offers us of an enigmatic character

only too easy to identify with. Is there, consequently, a point at

which we must beware of such knowledge? Beware of empathy:

The two novels I have been discussing, particularly The Stranger,

with its suggestive title, lead us to one of the more distressing

categories of forbidden knowledge. The closer one approaches to

an event or to a person, the less securely one seems to know it.

The trees obscure the forest. The more one knows, the less one

knows. Perception itself requires a certain distance. Empathy hides

more than it reveals.

More than most modern philosophers, Isaiah Berlin strives to

reconcile empathy for others with reasonable standards of decency

and moral behavior. But when in "Historical Inevitability" he care-

fully glosses the proverb "To understand is to forgive," Berlin has

the honesty to write, "To understand all is to see that nothing

could be otherwise than as it is." In other words, to understand all

is to capitulate to the status quo. That proposition precisely de-

scribes the character of Pangloss in Candide. What Berlin presents
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discursively in his essays, Melville and Camus approach very dif-

ferently in their fiction. In both kinds of writing, the author is

thinking in terms of imaginary situations, is conducting thought

experiments in order to reflect upon the meaning and worth of

human actions. The difference is that whereas Berlin carries out

the crucial parts of his thought experiments in terms of freedom,

authority, natural rights, and other abstractions removed from per-

sons and from time, Melville and Camus create their thought ex-

periments on empathy (particularly on the reader's empathy) in

terms of fully conceived characters subject to all the contingencies

of time and mortality. They stage an action to show how knowing

too much can affect us, perhaps blind us, even when we have

gained that knowledge from the essential faculty of empathy. The

double bind of empathy as laid before us by Billy Budd and The

Stranger points us finally in the direction of a middle way between

moral certainty and moral ignorance.

In the opening pages of The Myth of Sisyphus, Camus speaks of

seeking to know people by analysis of their actions, both sincere

and insincere. Then he concedes, "The method defined here ad-

mits to the feeling that any true knowledge is impossible." But

Camus exaggerates. He and we know the truth that Meursault mur-

ders a man and deserves punishment. But we shall never know

exactly why he did it. In trying to fathom that mystery of iniquity,

we can lose our way and come to find no fault and no guilt in so

sincere and so unassuming a temperament. Melville's novel helps

us to see in Camus' tale the severe interference between two types

of knowledge: inside and outside. Between them, the two stories

offer a striking moral education.





INTERLUDE:

TAKING STOCK

1. Forbidden Knowledge and Open Knowledge

Every story I have discussed deals directly or indirectly with

the human trait of curiosity. Curiosity, in turn, leads almost

fatefully to the theme of forbidden knowledge, to a poten-

tial limit on curiosity. Curiosity drives particular individuals to ac-

tions like those of Pandora and Psyche, of Dante's Pilgrim, and of

the Elephant's Child. In Paradise Lost, Eve's dreamy imagination

turns curiosity into a form of lyric subversiveness. Out of fear of

losing everything, the Princesse de Cleves restrains her yearning

to discover further dimensions of love. Faust's ambition carries cu-

riosity into the realm of what the Greeks called pleonexia—insatia-

bly wanting more than one's due. With Meursault, the lack of

curiosity about himself or anyone else produces the illusion of "sin-

cerity," which masks the inhumanity of his behavior. I discern no

clear progression in these stories. We see, rather, the fluctuations

of a dominant motive.

Now curiosity carries within itself a principle of doubt—doubts

about received knowledge and the conventions of the status quo.

After Galileo and Descartes, the principle of doubt has spared noth-
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ing, not even curiosity itself. Thus in certain illuminating situations,

curiosity has had to acknowledge its own limits. "Be lowly wise"

emerges as the moral of Milton's version of Adam and Eve's story.

Pascal recommends that we "know our reach [porte'e]." Out of loy-

alty to family and friends, Maggie resists her two suitors in The Mill

on the Floss. Huxley coined the word agnostic to designate a limit

on both his scientific and his religious beliefs. All these episodes

stand for some form of limit imposed on the "wayward" faculty of

curiosity. In that respect, the stories I have been discussing contain

the theme of forbidden knowledge as a common denominator.

Something disturbing happens, however, when any limit is im-

posed from outside or by apparently arbitrary prohibition. I have

called this response the Wife of Bath effect: "Forbid us thing, and

that desire we." Such an impulse restarts the whole cycle of curi-

osity by provoking a newly defiant libido sciendi. Why this perverse-

ness? Why this skittishness before any restriction imposed not only

on actions but even on knowledge?

I have suggested two answers, similar but not identical. Billy

Budd twice uses the biblical phrase "the mystery of iniquity." It

refers to a strain of thwarted humanity in both Billy and Claggart

that drives them to an action ultimately harmful to themselves. But

both they and we remain partly ignorant of the existence and na-

ture of iniquity in their character. Melville does not offer a solution

to that mystery.

Nicholas Rescher's phrase "the fog of uncertainty" suggests an-

other reason for the Wife of Bath effect. One of the basic givens

of humanity is final ignorance about ourselves and those closest to

us. But we cannot help kicking against this aspect of the human

condition, wanting to know what we can never know. Conse-

quently, out of impatience and sheer human orneriness, we yield

to the Wife of Bath effect. In the concluding chapter, I shall return

to this subject in discussing "the veil of ignorance."

For social and religious reasons, earlier ages accepted more read-

ily than we do some form of forbidden knowledge. Most thinkers,

though not all, made their peace with restrictive notions like taboo,

the Index, heresy, arcana dei, and Bacon's "proud knowledge." To-

day, we describe two periods of history as having loosened and

even overthrown such constraints. In our version of the past, the

Renaissance and then the Enlightenment introduced an opposing
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ideal of open knowledge. Early in the Renaissance, Pico della Miran-

dola appeared almost to foresee the future all the way to evolu-

tionary theory. Pico described man as having "no fixed seat," as

being "the molder and maker of thyself. . . who canst again grow

upward from thy soul's reason into the higher natures which are

divine." Pico's visionary humanism prepares the way for Descartes'

affirmation of the principle of doubt, not faith, as the starting point

of reason. When these heretical doctrines combined with the grad-

ual secularization of life, plus the printing press and the beginnings

of free speech, then a major countervailing force had taken shape

to oppose the notion of secrets—secrets of God or of nature. Open

knowledge appears to stand for modernity itself. Kant borrowed an

injunction from Horace to begin "What Is Enlightenment?": "Dare

to know!"

Open knowledge as a modern achievement appears to have left

behind the tradition of esoteric knowledge only for initiates.* To-

day, the principle of open knowledge and the free circulation of all

goods and ideas have established themselves so firmly in the West

that any reservations on that score are usually seen as politically

and intellectually reactionary. However, the stories examined in the

preceding chapters demonstrate in diverse ways that the principle

of open knowledge has not everywhere driven out the principle of

forbidden knowledge.

2. The Consequences of Open Knowledge

What are the unforeseen consequences to society and to individuals

of forbidden knowledge thrown open? A foreboding tale I discussed

in the Foreword dramatizes a nineteenth-century answer to the

question. The number of recent theatrical, film, and TV adapta-

tions of The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde testifies to the

*Both the fear of persecution and an exclusivist sense of the truth as sacred, as

forbidden fruit, led earlier authors to "write between the lines," as Leo Strauss

describes it. And even an Enlightenment figure like Lessing was still "concerned

that there are truths that cannot or should not be pronounced." Appendix II is

devoted to a discussion of forbidden knowledge and the occult.
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continuing appeal of Stevenson's story. The gruesome episodes,

the self-absorption of the hero, the portentous style, the gothic

setting of scientific investigation bordering on magic—all these el-

ements alert the reader to the connections of the Jekyll-Hyde par-

able to the Faust-Frankenstein pair and to fictional treatments of

the double by Hoffmann, Poe, and Wilde.

But there is a stronger reason to call attention to The Strange Case

of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Its strangeness and its familiarity arise

not only from the haunting theme of the double hidden in each of

us but also from the way the events of the story project convinc-

ingly around them two significant motifs: scientific experiment

gone awry and prurient interest. The first lies fully visible on the

surface and supplies, in the form of Dr. Jekyll's experimental drugs,

the presumed explanation for the mysterious events that ruin a

reputation and divide a single individual against himself. The sec-

ond motif is kept muffled by Stevenson behind the phrase "un-

dignified pleasures." Only in the closing pages do the words

monstrous, bestial, and torture imply the dimensions of evil that Jek-

yll can vicariously indulge in through his proxy, Hyde. Readers

have not neglected these clues. All later remakings of the story in

many forms have more or less explicitly identified Hyde with crim-

inal violence associated with sexual excess—usually by adding a

victimized woman not present in Stevenson's pages. We should not

overlook the fact that Stevenson wrote the work while the Darwin-

ian controversy was raging over the beast within us—whether such

animal proclivities represent, as in the Christian tradition, a test of

our spiritual will to control them, or whether they represent a wor-

thy portion of our compound nature too sternly reduced in the past

by the constraints of religion and traditional morality.

There is more than sheer coincidence in the fact that The Strange

Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde appeared in 1886, the year of Nietz-

sche's Beyond Good and Evil. When he puts aside "all sentimental

weakness," Nietzsche declares directly what Dr. Jekyll can express

only by delegating deeds to Mr. Hyde. In Nietzsche's view, one

may occasionally display consideration for others purely as good

manners among privileged peers. But he endorses a quite different

standard of general moral conduct: ".
. . life is essentially appropria-

tion, injury, overpowering of what is alien and weaker; suppression,
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hardness, imposition of one's own forms . . . exploitation" (§259).

Nietzsche celebrates the triumph of Hyde over Jekyll.

In the next section, I pursue the two further aspects of my sub-

ject suggested by Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde: scientific experiment

gone awry and prurient interest. Chapter VI considers a number of

incidents in the history of science and the challenge they throw

down to any constraints implied by the notion of forbidden knowl-

edge. Chapter VII approaches the vast problem of evil lodged in

our nature and, if released, forever prepared to regain control of

our actions. I do so by examining the life and writings of the Mar-

quis de Sade and his rehabilitation in the twentieth century.

Both chapters engage in highly contentious issues—mostly

moral.
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Chapter v i

KNOWLEDGE EXPLODING:

SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

1. The Bomb and the Genome

"/» some sort of crude sense . . . the physicists have

known sin."

— J. Robert Oppenheimer, 1947

"[The Human Genome Project] is the grail of

human genetics . . . the ultimate answer to the com-

mandment, 'Know thyself.'
"

—Walter Gilbert, 1986

Dramatic enough as separate statements, my two epigraphs

set side by side form a shocking contrast. Does scientific

research, backed by immense technological and political

support, represent the ultimate sin of Western civilization? Or is it

the grail we seek as our only remaining form of salvation? Do these

two statements express legitimate interpretations of the present

status of science and technology?

After five chapters devoted primarily to exploring forbidden

knowledge in legends and stories, it is time to deal with its mani-

festation in a set of events that press more and more directly on

our daily lives. In the following pages on science, I do not follow

chronological order. Modern experimental science goes back only

to the seventeenth century. In that short span, its influence has

grown so rapidly that it appears to rival the influence of religion

and the state. Science comes at us from all directions.

Albert Einstein's letter in 1939 to President Roosevelt on the

need to construct an atomic bomb was written in the face of an

unprecedented attack on civilization from within our combined
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Judeo-Christian, Greco-Roman heritage. Einstein's reluctant yet

urgent call to action (prompted by Leo Szilard) led to a collabora-

tion of science, technology, and entrepreneurship that bears com-

parison with the construction of the Pyramids, the Great Wall of

China, and the Panama Canal. More concentrated than those un-

dertakings because of the urgency and the secrecy of its mission,

the Manhattan Project was carried out within stark Aristotelian

unities of time, action, and character. That drama presents us with

a tragic hero who succeeded brilliantly in his assigned task, yet

who ultimately saw himself as having betrayed the trust of his

high calling—a frail, fedora-wearing Prometheus, a chastened

Frankenstein.

J. Robert Oppenheimer was a respected theoretical physicist, an

organizer-director who earned the loyalty of hundreds of scientists,

technicians, and military personnel, and a troubled philosopher of

the responsibilities of his mission.* In retrospect, Oppenheimer ap-

pears to have been typecast to express the rival convictions that

grew up within the project. The work of those involved would help

defend democracy and human decency against a new form of state

barbarism. Their work would also unleash a force so destructive

that only fears that the enemy might discover it first justified the

effort. We know the crucial roles played by Einstein and Fermi and

other scientists, by Roosevelt, General Groves, and Truman. But

in our minds, we have projected upon Oppenheimer the respon-

sibility to answer two distinct questions: "Shall we manufacture the

bomb? Shall we employ the bomb?" Oppenheimer became both

•When the first test bomb exploded at Alamogordo, New Mexico, Oppenhei-

mer had chosen and learned lines so appropriate to his part and to the historic

moment that many students now learn them in school. Both quotations come from

the Bhagavad-Gita.

For the flash:

If the radiance of a thousand suns

were to durst into the sky,

that would be like

the splendor of the Mighty One.

And for the mushroom cloud:

Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.
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hero and scapegoat for having answered the two questions in the

affirmative. In June 1945, he rejected the scientists' Franck Report,

which opposed any unannounced use of the bomb. After Hiro-

shima, he changed his mind. He is our Hamlet. Later public ques-

tionings of his loyalty and denial of his security clearance only

enhance the portrait of a person racked by the disputes of his time.

Just two years after Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Oppenheimer was

invited to deliver a lecture at the Massachusetts Institute of Tech-

nology. He gave it the neutral title "Physics in the Contemporary

World." Everyone was highly conscious in 1947 of Oppenheimer's

appearing as the ex-director of the Manhattan Project before an

audience of scientists at a historic moment as the world emerged

from World War II. He had composed a subtle and highly personal

manifesto in defense of science. After affirming that "physics is

booming" especially in the field of elementary particle research, he

applied the elusive principle of complementarity to science itself.

In other words, he described two conflicting interpretations and

affirmed the truth of both. They complement each other as partial,

not exhaustive, truths. On the one hand, the value of science lies

in its fruits, in its effects, more good than bad, on our lives. On the

other hand, the value of science lies in its robust way of life ded-

icated to truth, disinterested discovery, and experiment. The prac-

ticing scientist feels a greater kinship with the second principle; he

is at best "ineffective" when he tries "to assume responsibility for

the fruits of his work." That task is properly assumed, Oppenhei-

mer declared, by statesmen and political leaders. One wonders if

he had read Frankenstein along with the Bhagavad-Gita.

In this context of affirming scientific research, the most widely

quoted passage in the talk seems surprisingly out of place, as if

Oppenheimer could not bring himself to exclude it from an

otherwise-affirmative statement of the strengths of the scientific

approach to knowledge. The passage must have jarred his listeners

in 1947 even more than it jars a reader today. After mentioning "a

legacy of concern" left by World War II and the development of

the atomic bomb, he inserted this alien paragraph.

Despite the vision and the far-seeing wisdom of our war-time heads

of state, the physicists felt a peculiarly intimate responsibility for

suggesting, for supporting, and in the end, in large measure, for
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achieving the realization of atomic weapons. Nor can we forget that

these weapons, as they were in fact used, dramatized so mercilessly

the inhumanity and evil of modern war. In some sort of crude sense

which no vulgarity, no humor, no overstatement can quite extinguish,

the physicists have known sin; and this is a knowledge which they

cannot lose.

(Gardner, 193)

At the center of Oppenheimer's encouragement to young physicists

squats an ominous monster of guilt. He refused with impatience

any distortion or dismissal of it by nervous joking or excessive

breast-beating. This nonreligious scientist could not have found a

stronger word than sin to express a conviction about complicity with

evil. He had not opposed the policy decisions that led to immense

destruction of civilians at Hiroshima and at Nagasaki. The "knowl-

edge" referred to in the last sentence is of a different order from

that of scientific knowledge. Oppenheimer meant moral knowl-

edge. He appeared to be on the verge of propounding a Hippocratic

oath for scientists.

Having confessed his guilt and acknowledged the consequences

of his deeds, Oppenheimer returned to the generally optimistic

message about science, even though he granted that science could

not establish a secure peace. This embedded cautionary passage in

his MIT lecture corresponds to a sentence Oppenheimer blurted

out during a friendly conversation with Truman after the war. "Mr.

President, I have blood on my hands." Truman was exasperated

by what must have appeared to him as Shakespearean posturing.

At the United Nations in June 1946, the Soviets vetoed the Ba-

ruch Plan for banning atomic weapons, destroying United States

atomic bombs, and vetoless international control of all atomic ma-

terials. By the time the Soviets exploded their own atomic bomb
in 1949, the Atomic Energy Commission, the Rand Corporation

(contracting weapons research and development for the new Air

Force), and the indefatigable physicist Edward Teller were work-

ing at a new order of magnitude. The destructive force of the hy-

drogen bomb detonated in 1952 on the atoll of Eniwetok had to

be measured not in kilotons but in megatons of dynamite—one

thousand times more powerful than the Hiroshima bomb. Oppen-
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heimer's opposition to the development of the hydrogen bomb

earned him classification as a "security risk" and dismissal from his

responsibilities advising the Atomic Energy Commission. Teller

knew none of Oppenheimer's scruples about the possibility of sin-

ful knowledge. In a 1994 interview, Teller, looking back at the H-

bomb debate, pronounced a sentence in which it would be difficult

to distinguish optimism from pleonexia. "There is no case where

ignorance should be preferred to knowledge

—

especially if the

knowledge is terrible."

In the 1990s, without the Nazis or the Soviets to propel us, we

appear eager to reverse the proliferation and development of nu-

clear weapons. But the danger of future development and use by

other countries has probably increased. Meanwhile, we have em-

braced another massive collaboration involving scientific research,

technology, and government. This time, the project is peaceful and

includes a major role for commercial and corporate interests as pro-

pelling forces. Four decades of genetic research on DNA have

brought us to the point where journalists and scientists speak the

same optative language about cracking the code of life, reading the

human blueprint, and filling in the map of human nature. The
ambitious Human Genome Project, voted and funded by the U. S.

Congress in 1988, will cost considerably less than the budget for

Project Apollo and probably will furnish more sheer data than the

moon landing for scientists to reflect upon.

However, the project has also provoked severe criticism. The
promised medical rewards to individuals in terms of therapy remain

uncertain, partially because concentration on mapping and se-

quencing does not solve the challenge of gene replacement when
an undesirable gene is found. Meanwhile, prenatal and carrier test-

ing permitted by newly developed technologies will complicate our

lives in ways that society is little prepared to cope with. As increas-

ing numbers of fetuses are diagnosed with serious disorders, abor-

tion has become a widely practiced therapeutic procedure, an

elective, ad hoc version of sterilization, which was formerly favored

by eugenicists. Claims for and against the HGP reached peak in-

tensity around 1992, and judicious criticism succeeded in prevent-

ing it from becoming a crash program to solve a limited problem.

Looking back, we can examine the way concerned parties in the

Manhattan Project and the Human Genome Project spoke about
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their undertaking and its importance to the society. Required to

operate in total secrecy, the Manhattan Project justified itself as the

last resort of a civilization driven to the wall by malevolent forces.

Nevertheless, esprit de corps and a clear sense of purpose in op-

posing totalitarianism could not extinguish the mutterings of con-

science among key participants over the human and political

consequences of the new weapon. Oppenheimer's recourse to the

Christian notion of sin to characterize those doubts was melodra-

matic but not without justification.

With no international crisis to sustain them, the proponents of

the HGP have generally chosen a hyperbolic mode of expression.

The quotation below appropriates not only a popular Christian

symbol but also a celebrated Socratic aphorism. The image of a

beleaguered defender of civilized values reluctantly resorting to a

destructive weapon is now displaced by that of a prophet offering

a panacea for all our ills. "[The Human Genome Project] is the

grail of human genetics . . . the ultimate answer to the command-

ment 'Know thyself.' " This is a quote from Nobel laureate biol-

ogist Walter Gilbert, who spoke at the 1986 Santa Fe meeting

organized by Charles DeLisi of the Department of Energy to con-

sider sequencing all our 3 million base pairs. In later years, Gilbert

did not mute his triumphalist rhetoric.

I propose now to set Oppenheimer's and Gilbert's statements in

perspective and to consider how science and technology in the

twentieth century have both recognized and flouted the notion of

forbidden knowledge in its several forms. I first discuss one pre-

liminary matter I have already raised and then take up several

instances of limits applied—and not applied—to scientific under-

takings.

2. The Siren Song: Pure and Applied Science

Oppenheimer's differentiation in his 1947 lecture between science

as a disinterested pursuit of truth and science as an activity having

profound effects on our lives restates an almost universally ac-

cepted distinction with a long history. It draws on a parallel dis-

tinction that took shape in the Catholic church between the
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monastic calling and the pastoral calling for priests. Francis Bacon,

the seventeenth-century apologist for scientific inquiry, wrote a

short fable on the subject, and it turns into a cautionary tale.

"Sphinx, says the story, was a monster," Bacon begins. After briefly

retelling the Sphinx story, he jumps headlong into interpretation.

The fable [of Sphinx] is an elegant and a wise one, invented ap-

parently in allusion to Science; especially in its application to prac-

tical life. Science, being the wonder of the ignorant and unskilful,

may be not absurdly called a monster. . . . Again Sphinx proposes to

men a variety ofhard questions and riddles which she receivedfrom

the Muses. . . . when they passfrom the Muses to Sphinx, that is from

contemplation to practice [emphasis added], whereby there is

necessity for present action, choice, and decision, then they begin to be

painful and cruel ...
*

If the Sphinx was a monster, then science is a monster also—pre-

sumably of our own creation. We do not expect such a view from

Bacon. But he explains himself clearly. As the Sphinx grafts a hu-

man head onto a lion's body and combines the contemplative ques-

tions of the Muses with "painful and cruel" choices posed by its

own riddles, so science must pass "from contemplation to practice."

Here, Bacon is not affirming the conventional distinction between

pure research and its applications, a distinction that has become the

principal defense of science against the challenge of forbidden

knowledge. In the figure of the monster, he is acknowledging the

intention to distinguish separate parts and is showing that the sep-

aration is impossible in practice. Bacon wants us to know that the

Sphinx exists and represents the menacing side of science. Though

they form an unnatural combination of parts, the dreaming human
head cannot be separated from the lion's menacing body. That graft

constitutes precisely the monstrousness of the creature, of which

we should beware. For the imaginings of the mind will inevitably

be given "present action" by the attached body: a monstrous union,

symbol of the bond between science and technology.

We go to great lengths to deny Bacon's warning. A phalanx of

official societies and institutions and universities devote themselves

•Appendix III reproduces the entire story.
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to basic research. Technology and engineering are defined as appli-

cations of a purer and more basic knowledge. In an issue of Daedalus

devoted to "The Limits of Science" (Spring 1978) the essay by the

molecular biologist David Baltimore argues strongly against any lim-

its on pure science. He does not agree with Bacon or acknowledge

any difficulties in severing the head of the Sphinx from its body. "I

want to make a crucial distinction. The arguments [for unrestrained

freedom] pertain to basic scientific research, not to the technologi-

cal applications of science. As we go from the fundamental to the

applied, my arguments fall away." But shall we ever be able to

draw a firm line—or even a rough line—between discovery and

application? If we can, should we argue that responsible scientists

will remain on the pure side of the line? That was Oppen-

heimer's argument in his 1947 lecture. Presumably, other agencies

and institutions would decide about whether, when, and how to

use the discoveries. But what might at first appear to be a reason-

able position does not hold up for long. At the end of the twentieth

century, few problems grip us more importunately than this one.

At what point could work on the atomic bomb have stopped in

order to win the war without any unnecessary loss of human life?

Among those in the know at Los Alamos, the debate raged with

intensity and in great secrecy. Should international observers have

been invited to Alamogordo? We feared a dud. Should we have

dropped the first airborne bomb on an uninhabited island near Ja-

pan? We had only two bombs and could not "waste" one. We did

not know where or how to separate the head from the body. Today

we face the immense and very different problems of how to "ap-

ply" the "pure" knowledge gained from molecular genetics and

the Human Genome Project. But research scientists themselves

have already obliterated the line of distinction by participating in

commercial enterprises to exploit markets for genetic knowledge.

Baltimore and many like him speak as if we can observe in scien-

tific research a principle of separation like the one that regulates

the three branches of our government and that divides church from

state. But we should heed Bacon's caution about believing we can

easily separate contemplative or pure thought from its application

to our lives. Our current scientific institutions do not succeed in

doing so. The history and theory of patent law reveal that its es-

sential function is to encourage the wide commercial exploitation



Knowledge Exploding I 1 8

1

of salable discoveries rather than to restrict and protect new knowl-

edge. Individual investigators, from Galileo and Leonardo to Op-

penheimer and James Watson, have not observed the distinction in

their own lives and work. Even Einstein, the ultimate figure of

pure research, whose laboratory was a blackboard, felt compelled

to write a letter to the President of the United States urging the

application of atomic theory to constructing a bomb. The frontier

between pure and applied is a phantom that appears on many maps

yet cannot be located easily on the terrain.

There is an ancient epic, one of whose episodes describes what

could be interpreted as an elaborate strategy to obtain dangerous

knowledge without the ability to act on it or to apply it in any way.

In Book Twelve of The Odyssey, Odysseus is warned by Circe about

the song of the Sirens, which he will soon encounter. If he and his

crew yield to the bewitchment of that music, they will perish. Circe

instructs him how, if he wishes to listen, to do so without suc-

cumbing. Why doesn't she tell him to plug his own ears with wax,

as he instructs his faithful sailors to do? Why does Odysseus take

up the possibility of hearing this mortally perilous song? Why does

Circe accept and possibly admire his privileged curiosity about

something he does not need to know? Finally, why in helping him

does she pander to his curiosity when she knows that, by himself,

he lacks the strength of will to resist the Sirens' song?

The Odyssey presents an ambiguous universe inhabited by gods,

demigods, and those favored by the gods. Circe's instructions leave

Odysseus' perceptions and mind free while restraining his body

from response. She grants him the possibility of knowledge pro-

tected by a safe distance, without the immediacy of direct expo-

sure. That would cost him his life. In advance and after the fact,

when safe from actual temptation, Odysseus is content to accept

this indirect or incomplete knowledge. Homer narrates the episode

to his reader or listener with a cautionary gesture. "Listen with care

to this," he quotes Lady Circe as saying to Odysseus, "and a god

will arm your mind." When Odysseus later recounts the encounter

to Alkinoos and his court, he begins: "More than one man, or two,

Dear friends, should know those things Circe foresaw for us."

The strategy of committing oneself irretrievably in advance to a

restricted line of conduct serves as an object lesson for all weak-

willed persons. By quoting six stanzas of the Sirens' song in his
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narrative, Odysseus demonstrates his successful conversion of lethal

knowledge into safe knowledge. He achieves it through self-

imposed constraints according to privileged advice.

Odysseus' survival relies on a carefully arranged boundary drawn

between knowledge and what in earlier chapters I have called "ex-

perience."* But the situation cannot last. He develops no permanent

immunity to the temptations of mortal life. The Sirens' episode

draws a boundary between pure and applied knowledge, but only

with divine assistance to establish tight interlocking constraints on

the operations of inquiry. Without those conditions, most intellec-

tual inquiry takes place on a slippery slope between pure knowledge

and the likelihood of its application in the real world.

The conception, development, and use of the atomic bomb of-

fers the starkest illustration. We now know that Roosevelt's 1939

decision to build the bomb was to have been followed, if the pro-

ject was successful, by "mature deliberation" about its possible use.

But six years later, under a new President, as Alan Cranston has

pointed out, "the nuclear chain of events had assumed a life of its

own." We were already carrying out horrible incendiary bombings

of Germany and Japan. Many strategic considerations impelled us

forward. Truman did not interfere with the ongoing military plan-

ning for dropping this new bomb on Japan. In other words, once

the process of development was started, the military use of the

bomb virtually decided itself by a kind of technological momen-

tum. Mature deliberation came not before but after the fact. From

Einstein's talismanic E = mc z
to Hiroshima turned out to be an

increasingly slippery slope little affected by good intentions and

individual twinges of conscience.

We have no divinities to intercede for us today. Who, if anyone,

*It would be far from wrong to conclude that Odysseus wanted to have it both

ways. For, as he travels past the Sirens lashed to the mast, he grants himself a form

of knowledge without responsibility. In thus abstaining from full experience, he

follows a course of action not unlike that of the Princesse de Cleves and of Emily

Dickinson's persona as presented in Chapter IV. All three figures advance a long

way toward the ultimate ordeal of life—and stop short of the final authenticating

or destructive step. By withdrawing, they hope to preserve freedom of imagination

from too particular and binding applications. They achieve a certain haughty in-

tegrity.

Jon Elster has many worthwhile observations to make about the Sirens and the

social sciences.
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could or should bind our scientists to a mast? David Baltimore

closes the paragraph from which I quoted earlier by stating: "There

are many technological possibilities that ought to be restrained."

In the same article, he accepts modified constraints even on pure

research. "Society, while it must determine the pace of basic sci-

entific innovation, should not attempt to prescribe its directions."

Without a goddess to guide us, however, the line between pure

and applied research and the line between too fast and too slow in

opening up a field become very difficult to establish. We tend to

believe that any scientific truth worth knowing has significance for

our lives and that to restrict either its pursuit or its application

contradicts the very nature of truth.

The wisest place to turn to illuminate these dilemmas is not to

speculation but to specific case histories.

3. Limits on Scientific Inquiry: Five Cases

The question of possible limits on science is, of course, a modern

version of the constraints resisted by both Galileo and Bacon at the

beginning of the seventeenth century. On the surface, Galileo

acquiesced to the Church's demand that he recant his belief in

Copernican heliocentrism and cease this line of investigation. Nev-

ertheless, under house arrest, he continued his work and contrived

to smuggle out his writings to Holland. Bacon's compromise was

more subtle. As I have described in the first chapter, The Great

Instauration affirms the virtue of "pure" knowledge learned from

the divine book of nature and renounces "proud" knowledge that

would trespass upon theology and revealed religion. Between them,

Galileo and Bacon set modern science on its path of independence

from religion and, to a lesser degree, from philosophy.

Three hundred years later, in November 1945, just three months

after the United States dropped two atomic bombs on Japan to end

World War II, the Association of Los Alamos Scientists met to hear

a talk by Oppenheimer, their director. Many of them were horrified

by the way the bomb had been employed. All of them were asking

themselves, What have we done? Some were thinking about the

need to prevent science from causing further destruction on such
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a scale. In the paragraph that responds most directly to these hu-

manitarian and professional scruples, Oppenheimer affirmed the

autonomy of science even more firmly than Galileo and Bacon.

But when you come right down to it the reason that we did this job

is because it was an organic necessity. Ifyou are a scientistyou cannot

stop such a thing. Ifyou are a scientist you believe that it is good to

find out how the world works; that it is good to find out what the

realities are; that it is good to turn over to mankind at large the

greatest possible power to control the world and to deal with it ac-

cording to its lights and values.

(Rhodes. 761

)

Oppenheimer was also being as devious as Galileo and Bacon. The
bomb project was a technological application of basic science, not

a new discovery. His "organic necessity" comes very close to being

the patriotism of scientists. It may be "good to find out how the

world works," but it is by no means evident that the "lights and

values" of mankind at large would have ratified the Manhattan

Project's transforming that knowledge into an atomic bomb to be

dropped on two populous cities.

Toward the end of Chapter I, I referred to the writings of a

contemporary philosopher, Nicholas Rescher, who wrote a book

entitled The Limits of Science (1984).* In another essay—given the

blunt title "Forbidden Knowledge"—on this vexed question,

Rescher balances arguments for regulating science as a form of

power against arguments for adopting a completely laissez-faire pol-

icy. One of his fundamental propositions, which could apply to

pornography as well as to science, appears to clear the air imme-

diately. I quote his words again.

There seems to be no knowledge whose possession is morally inap-

propriate per se. Here inappropriateness lies only in the mode of

•J. W. N. Sullivan's The Limitations of Science (1933) presents, in spite of its title,

an account of the promises and values of science. Useful surveys of the antiscience

tradition can be found in John Passmore, Science and Its Critics (1978) and in Gerald

Holton, Science and Anti-Science (1993).
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acquisition or in the prospect of misuse. With information, possession

in and of itself—independently of the matter of its acquisition and

utilization—cannot involve moral impropriety.

(Forbidden Knowledge, 9)

Rescher goes on to acknowledge that the pursuit and application

of scientific knowledge can at times cause disadvantages and dan-

gers to the common good. Following a middle-of-the-road position,

he suggests a set of categories that I have modified and expanded

into five considerations that could justify imposing constraints on

scientific inquiry. I arrange the five categories in the order of in-

creasing complexity and illustrate them from different periods in

the history of science. Later, I shall return to the question whether

any knowledge, in itself, can be immoral or evil.

Practical Considerations: Archimedes

In the third century B.C., the Greek physicist and mathematician

Archimedes earned his niche in history, so the story goes, by shout-

ing "Eureka" in the bathtub. He had just figured out how to tell

a pure gold crown from alloy by its specific gravity. Contemporary

historians also record that Archimedes boasted to King Hieron II

of his native Syracuse, "Give me a place to stand, and I will move

the earth." For a moment, let us treat this sentence not only as

unbeatable advertising copy for the principle of the lever but also

as the earliest recorded grant application in physics. Hieron's peer-

review panel would have had a whole set of reasons to turn Archi-

medes down. He had not specified any workable position for

himself or his fulcrum. He hadn't even mentioned the required

size of the lever and how it would be held in place and moved.

How long would the experiment take? How much would it cost?

Hieron had no resources at that point to commit to a project of

dubious significance and no evident benefits to the city of Syracuse.

Furthermore, members of the panel might have suggested that Ar-

chimedes had made his point already just by imagining the exper-

iment. Funding and performing it would amount to a vast

boondoggle, robbing other worthy claimants on the public treasury.
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For practical reasons, then, Archimedes would not have been

funded if he had asked for a grant. Two thousand years later, in

comparable circumstances, Einstein did not request funds to set up

real elevators in space in order to demonstrate the principle of gen-

eral relativity. Like Archimedes, he knew that a "thought experi-

ment" could in some circumstances serve the purpose equally well.

In our time, expanded national budgets, international competition,

and the enormous complexity of scientific projects have changed

the scale on which we envision scientific research. Advocates of

space research and of a supercollider have presented their projects

as virtually inevitable. But practicality and priority are still major

factors even for a modern Archimedes with a dramatic scheme to

move the world.

Prudential Considerations: Recombinant DNA

Worldwide social upheavals in the 1960s reached the United States

in the form of radical student movements, a hippie culture of drugs

and liberated sex, and intensifying antiwar and antiestablishment

confrontations. By the early 1970s, these powerful forces of change

and protest had focused on opposition to the Vietnam War and on

environmental concerns such as nuclear plants and carcinogens.

Many of these movements were highly organized, had immediate

access to the media, and gained considerable support from profes-

sionals and intellectuals, including scientists.

During these tense years of political crisis in the nation, the

possibility of genetic manipulation or genetic engineering finally

became a reality. In 1970, Paul Berg, a biochemist at Stanford Uni-

versity, along with his colleagues, began the lengthy and laborious

project of grafting in a test tube an animal tumor virus SV 40 (sim-

ian virus) onto a laboratory version of a bacterium, E. coli, found in

the digestive tract of mammals, including man. Such a hybrid might

be useful in genetic probes and other experiments. It might also

escape from the test tube and with its attached tumor virus enter

a human being, conceivably causing disease. At that time, labora-

tory techniques were awkward, unregulated, and rapidly evolving.

When one of Berg's graduate students went east to the Cold Spring

Harbor Laboratory for a summer course, she mentioned the project

to other biologists. Some were dumbfounded that, considering the
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potential biohazards of escaped tumor viruses, such work could be

undertaken by a responsible researcher. Telephone calls and letters

were exchanged with people in California to raise the question of

risks. Berg decided to postpone the experiment, perhaps to call it

off. Widespread agitation about the allegedly sinister role of sci-

entific research in perfecting military weapons and in polluting the

biosphere intensified the apprehensions of scientists as well as of

the general public. Many biologists opposed war in general and the

Vietnam War in particular. A good number of them leaned toward

political radicalism and sympathized with some of the voices that

questioned scientific research.

Here begins the ten-year story of recombinant DNA, one of the

most clearly defined and heatedly debated episodes concerning the

prudential aspects of scientific research in this century. In compar-

ison, the huge disputes provoked by Galileo and Darwin appear to

be primarily theological. I shall reduce the story so as to bring out

those elements that pertain to our exploration of forbidden knowl-

edge.*

By 1973, apprehensions about recombinant DNA had increased

enough to justify two closed meetings of molecular biologists at the

Asilomar conference center (near Monterey, California) and at New
Hampton, New Hampshire, to discuss what steps to take. After the

Gordon Conference in New Hampshire, the chairman represented

a number of participants in a letter to the president of the National

Academy of Sciences. This statement stands alone as a paragraph.

"Certain such hybrid molecules may prove hazardous to labo-

ratory workers and to the public. Although no hazard has yet been

established, prudence suggests that the potential hazard be seri-

ously considered."

The letter proposed that a standing committee do just that, and

most of the letter was published in Science, the most widely read

*Two excellent books give the full story. James D. Watson and John Tooze
reproduced five hundred pages of original documents from scientific journals, pri-

vate and official correspondence, and articles in the popular press. In The DNA Story

(1981), the participants on both sides speak in full for themselves in their original

words. It often makes exciting reading. In Genetic Alchemy (1982), Sheldon Krimsky
(with David Ozonoff ) provides a careful narrative history and analysis based on
archival sources and many interviews.
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scientific journal in the United States. Recombinant DNA experi-

ments continued and were generally treated in the press as highly

promising, close to miraculous. Almost exactly a year later, a truly

blue-ribbon committee chaired by Paul Berg released its report to

the NAS on "Potential Biohazards of Recombinant DNA Mole-

cules." The eleven biologists, including James Watson and several

other Nobel laureates, urged that until further evaluation and de-

velopment of precautionary measures, "scientists throughout the

world join with the members of this committee in voluntarily def-

erring the following types of experiments. . .
." Two such experi-

ments were described. Published both in Science and in its British

equivalent, Nature, in July 1974, the document (soon to be called

the "Moratorium letter") was treated as headline news deserving

editorial comment—often with references to Pandora's box and to

tampering with nature's secrets.

The Berg letter also called for an international meeting on the

subject. Organized primarily by Berg, the meeting followed with

remarkable swiftness six months later. It was again held at Asilo-

mar, and this time it was open to avid and uninformed reporters.

It is revealing that the most comprehensive coverage of the con-

ference appeared in the formerly radical organ of the sixties

generation, Rolling Stone (June 19, 1975). "The Pandora's Box Con-

gress," written by Michael Rogers, contained a gossipy but gener-

ally reliable and trenchant account of the four-day conference. In

his conclusion, Rogers mentions the possibility, raised in the course

of the wide-ranging debate, of "the creation of novel biotypes

never seen before in nature"—that is, monsters, more politely re-

ferred to as chimeras or chimerical plasmids. Such artificial manip-

ulation of the evolutionary process, Rogers suggests, "will represent

as profound an expulsion from the Garden as the human intelli-

gence has thus far managed."

Asilomar II voted to recommend the classification of experi-

ments into four levels of risk, requiring increasing measures of

physical containment. The report, approved somewhat hastily on

the final day, included this quiet yet momentous proviso, which

was sustained by a show of hands: "4. Experiments to be deferred.

There are feasible experiments which present such serious dangers

that their performance should not be undertaken at this time with
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the currently available vector-host systems and the presently avail-

able containment capability."

Neither of the two Nobel laureates present, Watson and Joshua

Lederberg, favored the recommended regulations. Eighteen

months later, in mid-1976, the National Institutes of Health issued

guidelines for recombinant DNA research; legislation by Congress

was ultimately unnecessary. Several times reviewed and exten-

sively relaxed, these guidelines remain in force.

The discussions preceding and following Asilomar II represent

the first instance in history of a major group of research scientists

adopting voluntary restrictions on their own activities.* Comment-

ing two years later on the astonishing self-restraint of the biologists,

P. B. Medewar made a pointed and only partially appropriate com-

parison.

No literary folk have ever done as much. On the contrary: any sug-

gestion that an author should not write exactly as he pleases no

matter what offense he causes or what damage he does is greeted by

cries of dismay and warnings that any such action would inflict

irreparable damage on the human spirit and stifle forevermore the

creative afflatus.

(The New York Review of Books, October 27, 1977)

Ethical and humanitarian considerations were invoked many times

at the conference. I believe, however, that the decisive factors were

*In 1939, a group of refugee physicists in the United States began to discuss

the need to keep the possibility of an atomic chain reaction a secret from Nazi

scientists, who were already on the scent. Leo Szilard, Isidor Rabi, Enrico Fermi,

Edward Teller, Eugen Wigner, and Niels Bohr met at various times in New York

and Washington, D.C., to consider political and military justification for a voluntary

suspension of the fundamental principle of openness in scientific research. Their

efforts were short-lived. Before they made much progress with the Department of

the Navy and the American Physical Society, Hitler invaded Poland in September

1939 and World War II began. Roosevelt's creation of the Manhattan Project im-

posed secrecy on all research concerned with atomic fission. This brief episode of

voluntary restraints on publication, not on research, is well told in Richard Rhodes,

The Making of the Atomic Bomb (1986).
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prudential and legal. As The DNA Story demonstrates by its exten-

sive facsimile version of the documents, a howling mix of voices

contributed to this decision, made not democratically by the mass

of citizens or their representatives, but by the molecular biologists

themselves addressing governmental agencies responsive to them.

As things turned out, the molecular biologists had overreacted and

had to begin backtracking very soon in order to avoid excessive

regulation. They had to put out a fire they had themselves started.

Had they been prudent, or merely foolish and self-serving? From

the many voices in this babble, I shall single out two participants

because they contributed information and arguments significant

enough to sway many minds and because those two voices reveal

the deeper dynamics of the debate.

Although no one knew it in the early seventies, a young staff

writer for Science carved out for himself one of the key roles in the

recombinant DNA episode. Nicholas Wade had scientific training

in England and worked first for Nature before moving to Science in

Washington, D.C. Early in the story, in November 1973, Wade was

assigned to follow up on the Gordon conference letter about haz-

ards and to write a background piece on recorded mishaps and

infections in biological research. He produced for Science a com-

pactly documented six-column article entitled "Microbiology: Haz-

ardous Profession Faces New Uncertainties." Wade's readable style

and startling opening sentence must have earned him many read-

ers. "Since the turn of the century, some 3500 cases of laboratory-

acquired infections have been reported, more than 150 of which

have resulted in death." In describing some of these cases, Wade
quotes a number of scientists whom he apparently reached on the

telephone. Granting the possible risks of working with animal tu-

mor viruses, George J. Temaro of the National Cancer Institute

went on to say: "My guess is that it's considerably less dangerous

than smoking two packs of cigarettes a day." Wade did not leave

it at that. Not everyone he spoke to was so complacent. "What if

the guess is wrong? 'We're in a pre-Hiroshima situation,' says Rob-

ert Pollack of the Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory." Pollack was in

effect declaring an emergency. The article also points out the in-

adequate training of many chemists and physicists switching into

biology and using pathogenic materials for the first time.

Wade went on to write some twenty major stories on recombi-
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nant DNA in Science during the next seven years. Drawing on a

background in history and philosophy of science, and developing

wide acquaintance among molecular biologists, he could function a

little like a television anchorman managing an explosive story, and

also as a closet agent provocateur. His reporting affected the story

he was reporting on. His constant feed of articles in Science and the

book he published in 1977, The Ultimate Experiment: Man-Made

Evolution, kept people judiciously informed about a debate often

interrupted by wild exaggerations, loud demonstrations, and con-

frontational tactics. Wade was no Luddite, but his chapter entitled

"The Dilemmas of Demiurgy" revealed strong reservations about

"the ultimate technology."

The other voice I wish to single out is not that of a journalist

writing for an influential review, but the collective voice of three

lawyers brought in to address the second Asilomar conference in

1975 the evening before the final morning session of voting on

recommendations.* By all accounts, these three speakers both

woke up the participants after three full days of technical discus-

sions and obliged them to turn in a troubling new direction. In

their talks and the ensuing discussion, the lawyers presented three

propositions of increasing consequence. First, decisions about lab-

oratory experiments entailing potential hazards should be made

with the participation of the laboratory workers, the surrounding

community, the public, and such existing government agencies as

the Occupational Safety and Health Administration and the Na-

tional Institutes of Health. The scientists alone were not competent

to assume all responsibility. Second, the sacred freedoms of inquiry,

thought, and speech on which scientific research is founded do not

include the freedom to do harm, physical or otherwise, to human

beings. Third, if a plaintiff convinced a lay jury of the existence of

harm, under existing law individual scientists could be held per-

sonally liable for large damages on the basis of professional

negligence. The lawyers suggested that a set of responsible regu-

lations for laboratories and kinds of experiments would help protect

*For the sake of economy I shall lump together the messages of these very

different individuals: David Singer from a Washington, D.C., law firm and the

Hastings Institution; Roger Dworkin from Indiana University; and Alex Capron

from the University of Pennsylvania Law School.
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biologists. They might also want to consider liability insurance, the

lawyers added.

The shock and even fright that these remarks inspired in the

conference participants surprised the lawyers. Roger Dworkin later

remembered:

What a legal audience would have regarded as commonplace, ele-

mentary, and obvious, struck the distinguished scientists as novel,

shocking, and frightening. Calling the researchers'
1

attention to their

potential liability induced a fear in them akin to a lay person 'sfear

of virulent bugs crawling out of a laboratory.

(Krimsky, 141)

In his regular articles in Science, Wade alerted biologists to the po-

tential risks of their work and their ethical responsibility to pause,

at least, in their work before plunging ahead. The lawyers gave

these prudential concerns a specific shape: damage suits.

The Asilomar II conference and the ensuing 1976 NIH regula-

tions (including a moratorium on certain experiments) close act one

of the story of recombinant DNA. Act two focuses on a dispute

that started in 1976 when molecular biologists at Harvard Univer-

sity proposed to convert several rooms of the biology laboratories

to level three of physical containment under NIH guidelines. Op-

position among other biologists in the department rapidly became

university-wide and involved medical school professors. Within a

few months, the mayor of Cambridge, Massachusetts, had inter-

vened in the dispute and carried it to the city council. That body

imposed a three-month moratorium on all forms of recombinant

DNA research at both Harvard and MIT. Meanwhile, testimony

before the Cambridge Experimentation Review Board received

wide national attention in the media as Nobel laureates took dia-

metrically opposed positions. Incensed laymen produced hair-

raising scenarios—such as that of an African dictator obtaining

a cancer-producing "ethnic weapon" that he uses to terrorize his

enemies, including the Western nations. A lengthy article on

the debate by Arthur Lubow in New Times, "Playing God with

DNA," quoted Tocqueville, Max Weber, Brecht, and—most effec-

tively—the prominent DNA researcher Erwin Chargaff. Chargaff
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had become a goad to his colleagues. "The idea that science can

make a better world is hubris." Chargaff's words elicited an elo-

quent response in the New England Journal of Medicine. In his reg-

ular column, "Notes of a Biology Watcher," Lewis Thomas

criticized hubris as a code word used by anti-intellectuals, insisted

that the debate over DNA should be confined to prudential con-

siderations, and concluded that true hubris lies in pretending "that

the human mind can rise above its ignorance by simply asserting

that there are things it has no need to know." This form of hubris

"carries danger for us all."

The events in Cambridge and impending congressional hearings

on stringent legislation regulating recombinant DNA led to act

three.

During the past year or so, virtually all of the scientists who were

among the first to express concerns about certain kinds of recombi-

nant DNA experimentation have come to believe that our earlier

concerns were greatly overstated. At the time this issue was first

raised, the techniques were new. . . . However, while the anxieties of

the public and of some members of Congress have been increasingly

aroused, the work has proceeded without adverse consequences in

many dozens of laboratories around the world.

In October 1977, Stanley Cohen, a medical doctor and research

geneticist at Stanford University, could make that statement to a

congressman on the basis of "no harm to humans or to the envi-

ronment" in four years of recombinant DNA experiments. Gradu-

ally and almost reluctantly, biologists pulled themselves together

to turn back the forces of fear that they had themselves unleashed.

Not the fear of risks and negligence suits, but the fear of labora-

tories being shut down drove them now.

These disputes, practical and principled, over DNA experiments

seared their way deep into the conscience of some concerned sci-

entists. A respected and articulate molecular biologist at California

Institute of Technology, Robert Sinsheimer, published in 1969 an

article in Engineering and Science favoring "a new eugenics." "For

the first time in all time, a living creature understands its origin

and can undertake to design its future. . . .

"The new eugenics would permit in principle the conversion of
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all the unfit to the highest genetic level" (quoted in Kevles and

Hood, 18, 289).

This freewheeling attitude toward genetic engineering had

changed completely by the time Sinsheimer became chancellor of

the University of California at Santa Cruz in 1977. Two years ear-

lier, in an article entitled "Troubled Dawn for Genetic Engineer-

ing," he called for limits on rDNA research with a rhetoric that

goes far beyond prudential concerns. "It is no longer enough to

wave the flag of Galileo.

"Rights are not found in nature. Rights are conferred within a

human society and for each there is expected a corresponding re-

sponsibility" (Watson and Tooze, 55).

In an interview published in Science in 1976, Nicholas Wade
quotes Sinsheimer as saying: "To transgress [the natural barrier

between eukaryotes and prokaryotes] in hundreds of laboratories

throughout the world is to risk unpredictable—and irreparable

—

damage to the evolutionary process." (Watson and Tooze, 147).

Daedalus, the journal of the American Academy of Arts and Sci-

ences, asked Sinsheimer to contribute to its 1977 issue on "The

Limits of Science." He entitled his essay "The Presumptions of

Science" and opened with this abrupt question: "Can there be

'forbidden'—or, as I prefer, 'inopportune' knowledge?" Obviously

troubled by essentially metaphysical and moral questions about the

consequences of his own profession, Sinsheimer later underwent a

second conversion. In May 1985, he organized in Santa Cruz the

first high-level workshop to consider the technical feasibility of

what would soon be called the Human Genome Project. Such a

scheme would make no sense unless the data it amassed could be

employed in extensive rDNA research and therapy. Sinsheimer's

tergiversations testify to a period of self-doubt in the 1970s among

molecular biologists, a reaction based principally on fluctuating pru-

dential concerns. When the risks failed to materialize, the doubt

gave way to renewed confidence and enterprise.

By 1980, the tide of opposition to rDNA experiments turned.

The Supreme Court approved a disputed patent submitted by

Stanley Cohen and others on "a process for . . . biologically func-

tioning molecular chimeras." Five judges out of nine recognized

the patentability of man-made forms of life. In an address to

UNESCO the same year, Pope John Paul II spoke with concern
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about "genetic manipulations and biological experiments" as "de-

structive of the true dignity of human life." That was a different

issue, however, from biohazards.

What does this seven-year episode reveal about the risks and

benefits of scientific research? One interpretation insists that mo-

lecular biologists themselves, by crying wolf out of ignorance and

spinelessness, slowed down rDNA research quite unnecessarily just

as it began to gather momentum. In many respects, James Watson

and others with his confidence were right from the start. But they

based their estimate of risks not on documented knowledge but on

informal hunches about the behavior of bacteria domesticated in

the laboratory. A dispassionate observer might well conclude that

the pause in certain categories of research with new hybrids, es-

pecially "shotgun" experiments, represented responsible behavior.

It could be seen as a reasonable response to Mary Shelley's clarion

early warning 150 years before in Frankenstein. The lesson of the

rDNA story is not that we should never worry in the future about

prudential concerns, even when we reach an uncertain boundary

surrounding forms of human life. The lesson is that this episode

provoked a public airing of questions not previously raised outside

of scientific circles. The debate culminated in a flexible set of

guidelines and the formation of an oversight panel, the Recombi-

nant DNA Advisory Committee (RAC). It continues to function

actively, serving both science and the public interest. We all de-

plore the proliferation of bureaucracy and regulations. But in this

case, the RAC has gone a long way toward preventing an outbreak

of the Frankenstein syndrome among the more fanatic genetic en-

gineers. The rDNA story recapitulates the dilemmas and paradoxes

of scientific research and underscores prudential considerations

without obscuring others.

Legal Considerations: Buck v. Bell and

Justice Holmes

The third category of circumstances that could justify constraints

on scientific inquiry reaches beyond practical and prudential con-

cerns into the maze of the law. Where, for example, does the march

of science interfere with individual rights? Does the present court
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system tend to give "scientific evidence" more weight than it de-

serves?

My example is drawn from the decade of the 1920s in the United

States, when the great advances in science still provoked stubborn

and organized resistance. In 1925, the state of Tennessee set itself

up like the Victorian matron I quote on the second page of the

Foreword and passed a law to prohibit teaching any but the biblical

account of man's creation. The ensuing Scopes trial pitted William

Jennings Bryan of Nebraska, the great populist reformer, orator, and

religious fundamentalist, against the Chicago lawyer for underdog

causes, Clarence Darrow, who was defending the biology teacher

John Scopes. The nation's first coast-to-coast radio hookup broad-

cast Darrow's unsparing cross-examination of the three-time pres-

idential candidate. In what Mencken described as the atmosphere

of a blast furnace, Darrow asked Bryan if he had studied other

religions and the history of ancient civilizations to verify his literal

interpretation of the Bible. Bryan's response makes a pitifully be-

nighted argument for avoiding or forbidding certain kinds of knowl-

edge. "I have all the information I want to live by and die by."

Legally, Bryan was on the winning side, but Darrow made consid-

erable inroads for evolution and against creationism.

My principal example is not the Scopes trial, but a related case

from the twenties. It reached the Supreme Court and invoked the

new science of eugenics. Widely endorsed by biologists and prom-

inent philanthropists, eugenics sought to develop an improved

breed of the human species by restricting births from the "unfit"

and by encouraging births from the most fit. And the case also

concerns one of our most renowned justices.

Toward the end of his long career, Supreme Court justice Oliver

Wendell Holmes ignited a great blaze in the drafty mansion of

American law with his liberal free-speech opinions of the early

1930s. Just a few years earlier, he wrote a majority opinion for the

Court from which there was only one quiet dissent. Buck v. Bell

(1927) causes evident embarrassment to Holmes' admirers and bi-

ographers. We know from his letters how proud Holmes himself

was of the decision and of the resolute way in which he wrote it

up.

After World War I, several states passed sterilization laws for the

unfit or the feebleminded based on eugenicist principles. According
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to Daniel Kevles, close to nine thousand people in all were steril-

ized by 1928, twenty thousand by the mid-1930s. Opponents

mounted a strong attack on the practice as unscientific and inef-

fectual. State courts began declaring such laws unconstitutional on

various grounds. After three years of appeals, the Supreme Court

heard Buck v. Bell, a case in which all previous decisions sustained

the Virginia sterilization statute and its application in these circum-

stances. Carrie Buck, the illegitimate child of a feebleminded

mother and adopted at age four, became pregnant at age seventeen

and was committed to the State Colony for Epileptic and Feeble-

minded in Lynchburg, Virginia. The superintendent petitioned to

have Carrie sterilized. Carrie's attorney fought the petition and car-

ried the fight to the courts. The Colony, represented by Aubrey

Strode, a lawyer of eugenicist convictions and author of the Virginia

statute, prepared a case based in part on expert testimony from

Harry Laughlin of the Eugenics Records Office in Cold Spring

Harbor. They declared that Carrie and her mother were feeble-

minded and promiscuous and that Carrie's baby was also feeble-

minded. Another expert declared, "The blood is bad." Carrie's

attorney pleaded due process, cruel and unusual punishment, and

equal protection.

In Washington, D.C., in 1927, the case provoked little interest

and was quickly settled in favor of sterilization, a procedure that

would allow Carrie to be discharged from the Colony. Justice

Holmes' opinion accepted both the facts of the case as presented

by the Colony and the claims of the eugenics experts about the

transmission by inheritance of insanity and imbecility. Due process

had been observed, he found, and "her welfare and that of society

will be promoted by her sterilization." The following sentences

have become celebrated because they recognize no special protec-

tion of procreation in the Constitution.*

We have seen more than once that the public welfare may call upon

the best citizens for their lives. It would be strange if it could not

call upon those who already sap the strength of the State for these

Thurgood Marshall in San Antonio v. Rodriguez (1972) cites Buck v. Bell as the

"initial decision" to that effect. Roe v. Wade (1973) made substantial use of that

lack of protection for procreation in modifying the law on abortion.
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lesser sacrifices, often notfelt to be such by those concerned, in order

to prevent our being swamped with incompetence. It is betterfor all

the world, if instead of waiting to execute degenerate offspring for

crime, or to let them starve for their imbecility, society can prevent

those who are manifestly unfitfrom continuing their kind. The prin-

ciple that sustains compulsory vaccination is broad enough to cover

cutting the Fallopian tubes. . . . Three generations of imbeciles is

enough.

(Buck v. Bell)

Negative eugenics enforced by compulsory sterilization gives us

pause even when scrappily defended by Holmes. This is Faustian

science. The words that should trouble us in the passage are "man-

ifestly unfit." Holmes and the Court failed to probe into the facts

and theories adduced by the experts. Robert Cynkar and Stephen

Jay Gould have published new evidence that Carrie was probably

raped by a member of her adoptive family and then put away to

hush things up. When released after sterilization, she lived a normal

and dignified life. No sound test or examination ever established

that mother or daughter was imbecile or feebleminded. Further-

more, the contention that the feebleminded inevitably breed fee-

bleminded offspring—the premise on which the whole case

rested—arose from unreliable scientific information and should

have been questioned in Carrie's defense. But her lawyer was a

friend of Strode's, and he was brought in to stage this test case,

which was intended from the start to go to the Supreme Court

and to vindicate eugenicist sterilization. Holmes missed the oppor-

tunity to affirm the human right to bodily integrity and to repro-

duction except in the event of "clear and present danger" to the

community—Holmes' great principle protecting individual rights.

Instead, he took the reformer's course of promoting the public

welfare in the name of flimsy eugenicist theories not subjected to

scrutiny.

There is no simple way of preventing half-baked science from

promoting its claims and from influencing court cases. We have

become more skeptical of expert testimony than the Court was in

1927. But if anything, legal concepts growing up alongside of sci-

ence entangle us more than ever. One of the most forthright out-
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bursts against sterilization was made by governor Bibb Graves of

Alabama in 1935 in vetoing a sterilization law. The statute, he said

according to The New York Times (September 5), would punish many

women "who have committed no offense against God or man save

that, in the opinion of the experts, they should never have been

born."*

Half a century later, prenatal screening, not sterilization, opens

up new frontiers of litigation. It would be difficult to argue that the

legal climate has improved. Now we can sue doctors or health-care

providers or genetic laboratories if they fail to provide full and re-

liable information about a pregnancy that leads to the birth of a

seriously impaired child. State courts have already decided cases of

wrongful birth, in which the parents bring the action, and of wrongful

life, brought by the child (by proxy) claiming it should never have

been born and seeking compensation for pain and suffering un-

dergone as a result—even for being deprived of a full life span. In

such circumstances, words like compensation and damages become a

ridiculous mockery. Once again we are throwing ourselves into the

hands of "experts" and asking that their knowledge remove all risk

of inherited disease. In a 1980 wrongful-life case, one California

judge stated: "The certainty of genetic impairment is no longer a

mystery" (Kevles, In the Name of Eugenics, 293). He went much too

far. Prenatal tests can distinguish only a few single-gene inherited

and incurable conditions for which we do not have the resources

to screen the entire population of this country, let alone the world.

Litigation on wrongful life and birth probably does not improve

medical standards enough to justify the enormous costs it imposes

on health care and on the public psyche.

Now the perplexities of sterilization and screening cases in law

do not justify an attempt to shut down research on prenatal and

carrier testing and on genetic research in general. But, as I pointed

out earlier, a geneticist as prominent as Robert Sinsheimer could

warn us against the "risk of unpredictable—and irreparable—dam-

age to the evolutionary process." Montaigne and Pascal used the

word presumption to describe this pursuit of curiosity beyond our

*Graves' sentence inverts the revolutionary reasoning of Figaro. In Beaumar-

chais' play, the servant protests his noble master's privileges, earned by no greater

achievement than "to have been born."
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lagging capacity' to deal with the results. Psyche found out the truth

about her nocturnal lover, but the consequences destroyed what

happiness she had and the balance of her existence. I should not

have to belabor the connections between the first part of this book

and the second.

As we approach the end of the twentieth century, sterilization

no longer represents a highly disputed issue in public policy, even

though earlier debates and cases remain important precedents. To-

day, both in Europe and in the United States and Canada, guide-

lines or regulations are in place that carefully oversee any gene

therapy of somatic cells (that is, of genes in a patient's ordinary-

cells in order to yield modifications that will not be inherited by

the patient's offspring) and that categorically prohibit gene therapy

of germ cells (that is, of a patient's egg or sperm in order to yield

modifications that will be inherited and will thus enter the human
germ line). The distinction is fundamental to the present discus-

sion. On July 22, 1982, The New York Times published an editorial

entitled "Whether to Make Perfect Humans." It called for careful

discussion not only of who should decide such matters but also

what is at stake. "There is no discernible line to be drawn between

making inheritable repairs and improving the species."

The next year, the activist Jeremy Rifkin, author of Algeny

(1983), an impassioned challenge to evolutionary theory, organized

an astonishing coalition to oppose intervention in the germ pool.

Twenty-one Roman Catholic bishops, at least two fundamentalist

evangelists (Jerry Falwell and Pat Robertson), Nobel laureate

George Wald of Harvard, and several Protestant and Jewish reli-

gious leaders held a press conference to issue a resolution opposing

any attempt "to engineer specific traits into the germ line of the

human species."

Both the Times editorial and Rifkin's caucus opposed any inter-

ference with the invisible hand—of natural selection, or of a divine

being—that has brought the human race to its present juncture.

Fortunately, in the United States and in Europe we already have

in place institutions and procedures through which such crucial de-

cisions will be made by scientists and laymen working together.

Furthermore, the scientific community has a strong international

cohesiveness that may help to prevent such decisions from frag-

menting into parochial or national solutions. Should we, then, try
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to apply reasonable principles and regulations to all genetic re-

search everywhere in the name of a commonsense respect for hu-

man nature and of our reluctance to tamper with it?

For the immediate future, I would answer yes. Furthermore, at

this point in the discussion, prudential and legal considerations

have blended into moral choices. And the long view complicates

matters even more. At the end of The Human Blueprint: The Race to

Unlock the Secrets of Our Genetic Script (1991), the chemist Robert

Shapiro distinguishes issues of species survival, such as preventing

nuclear war and preserving the ozone layer, from personal choices,

such as "editing our genetic text," which includes our germ cells.

Shapiro favors unregulated diversity of genetic research in humans

and mutual toleration of those programs more than he favors co-

operation among communities.

For moral reasons, or because they value themselves as they are, some

cultures may wish to keep their germ lines inviolate. Others may

decide to make modifications, but only to eliminate genetic diseases.

Yet others may allow individuals to introduce
'

'improvements" as

they choose. The options permitted will vary from place to place.

(372)

There are several things seriously wrong with Shapiro's position.

Most important, we do not come close to knowing enough about

the complex correlations among genes, human development, dis-

ease, behavior, and evolution to make sound scientific or moral

decisions about intervening in that process. Because of pseudo-

genes, silent genes, remote-control elements, and the like, we can-

not define precisely the nature of "a gene." We cannot even be

sure of identifying an "improvement." What we do know tells us

that almost no identifiable cause in genetics has a single effect, and

vice versa—particularly over time. Gene functions change. And
nothing justifies so simplistic an analogy as "editing our genetic

text." DNA does not resemble printed prose that can be edited in

one spot with no side or subsequent effects. That kind of mislead-

ing comparison makes us impatient to try experiments when we
should be learning patience and looking into the long-term effects

of genetic intervention in lower organisms.
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A fine antidote to Shapiro can be found in Physician to the Gene

Pool: Genetic Lessons and Other Stories, a probing memoir by James

V. Neel. First a molecular biologist, then a practicing physician,

Neel finally became a population geneticist. He directed two stud-

ies on the radiation effects of the atomic bombs dropped on Japan

and spent several years studying the genetic makeup of an isolated

Indian tribe in the Amazon valley. Out of his varied experience,

Neel draws the sober conclusion that what we have learned med-

ically and genetically in the past fifty years has brought us to a

serious crisis. For what we do know allows us to prolong individual

life in ways that aggravate the largest problem facing us: population

outgrowing resources. And what we do not know tempts us to try

further steps like somatic gene therapy before we have ascertained

its collateral and long-range consequences. He advises more and

better education about reproduction, diet, exercise, and the like

and less government-sponsored research devoted to gene therapy.

In one particular area, Neel takes a strong stand. He cites his own

remarks on leaving the Council for the National Institute for Aging.

In promoting research to prolong life, particularly by intervening in

the genetic process of "aging switches," the council is serving ob-

jectives antithetical to social health. For we cannot now adequately

sustain the number of aging citizens and should not encourage

more. Neel gave the National Institute for Aging the advice of

someone concerned not with the special interests of the aging but

with the general welfare.

Given conformity with ethical standards, there can be no forbidden

research in a democratic society, but I would assign a low priority

to research directed at altering the functioning of the "aging

switches," as contrasted to research on diseases of old age (which if

successful of course implies some prolongation of average life span).

(386)

One response to Neel here is that we should maintain and some-

times enforce the category of forbidden research. Still, Neel is both

scientifically sound and eloquent in opposing attempts to carry out

supposedly therapeutic procedures on the basis of inadequate

knowledge of genetic mechanisms. Neel's warnings closely parallel
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those that might have been given to Justice Holmes in the Buck v.

Bell case, warnings against unreliable testimony coming from the

Eugenics Records Office. For Holmes's confident majority opinion

was based on faulty "expert" testimony.

Moral Considerations: Himmler's Lebensborn

The step from legal to moral considerations leads us to questions

of even greater complexity. I shall illustrate them with a case his-

tory arising from science under totalitarianism. The best way to

approach that case lies through a little more background in genetics

and eugenics.

Gregor Mendel, the Austrian monk-scientist, was the Adam of

genetic science. His twenty-year experiment with garden peas

yielded the basic laws of inheritance. Nothing could show greater

reverence than those descriptions of the behavior of dominant and

recessive traits in a domesticated legume. But reverence does not

drive all scientists. In the 1920s, a brilliant geneticist at the Uni-

versity of Texas, Hermann Muller, discovered how to override

those laws by using X rays to induce mutations in fruit flies. He

later received the Nobel Prize for this work.

A cranky, somewhat unstable man, Muller was said by one of

his friends to have traded in the three Rs for the three Ss: science,

sex, and socialism. He had picked up these loyalties as a graduate

student in New York and as a research scientist in Leningrad.

He courageously condemned Lysenkoism in the Soviet Union, yet

he saw the future of society in terms of Leninist socialism, while

deploring the competitiveness of American capitalism. More than

any other American scientist, Muller represents a multiple shift in

biology in the 1920s and 1930s: focus no longer on the organism or

cell but on the gene as the unit of life; understanding the gene as

carrying information, a crucial code to be cracked; and welcoming

a Frankenstein-like manipulation of the processes of life in order

to achieve particular social goals. His 1935 book, Out of the Night,

preached "entelegenesis," or eugenic breeding by the use of arti-

ficial insemination and the creation of test-tube babies. The book

made little impression in the United States and then received re-

sounding endorsements in England from G. B. Shaw, C. P. Snow,

J. B. S. Haldane, and Julian Huxley.
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They found compelling Muller's most progressive ideas. "How
many women, in an enlightened community devoid of superstitious

taboos and of sex slavery, would be eager and proud to bear and

rear a child of Lenin or of Darwin! Is it not obvious that restraint,

rather than compulsion would be called for?" (122). Shaw and Hux-

ley did not hesitate to promote these ideas of separating human
reproduction from both sexual love and family bonds. Eugenics

could reach a long way into social reform.

In 1939, Muller decided to promote his ideas by distilling them

into a fifteen-hundred-word statement with six points. He per-

suaded twenty-two distinguished British and American biologists to

sign it.* The document was issued at the Seventh International

Congress of Geneticists in 1939 in Edinburgh, appeared in Nature

(September 16), and has come to be known as "the geneticists'

manifesto." Its Utopian goal of improving the world's population

rests on a promise that calls for "control" of broad areas of human

life: ".
. . both environment and heredity constitute dominating and

inescapable complementary factors in human well-being, but fac-

tors both of which are under the potential control of man and admit

of unlimited but interdependent progress."

To attain this goal in heredity, "some kind of conscious guidance

of selection is called for. . . . This in turn implies its socialized orga-

nization." Lofty idealism yields gradually to dismaying naivete as

biology and politics join hands in the following passage. An alert

reader will hear the debate between socialism and capitalism.

The most important genetic objectives, from a social point of view,

are the improvement of those genetic characteristics which make (a)

for health, (b) for the complex called intelligence, and (c) for those

temperamental qualities which favour fellow-feeling and social be-

haviour rather than those (today esteemed by many) which makefor

personal "success," as success is usually understood at present.

A more widespread understanding of biological principles will

bring with it the realization that much more than the prevention of

genetic deterioration is to be sought for, and that the raising of the

level of the average population nearly to that of the highest now

*The list includes scientists of lasting fame: C. D. Darlington, J. B. S. Haldane,

J. S. Huxley, J. Needham, Theodosius Dobzhansky, C. H. Waddington.



Knowledge Exploding I 205

existing in isolated individuals, in regard to physical well-being, in-

telligence and temperamental qualities, is an achievement that

would—so far as purely genetic considerations are concerned—be

physically possible within a comparatively small number of genera-

tions. Thus everyone might look upon "genius," combined of course

with stability, as his birthright. As the course of evolution shows, this

would represent no final stage at all, but only an earnest of still

further progress in the future.

Progress will ensue if the state, representing the people, can take

over natural selection and give us our birthright of genius. The

manifesto calls for genetic research "on a much vaster scale as well

as more exact." One wonders if Muller and his cosigners had read

Brave New World, published seven years earlier by Aldous Huxley,

and if they suspected what was going on under their noses in Nazi

Germany. The last sentence of the manifesto refers vaguely to the

need to overcome "more immediate evils" before reaching "the

ultimate genetic improvement of man." The sentence probably

alludes to the abuse of science in all societies. But did the non-

aggression pact between Hitler and Stalin in August 1939, con-

cluded precisely as the eugenicists' manifesto was being drafted,

preclude condemnation of what was happening in Germany? I

doubt if even Muller would have followed the Communist party

line to that extent. Ignorance is a more plausible explanation.

In any case, our eyes are now open to what was going on under

Hitler in the name of genetic improvement. As support for mainline

eugenics began to wane in the United States and Great Britain in

the 1930s, it became state policy in Germany. I am referring not

only to the horrors of negative eugenics, for which we have had to

invent the word genocide and about which I shall not write, but even

more to little-known social experiments in positive eugenics to

breed the fittest and best-endowed Germans.

The most telling account of the latter has come from a survivor

with the persistence to penetrate the conspiracy of silence.* After

*See Marc Hillel and Clarissa Henry, Of Pure Blood. The investigations of these

two French journalists have been extended and enlarged in the scholarly work of

Georg Lilienthal.
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the losses of World War I, Germany felt a profound urgency to

increase its population and its birthrate. At the same time, per-

suaded by a series of racist thinkers whose message became state

doctrine under the Nazis, the ideal took the shape of purifying the

German people by "racial hygiene"—state-approved marriages and

experiments with artificial insemination. Put into practice under

Hitler, these policies led to some strange contradictions. The effort

to lure women back into the home and productive family life,

summed up in the slogan Kinder, Kiiche, Kirche ("Children, Cooking,

Church"), yielded in the late 1930s to a program of weakening the

family unit and encouraging illegitimate births of children, who
would then become charges of the Third Reich. Accordingly, Hein-

rich Himmler lived openly with a mistress and did not hide the

children he had by that union. Martin Bormann did the same. Fi-

delity to the family unit might interfere with prolific breeding.

Head of the entire state police, the Gestapo and SS, probably

the inventor of the gas chamber, a major organizer of the Final

Solution, and Hitler's major rival, Heinrich Himmler also founded

and consistently supported a sinister institution with a beautiful

name: Lebensborn, meaning "fountain of life." After 1935, these ma-

ternity homes gradually assumed functions other than simply

helping unwed mothers. They became screening centers from

which the physically unfit and racially unwanted were sent away

for "disinfection" or "resettlement." Both terms meant extinction.

Often such homes were established next to the barracks of Hi-

mmler's racially elite SS corps. The encouragement given to this

kind of frequentation and breeding gave these homes the reputa-

tion of being houses of prostitution or stud farms for the SS. A
certain number of ghoulish racial and eugenic experiments were

carried out under the auspices of these institutions. This arrogant

state attitude toward the breeding of Nazi subjects led to an aston-

ishing incident in January 1943.

Because of a series of stirring anti-Nazi leaflets distributed in

Munich and other signs of disloyalty, students at the university

(many in uniform) were summoned to a mass meeting by Paul

Giesler, Gauleiter of upper Bavaria and group commander of the

storm troopers. Giesler fulminated against the male students for

slackness and malingering in the war for the Fatherland. Then he
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turned to the female students and adjured them "to make an an-

nual contribution to the Fatherland of a child—preferably a son."

He continued with a leer: "If some of you girls lack sufficient

charm to find a mate, I will be glad to assign you one of my ad-

jutants for whose ancestry I can vouch. I can promise you a thor-

oughly enjoyable experience" (quoted in Richard Hanser, A Noble

Treason, 220). Giesler's performance inspired foot-shuffling, mur-

murs, heckling, whistles, women and men walking out, and, finally,

a full-fledged protest. SS men at the doors could not control the

demonstration, which spilled out into Ludwigstrasse. Arm in arm,

the students sang and chanted slogans in the only open display of

political defiance that ever occurred in Nazi Germany. A month

later, three uncowed student distributors of the pamphlets, the

leaders of the White Rose Resistance group, were beheaded by

guillotine on Himmler's explicit orders.

When the Nazis invaded and occupied other countries in Eu-

rope, particularly those considered Aryan, they began to claim for

the Third Reich children fathered by German troops. A few Le-

bensborn homes were established outside Germany. In some cases,

mothers were kidnapped with their children. As time went on, a

vast operation of baby snatching to supply the foreseeable need for

manpower was carried out under Himmler's direction. The children

were selected according to strict physiognomic rules and measure-

ments based on race. The undesirables were sent to labor camps

or simply eliminated—by allowing them to freeze to death, for

example. Severe discipline, brandings, and injections to hasten ma-

turity were common. The preferred children were separated from

their mothers, indoctrinated with Nazi propaganda, adopted by

German families, and repossessed at puberty by the state.

By this large-scale breeding and resettlement project in positive

eugenics, Himmler and his associates exploited scientific research

for social purposes—to augment the German birthrate and to mon-

itor the racial purity of the population. According to Hillel and

Henry, these goals were never achieved, despite Himmler's per-

sonal interest. Little wonder. Not only did this mad Faustian raid

on scientific knowledge violate the sanctity of human life; it relied

on erroneous science. In the last years, the Lebensborn homes

became pockets of administrative graft with decreasing central
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control. As one might expect, the children, without parents and

subjected to virtual incarceration, often turned into animallike crea-

tures unequipped to contribute even to the Nazi cause. Himmler

committed suicide in 1945, and at Nuremberg, investigation of the

Race Settlement Office and the Lebensborn program did not probe

adequately into the record of those organizations. As many as

200,000 kidnapped children, particularly from Poland, were never

identified and never repatriated.

Under different circumstances, without the goal of racial hy-

giene, could any extensive project of positive eugenics for improv-

ing the human gene pool accomplish its ends in accord with human

dignity and freedom? Let us confine the immense question to the

presumably enlightened proposals of Muller and his distinguished

colleagues in 1939. They called for "socialized organization" to

achieve three "genetic objectives": health, the complex called in-

telligence, and "fellow-feeling and social behavior." One can imag-

ine many schemes, some without breaking up the family unit, by

which these goals might be approached. But we have learned to be

suspicious of Utopias. The principal obstacle takes a form evident

to most people. The implementation of any such scheme requires

that questions about the nature of "intelligence" and "fellow-

feeling and social behavior" be satisfactorily decided in advance.

For philosophical, moral, and human reasons, in a free society those

questions will long remain in dispute. If they are decided by a

dominant minority and incorporated into a social system, other cit-

izens may lose the freedom and dignity essential to the human

condition.

Still, should we not now take a few small steps toward steering

our own course on the basis of our limited knowledge? At least we

might reduce a few hereditary diseases. But some optimists want

more. Muller and the twenty-two biologists who envisioned "rais-

ing the level of the average population nearly to that of the highest

now existing in isolated individuals . . . within a few generations"

were favoring a scientific endeavor most of us would resist. They

wanted to move too fast in a direction that would shrink the gene

pool and dehumanize society.

In the fifteenth century, Nicholas of Cusa constructed a theology

based on docta ignorantia—"wise ignorance." I have examined the
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word T. H. Huxley devised for the modern scientific version of

wise ignorance: agnosticism. What we know informs us increasingly

about what we do not know. Given such limitations, can we for-

mulate ultimate questions? Yes, tentatively. Those questions must

address the origins, composition, basic processes, and direction of

the universe, inanimate and animate. One further question sub-

sumes the others: Are these the right questions? The fact that we

remain ignorant of how to pose the final questions (even if we have

a history of powerful answers to them) should encourage in us an

attitude of reverence and wonder toward the world. If we all insist

on hearing the Sirens' song, the chances are that many of us will

not take the precautions Odysseus did to protect himself and his

crew.

That fundamental ignorance in the midst of our flourishing

knowledge provides the moral basis for moving slowly in the dark-

ness and for resisting both the pull of reductionism and the lure of

grand theory. We have little reason to be proud of our waverings,

particularly in recent years. The answers given to ultimate ques-

tions by influential representatives of educated society have

changed by 180 degrees within my memory.

Give me a dozen healthy infants, well-formed, and my own specified

world to bring them up in and III guarantee to take any one at

random and train him to become any type of specialist I might se-

lect—doctor, lawyer, artist, merchant-chief, and, yes, even beggar-

man and thief, regardless of his talents, penchants, tendencies,

abilities, vocations, and race of his ancestors.

(John Watson, Behaviorism, 82)

Watson's Behaviorism (1924) dismissed both subjective states and

hereditary factors and established social environment as all-

powerful in human development. Ten years later, Ruth Benedict

reinforced the influence of behaviorism over social policy with her

Patterns of Culture. "For better or for worse, man's solution lies at

the opposite pole [from biological mechanisms]. Not one item of

his tribal social organization, of his language, of his local religion,

is carried in his germ line" (12). Now, two generations later, we
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have another Watson—James—to proclaim the opposite. Having

found the structure of DNA with Francis Crick, Watson looks to

molecular biology for the true wisdom: "The genetic message en-

coded within our DNA will provide the ultimate answers to the

chemical underpinnings of human existence" (Science, 6 April 1990).

A generation of geneticists has followed James Watson and

claimed our attention. And for twenty years now, the new synthesis

of sociobiology has been affirming and elaborating Watson's vision.

E. O. Wilson defines sociobiology as "the systematic study of the

biological basis of all social behavior." We should keep careful track

of intellectual fashions in science, above all in our own time. Must

I believe James Watson over John because James came later? Or

because genetics has stood up better than behaviorism? And has

it?

The moral of the story of Himmler's Lebensbom program and of

the two Watsons points us, I believe, toward a wise agnosticism,

toward the Angel Raphael's injunction to Adam and Eve: "Be lowly

wise."

Mixed Considerations: The Human Genome Project

As the end of the twentieth century approaches, some disputes over

the relations between genetics and society seem to have been laid

to rest. Institutions no longer seek sterilization orders for the fee-

bleminded, even though the legislation may remain on the books.

We no longer worry constantly about epidemic diseases being

caused by experiments with recombinant DNA. Only a few com-

munities like Singapore have been trying out social policies based

on eugenics, and none so racist and inhuman as the Lebensbom. But

other disputes have arisen.

Surrounded by controversy since first suggested in the mid-

1980s, the Human Genome Project proposes not only to map the

100,000-odd genes contained in our twenty-three pairs of chromo-

somes but also to sequence the 3 billion nucleotide bases that form

the DNA of the complete human genome. For half a century since

the Watson-Crick model, scientists have been aware of the crucial

nature of this information; for a decade, technology has existed to

make sequencing feasible. It is true that at least 90 percent of the

bases in the human genome seem to code for nothing. Those bases
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form puzzling introns between the significant exons. They can

hardly be, as the more poetic geneticists once thought, "junk" or

"garbage." It is also true that the laboratory techniques of the HGP
pose no evident prudential risks, that it will produce data useful in

genetic research, and that, in spite of the inflated vocabulary used

by its boosters (adventure, wager, conquest, breakthrough), the HGP
represents a large-scale, expensive, yet unchallenging piece of or-

dinary science. Should we get excited about it?

Without doubt, the HGP will contribute to techniques already

used to predict the onset of certain inherited diseases. Mapping our

genes and sequencing our DNA will improve and refine the way

we screen an unfertilized egg, a fertilized egg before implantation

("pre-embryo"), prenatal fetuses, the newborn, and adult carriers

in order to identify and respond to inherited disorders. At present,

newborns may be tested for over ten disorders; we have located

about eight hundred on the chromosomes; we have identified five

thousand disorders as being inherited. The rush of money to sup-

port genetic workers and laboratories should have beneficial side

effects. Even without the HGP, the complete sequence would

slowly be filled in.

In spite of these advantages, a fairly stubborn and vocal oppo-

sition to the project has grown up. For critics both within and out-

side the scientific community, the HGP has come to represent a

good cause gone wrong, a technology that has overwhelmed its

inventors and become an end in itself, science deluding us into

false hopes.

The objections fall into five overlapping categories. The next

few pages are the most technical in the book. I believe my argu-

ment requires close scrutiny of this case history, through which we

are living.

1. The HGP is an immense boondoggle, more ephemeral and

less practical than an emperor's new palace and correspondingly

lucrative to certain categories of workers. The government has sup-

ported it on the recommendation of those who will benefit most

from it: researchers in genetics and molecular biology, administra-

tors and bureaucrats in related fields, some doctors and medical

personnel working in gene screening and therapy, and commercial

firms and entrepreneurs. Many active promoters could be accused

of conflict of interest and would, in legislative or judicial proceed-
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ings, have to disqualify themselves. A hard-nosed objective evalu-

ation of the HGP by a committee of outside scientists and medical

personnel and laymen would recommend many revisions in the

procedure, priorities, funding, and oversight.

2. The HGP represents an instance of large-scale centrally ad-

ministered science, federally funded without adequate justification.

The Manhattan Project and (more technologically than militarily)

Project Apollo responded to challenges from a foreign power threat-

ening our security. Both were crash programs mobilizing our best

scientific minds and immense resources. No comparable crisis mo-

tivated those in federal government to initiate accelerated research

in a specific area of biology. Such concentration of support upsets

the balance of federally funded scientific investigation.

3. The HGP is bad science on two principal grounds. Even

though well over 90 percent of the genetic code is the same in all

human beings, there is still no standard genome, no single se-

quence of the four nucleotide bases that defines "human." Our

species is defined both by the billions of base pairs we share with

one another, and, equally, by the differences (polymorphisms) be-

tween individual genomes that provide the variety of human bodies

and minds. The HGP will sequence the bases not of any one in-

dividual but of a random composite, or mosaic, of individuals ac-

cording to where the work is farmed out and whose DNA a

laboratory happens to pick out of its library. The essential operation

of comparing sequences and genes of different individuals and cor-

relating them with the lives of those individuals will not be un-

dertaken by the HGP. It will pursue the anonymous and routine

work of recording every nucleotide in a nonexistent straw man or

collage of humanity. It will take as its central task what would be

the eventual by-product of more modest research designed to focus

on certain promising loci or genes in a number of individuals and

the variation of those genes' expression in actual lives. Central au-

thority has produced a reversal of priorities.

Second, the HGP tends to promote a single-factor explanation

at a low order of magnitude for biological phenomena. It neglects

larger and more complex units like the cell, organ, organism, and

species. Horace Freeland Judson, a fine historian of science, rep-

resents this tendency in his affirmation of the word ultimate. "The

sequence [of base pairs in human DNA] has often been called 'the
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ultimate map,' but this is a considerable semantic mistake—for the

sequence is, rather, the ultimate territory of the genome project.

And maps are never the territory mapped" (quoted in Kevles and

Hood, eds., The Code of Codes, 78).

Judson's semantic and scientific bias here looms larger than the

grain of truth the passage refers to. In an existing individual, the

base sequence forms a key part of the total organism and, yes, part

of the territory. But Judson has put on blinkers. The DNA mole-

cule, inert, incapable of reproducing itself or of producing anything

else, can be called "ultimate" only by a limited point of view that

favors tiny size and whatever registers as code or information. Many
elements of the organism—for example, neurons, hemoglobin

—

could be called "ultimate" because equally essential. None can be

dispensed with, not even muscle fibers. By concentrating our at-

tention and our resources on one aspect of the organism, the small-

est and most blindly mechanical, the HGP distracts us from a

proper or full understanding of ourselves. We have a severe word

for this approach: reductionism.

4. The HGP spreads the illusion of offering a panacea. Almost

every official document employs an expansive, sometimes breath-

less style, holding out the promise of a new world created by the

application of genetic knowledge. Commercial and journalistic writ-

ings tend to the hortatory. Insofar as these publications rely on a

logical argument, usually unstated, it runs along these lines.

Like all living organisms, human beings are governed by their

genetic material, which encodes our life cycle as completely as what

used to be called "fate" or "destiny." Having now discovered the

fine structure and pervasive functions of DNA, we can begin to

diagnose the source of many of our inherited ills and to design

prenatal procedures (selective abortion, implantation, and in vitro

fertilization) to eliminate or avoid them. Gene therapy that changes

the DNA in a living person has been attempted with uncertain

results to treat an immune-deficiency disorder. Such interventions

allow us to contemplate improvements in character and behavior

of an individual; perhaps in the germ line. We want both the quick

cure and the permanent cure without changing our way of life.

This approach misleads us on several scores. It suggests that cure

for many diseases may come soon, whereas the success of the gene

therapy attempt mentioned above remains doubtful. Furthermore,
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foreseeable therapies apply only to a small number of single-gene

diseases. For the most common disorders such as heart disease,

schizophrenia, alcoholism, depression, and cancer, the genetic basis

may well be so complex and multigenetic as to render therapy

impossible. The costs and risks of these HGP-linked procedures as

well as moral and legal considerations should cause us to be cau-

tious in the extreme. Though it has impressed Congress, the HGP's

promise of panacea remains uncertain and far from imminent.

Other shadow factors lurk in the background, which should give

pause to anyone inclined to speak of our genes as our blueprint

and our destiny.* For example, identical (monozygotic) twins have

different fingerprints; the rates at which multifactorial diseases

strike both twins vary from 17 percent (cancer) to 61 percent

(psoriasis). What does this tell us about the power of genes to de-

termine the lives of two individuals whose genomes—46 chromo-

somes and around 100,000 genes—are exactly the same, as in

clones? Since in many cases they share very similar environments,

we cannot attribute these differences entirely to that variable.

Other forces and factors intervene. As a result, geneticists have

borrowed from physics the analogy of a "black box" to represent

the uncertainties of gene expression in living persons. This black-

box concept conveys the opposite idea from code or fate. Grossly

abnormal disorders and behaviors can usually be traced to a single

gene. Most inherited conditions are polygenetic and unpredictable

by any simple Mendelian table. At least four technical terms have

emerged in molecular biology in the effort to identify the uncer-

tainties that limit and modify genetic determinism. t All these con-

siderations and black-box factors should mute the promises the

HGP tends to make about curing our individual and social ills. At

the genetic level, as at any other physiological, psychological, or

*Some information in this paragraph is taken from Vogel and Motulsky.

^Penetrance refers to the variable degree to which a gene actually affects or

dominates the life and behavior (phenotype) of the individual carrying that gene

(Vogel and Motulsky, 84). Epigenesis designates the mechanism that, at a certain

stage of development, acts on networks of cells to supply variations from any pre-

dictable pattern (Changeux, Chapter 7). Heterosis causes genes to affect each other

in unexpected, nonadditive ways (Konner, 196). Developmental noise refers to ran-

dom molecular events within cells during development, events that produce ac-

cumulating deviations from the norm (Lewontin, "The Dream of the Human
Genome," 34). All four terms refer to processes as yet little understood.
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social level, Goethe's maxim holds: Individuum est ineffabile. Indi-

vidual behavior cannot be predicted or explained.

5. The HGP raises a large number of "ethical, legal, and social

implications" so evident and so challenging that the bureaucracy

has given them the acronym ELSI. Five percent of the HGP bud-

get is now being devoted to research in that area. In many ways,

we will have to confront all over again debates provoked in the first

half of the century by the proponents of eugenics. Even without

gene therapy, prenatal screening elected by those who can afford

it could lead to conditions variously called "hereditary meritoc-

racy," "a biological underclass," "and genetic discrimination."

Governments might decide to adopt eugenic policies to improve

the national gene pool. Such programs could be highly enlight-

ened—or as sinister as what the Nazis attempted. We think we can

now fill the role of Daedalus, the resourceful inventor and artist

who served the gods. We are equally likely to play Icarus, his pres-

umptuous son, who flew too high for his wings.

An oblique reading on these questions present s itself in the fact

that one prominent historian and critic of eugenics, Daniel Kevles,

has now become a supporter of the HGP. His career is as revealing

of the dynamics of our scientific culture in the nineties as Muller's

was for the thirties and Sinsheimer's for the seventies. Kevles' ear-

lier book, In the Name ofEugenics (1985), underscored the timeliness

of his subject by using a skeptical eye to examine the claims of the

great eugenicists. He quoted without approval Galton's statement

that "What Nature does blindly, slowly, and ruthlessly, man may

do providently, quickly, and kindly" (12). He gave a vivid account

of the Fitter Families contests sponsored in the twenties by the

American Eugenics Society. Chosen families having the desired

physical, mental, and moral traits allowed themselves to be exhib-

ited at state fairs next to livestock displays. The chapter on genetics

and molecular biology since World War II is entitled "A New Eu-

genics"; and the following chapter on the debate about sociobiol-

ogy was entitled "Varieties of Presumptuousness." The final

chapter, "Songs of Deicide," reinforces the impression that we are

to read the book as a strong cautionary history in the face of the

ambitions of contemporary genetics.

Seven years later, Kevles coedited with Leroy Hood The Code of

Codes (1992). This collection represents several points of view and
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contains two essays essentially critical of the HGP. Kevles' contri-

butions, however, do not fall into that category. The skeptical note

has disappeared from his voice. His own historical essay closes with

a familiar cliche. "The human genome project was steadily gath-

ering the technology, techniques, and experience to obtain the bi-

ological grail" (36). I detect no irony. In the concluding essay

written with Hood, Kevles must be primarily responsible for the

section on the eugenic implications of the HGP. Here he seems to

unwrite his earlier book. "It is worth bearing in mind that eugenics

was not an aberration, the commitment merely of a few odd-ball

scientists and mean-spirited social theorists. . . . Objective, socially

unprejudiced knowledge is not ipso facto inconsistent with eugenic

goals of some type" (317).

Whatever produced this change of position, Kevles has not re-

sponded adequately to the "ethical, legal, and social implications"

raised by contributors to his own collection.

The five criticisms of the Human Genome Project presented in

the last few pages bring us to one momentous circumstance. It can

be seen either as promising or as catastrophic. We can now begin

to influence the central process of evolution, natural selection, so

as to control it for our own purposes. Without flinching, Kevles

quotes Sinsheimer's 1969 prophecy. "For the first time in all time,

a living creature understands its origin and can undertake to design

its future" (18). Up to now, the "hand" of natural selection guiding

evolution has been understood both as invisible, like Adam Smith's

free market, and as blind, like chance. Now that invisible hand

may gradually turn into our own intrusive hand, bringing direction

and purpose where they did not enter before—unless one believes

in a divine creator. If the possibility is there waiting for us, could

we conceivably abstain like the Princesse de Cleves?

Why not intrude? Certain social forces like the welfare state,

modern medicine, and birth-control techniques have already inter-

fered with ordinary forces of evolution and have had indirect effects

on the genetic composition of the human race. Contemplating that

partial and uncoordinated occupation of the territory, some scien-

tists and policy makers contend that we must continue to do so,

and with the full benefit of new genetic information and techniques

now available.

It does not appear that there is any possibility of our refraining
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from eating the fruit of that new "tree of knowledge." In such a

perspective, the HGP looks like a tiny way station along the road

that may lead to our assuming some controls over our own evolu-

tion. At the same time, the HGP falls into all four of the categories

(practical, prudential, legal, moral) under which I have been raising

the possibility of placing limits on scientific endeavor.

4. The Condition of Ambivalence

I have dealt so far in this chapter as much with the claims of and

for science as with its deeds and accomplishments. My opening

section juxtaposes two arresting statements: one about production

of the atomic bomb as "sin"; the other about the Human Genome

Project as our "grail." The second section criticizes the claim that

we can distinguish pure science from applied science or technology

and keep them separate in practice. The five cases I have just

examined call attention to the near impossibility of sustaining that

distinction under the multifarious pressures of modern life. In their

different ways, those cases suggest that there are times when we

should consider imposing some limits on scientific activity—most

evidently on some of its applications, and possibly on pure research

in a few sensitive or dangerous areas. We loathe the very prospect

of research to develop chemical and biological warfare and other

destructive technologies. Can we simply stop such work? In the

case of the human genome, there are as many reasons to slow down

and diversify genetic research as to direct it toward an accelerated

state-supported project like the HGP.

In the longer perspective, we face the claims of science today

much as people in the West have faced the claims of earlier faiths

of equal magnitude. Between the ninth and fifteenth centuries,

Christianity mobilized all of Europe into a single church, which

subsequently broke apart under pressures of reform and doubt that

arose primarily from within. The great modern summons to revo-

lution in order to overthrow the oppression of monarchy in favor

of res publica soon led to a revulsion from the excesses of revolu-

tion. Similarly, the immense appeal of socialism from 1850 to 1980

as a means to improve the quality of life for everyone has also
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partially collapsed under pressures of reform and doubt from

within. Gradually or rapidly, we seem to move toward a condition

of ambivalence toward some of our greatest historical construc-

tions—a universal church, egalitarian revolution, the ideal of a so-

cialist society. A comparable and equally deep-seated ambivalence

reveals itself today in our attitude toward science, even as science

and its applications encroach increasingly on our lives. We seek

from science both simple solutions and miraculous transformations

of our existence. At the same time, we fear what we believe to be

some of the most basic products of scientific inquiry. An exami-

nation of a few instances will show how close our hopes lie to our

fears—that is, how difficult it is to resolve our ambivalence toward

science.

Many myths and legends, including that of Sphinx, tell us that

one of our oldest fears is of the monster. A graft of parts from differ-

ent species, even if accomplished only in imagination, strikes us as

an unnatural dissonance in a larger harmony. The Devil himself dis-

plays horns, hoofs, and a tail. Frankenstein's monstrous creature an-

ticipates the science fiction of Philip K. Dick (and the movie Blade

Runner, based on one of his novels), in which laboratory-constructed

"androids" are virtually identical with human beings and gradually

replacing us. In Dick's story, "The Electric Ant" (1969), the narrator

discovers after an accident that he is himself an android. Over-

whelmed, he repairs himself for a few hours of intensely gyrating

"life" and then commits suicide by cutting his "reality-supply con-

struct tape." He cannot endure his own monstrosity.

Yet the intimate and in some ways monstrous tamperings with

our DNA envisioned by the Human Genome Project also present

themselves as welcome therapies for cruel diseases. Likewise, the

invasive exchange of body parts required for an organ transplant

can save our lives. Hybrid strains of certain crops seem to promise

huge benefits. New technologies are requiring us to modify our

notion of monstrosity along with our notion of what is natural.

Our uncertain feelings about the monster are matched by our

response to another scientific product: the chain reaction. Uncon-

trolled, it suggests pandemic disease or nuclear destruction. But the

chain reaction may one day bring us a clean, safe source of energy.

As we might have predicted, an ancient parable representing this

double bind has been available for centuries. First recorded in a
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dialogue by the Greek satirist Lucian and translated into German

in the eighteenth century by Wieland, the story was transformed

by Goethe into a lilting vernacular ballad. Now, thanks to Walt

Disney's Fantasia (namely, the segment with Dukas' dramatic

score) people all over the world are familiar with "Der Zauber-

lehrling"
—"The Sorcerer's Apprentice." Goethe treats the appren-

tice's presumptuous unleashing of a broomstick water brigade, a

chain reaction, as broad comedy, including the final catastrophe.

"Herr und Meister! hor mich rufen!" ("Lord and master! Hear my
call!")

Dukas' trumpets and Disney's expressionist animation do full

justice to the story. Lucian and Goethe have retold Noah and the

Flood without the Lord's preparatory instructions. Instead of a pair

of everything being saved in the ark, the Apprentice almost drowns

us all together. The outcome seems far more precarious than that

of the Bible story. Next time, there may be no Master Wizard to

answer our cry for help and to give us one more chance to keep

ourselves and our curiosity in check. But could the magic of the

chain reaction be harnessed without the Wizard?

The ambivalence we feel toward the external phenomena of

science—the monster and the chain reaction—resembles our atti-

tude toward significant inward states: self-knowledge and belief in

immortality. From Socrates to Freud, great thinkers have told us

that our proper study lies in our own minds and bodies. How could

we fear self-knowledge?

I find the bluntest answer in Emerson. In the midst of his suc-

culent and sometimes fatuous prose, he often plants a subtle truth.

This one reaches very deep and deserves reflection: "It is very

unhappy, but too late to be helped, the discovery we have made

that we exist. That discovery is called the Fall of Man" ("Expe-

rience").

The mere fact of existence confounds us. But Emerson stops

short: Exist as what? I would say that we fear two aspects of the

fall into self-knowledge. Science has contributed in a major way to

both. One is to discover ourselves alive and locked into some kind

of determinism, like androids or puppets or machines. This is the

Coppelia complex. In the E. T. A. Hoffmann story "The Sand-

man," Nathanael finally loses his mind because the dancing doll

Coppelia, which he has mistaken for a real flesh-and-blood woman,
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alerts him to the possibility that he, too, may be a mechanical be-

ing, a robot. For Nathanael, the bottom drops out of both reality

and identity. In despair, he throws himself from a tower. Molecular

biology and sociobiology treat our essential functions as determined

and take no account of consciousness and free will. Are we all

dancing dolls without knowing it?

The other fearsome aspect of the fall into self-knowledge is to

discover that each one of us is alive as a truly free agent, as a unique

individual burdened with the responsibility of one's own life. Some

areas of neurology and science concerned with the brain emphasize

the remarkable differences in development even between identical

twins. Such profound uniqueness may exceed our power to sustain

it. "God abhors naked singularity," writes Stephen Hawking, par-

aphrasing Roger Penrose's cosmic censorship hypothesis. One can-

not tolerate the thought of oneself as hapax, the single instance of

a unique consciousness. We yearn to belong. But without the sus-

taining presence of any faith or community, many individuals today

feel utterly abandoned.

Dostoyevsky's nameless narrator in Notesfrom UndergroundStrug-

gles with equal desperation against both these threats of self-

knowledge. He fears he is merely a piano key, a cog in a machine

housed in a Utopian Crystal Palace of scientific determinism. And

he fears that his willfully capricious actions in Part Two, designed

to liberate his consciousness from all determinisms, have isolated

him from every other human being, even from Liza, who appears

to understand him. Freed from science, he feels helpless. The Un-

derground Man can find no space to occupy between being no one

at all, a mere cog, and being intensely and hysterically himself

against everyone else.

Science is also obliging us to ponder again the prospect of im-

mortality. Presumably, most of us seek immortality more than we

fear it—seek it at least in one of its many forms: glorious deeds

celebrated in history and legend; passing on one's seed to future

generations; survival in a lasting material monument; reincarnation;

and attaining to spiritual and eternal afterlife. Now we may have

to face a sixth fantasy form of immortality: physically living on as

oneself indefinitely.

Embracing this line of thought, a few wealthy, optimistic, and

self-absorbed individuals unwilling to submit to death have had
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their cadavers frozen in liquid nitrogen to await the day when sci-

ence can resuscitate them and keep them alive. Today, a person

so inclined could far more simply preserve a DNA sample—as a

personal record and to hold open the possibility of cloning a new

individual from his genome. Organ transplants represent an attempt

at piecemeal rejuvenation. An old philosophical quandary asks how

extensively you can darn a sock and still have the original sock.

Research on the processes of aging may produce ways of prolonging

life. We can no longer chuckle as we once did over stories about

the Fountain of Youth. In some form, we may be granted that wish.

Most of us would be terrified by the prospect of being incarcerated

in one prolonged existence with no foreseeable end. Whether by

natural law or ancient custom or both, we conceive human life

framed and defined by mortality. Suspension of death appalls us

more than death itself. Yet most of us cling to one form or another

of immortality, of surmounting mere extinction. Medical science

does not reduce, it increases our ambivalence about these final

questions of life and death.

We can probably tolerate a good deal of anxiety over the image

of ourselves as ancient monsters and over the prospect of knowing

how to modify the fundamental givens of human existence. But

our ambivalence about traumatic changes in our lives caused by

science leads us to consider some constraints on that immense and

growing international institution. Events surrounding recombinant

DNA tell us that under certain circumstances scientists themselves

may restrain their activities in a limited area. But the same case

can be interpreted as a false alarm, as a demonstration of how

doomsayers can exceed their proper role and of why we should

leave science alone. The Lebensborn history warns us that scientific

knowledge is never safe from exploitation for nonscientific, crimi-

nal, and antihuman purposes. It is far less clear how we should

evaluate the Human Genome Project.

What, then, can we do about these troubling prospects—the

monster, the chain reaction, and immortality itself? Even the sim-

plest and most modest constraint—that of reducing the pace at

which researchers and engineers develop new resources and new
needs—would be enormously difficult to agree upon and admin-

ister. It also flies in the face of hard-earned social, intellectual, and

economic principles of freedom. Let me hypothesize. Who will



222 / Forbidden Knowledge

interfere with the radio neurologist who develops a transmittable

signal that can hypnotize every person within a two-hundred-mile

radius? Our ambivalence reaches very far.

Earlier in this chapter, I raised a question whose time has now

come. Is there any existing or hypothetical knowledge whose mere

possession must be considered evil in and of itself ? To any question

so purely conceptual, one must answer equally conceptually. As

Nicholas Rescher insists, the answer must be: No. Evil and destruc-

tion lie only in the mode of acquisition and application of knowl-

edge. But no human life, not even a life dedicated to the pursuit

of science, matches the conceptual purity of that question. It takes

a situation as contrived as Ulysses sailing by the Sirens to separate

knowledge from its acquisition and application. They say the Chi-

nese invented gunpowder and then used it only in firecrackers, not

to make firearms. And even then, as gun advocates argue, firearms

in and of themselves bring neither good nor evil. The same set of

arguments applies to drugs and many other temptations.

But no human moral agent exists apart from the immediate cir-

cumstances of a particular life—circumstances that disappear in an

abstract question. "Whether of good or evil . . . knowledge cannot

defile ... if the will or conscience be not defiled." Milton's Areo-

pagitica makes the best case ever penned for "knowing good by

evil." But the "if" clause in the quotation from Milton implies that

few human agents are so isolated as to be able to hold knowledge

apart from all applications. We must at least be prepared for the

worst-case scenario. Those who imposed a temporary moratorium

on recombinant DNA research were choosing the prudent course.

Even Milton opposed only prior censorship; he was not averse to

taking action against "mischievous and libellous books" after pub-

lication.

While we ponder these questions, an existing precedent is worth

contemplating. Most important elected and appointed government

officials in a democracy take an oath to uphold the constitution

under which they serve. Accordingly, they can and should be held

to a higher standard of conduct and responsibility than the ordinary

citizen. By ancient tradition, physicians subscribe to an oath that

acknowledges both the great power of their professional knowledge

and their responsibility to use it judiciously and cautiously. The

wording of the Hippocratic oath, only spottily administered today
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by medical schools in the United States and throughout the world,

lacks grace but carries immense weight.

You do solemnly swear, each man by whatever he holds most sacred,

that you will be loyal to the profession of medicine and just and

generous to its members; that you will lead your lives and practice

your art in uprightness and honor; that into whatsoever house you

shall enter, it shall be for the good of the sick to the utmost ofyour

power, you holding yourselves far alooffrom wrong, from corrup-

tion, from the tempting of others to vice; that you will exercise your

art solelyfor the cure ofyourpatients and willgive no drug, perform

no operation for a criminalpurpose, even if solicited, far less suggest

it; that whatsoever you shall see and hear of the lives of men which

is notfitting to be spoken, you will keep inviolably secret. These things

do you swear.

Such a ritual oath cannot change human nature. It defines a pro-

fession and alerts everyone, within and outside the profession, to

its principles and ideals and to possible abuses. And such an oath

calls upon the profession to exercise some restraints on its members

if they do not observe it. The fact that many doctors today are

either unfamiliar with the oath or ignore it does not detract from

its symbolic importance. Precisely this form of allegiance to a set

of principles consecrating a body of knowledge and governing its

practice constitutes the kind of responsible tradition our culture

needs in the professions. Medical schools would do well to revive

it, and medical societies to discuss its meaning today.

Scientists have produced no comparable oath, no such symbolic

recognition of special powers entailing corresponding duties. Pos-

sibly the fields of science are too numerous and dispersed to bring

together under a single statement. Nevertheless, everything I have

said in this chapter convinces me that the effort to draft such a

statement would be worthwhile. To make this proposal, I have had

to overcome a deep-seated revulsion from anything that resembles

the loyalty oaths required of college professors by some states in

the 1950s and 1960s. But humanity as a whole, rather than an in-

dividual state, has a legitimate interest in the professional loyalty

of a scientist to whom we have given long and privileged training.



224 / Forbidden Knowledge

A life devoted to science has become as much a stewardship as

holy orders or knighthood or public office or medicine.

It is rewarding to find an eminent scientist and physician sym-

pathetic to my assessment. Late in Physician to the Gene Pool, James

Neel, while discussing "humankind's genetic dilemma," confronts

similar questions about the responsibility of scientists. He intro-

duces four major recommendations with a section entitled "Primum

non nocere." "This Hippocratic aphorism, enunciated for the guid-

ance of physicians some 2000 years ago, remains as valid today as

then: Above all, do no harm. . . . Although Hippocrates wrote for phy-

sicians, the aphorism is equally relevant for geneticists" (344-45).

If they were to take an oath including the injunction "primum

non nocere," those receiving doctorates in scientific fields would be

encouraged to assess scrupulously the consequences of their work,

to study pertinent cases in the history of science, to avoid the co-

option of their work by inappropriate agencies, and to produce a

more principled profession. Most scientists already have a fairly

well-developed professional conscience. An effort to define and de-

clare that conscience might at the present juncture help scientists

scrutinize the proliferation of research in dubious areas and renew

the confidence of ordinary citizens in a profession that appears to

have inherited the mantle not merely of evolution but of revolu-

tion.

But let us not become too solemn about these matters and too

inclined to see science as a menace. C. S. Peirce, the great Amer-

ican philosopher of science, came to believe that we should not

conceive of science as a body of systematized and applied knowl-

edge. It constitutes "a mode of life" devoted not to the truth as

one sees it but to "the truth that the [scientist] is not yet able to

see but is striving to obtain" (Values in a Universe of Chance, 268).

In Science and Human Values (1956), Jacob Bronowski insists that the

tradition of science properly practiced generates sound values com-

parable to those previously based on faith and authority. Science

relies on "the habit of simple truth to experience [which] has been

the mover of civilization."

Science is neither a sin nor a grail. Not our child but our inven-

tion, science as a discipline will never grow up to think for itself

and to take responsibility for itself. Only individuals can do those

things. We are all the stewards of science, some more than others.
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The knowledge that our many sciences discover is not forbidden

in and of itself. But the human agents who pursue that knowledge

have never been able to stand apart from or control or prevent its

application to our lives. Despite the tale of Odysseus and the Si-

rens, "pure research" is a modern myth. Therefore as science ex-

plodes in a few areas into a vast enterprise propelled as much by

commerce and the waging of war as by curiosity, we need to scru-

tinize this disproportionate growth. The free market may not be

the best guide for the development of knowledge. State planning

has not always served us better. While we ponder these wrenching

questions, let us not forget the stories of Icarus and of Bacon's

"Sphinx," and the very different case histories of Himmler's Le-

bensborn program and the Manhattan Project. In this era of libera-

tion and permissiveness, it may well be that a judicious oath for

scientists will help to prevent us from acting like the Sorcerer's

Apprentice.





Chapter v i i

THE DIVINE MARQUIS

No girl was ever seduced by a book.

—Jimmy Walker, Mayor of New York

Forty years ago, before televisions established its dominance,

many civil libertarians ridiculed Fredric Wertham, the senior

psychiatrist at Bellevue Hospital in New York City, for his

warnings about the serious effects of comic-book violence on the

behavior of children and adolescents. The basest form of profit

motive unredeemed by social responsibility drives the publishers

of comics to depict escalating mayhem, Wertham wrote in The Se-

duction of the Innocent (1954). Their product does not have the

dreamlike quality of fairy stories to temper and deflect the violence.

More than twenty years later, without referring to comic books and

television, Bruno Bettelheim's The Uses of Enchantment (1976) ar-

gued eloquently that fairy tales teach children not to imitate cruelty

and destructiveness but to overcome them. Bettelheim was de-

fending an essential part of our cultural heritage and, by implica-

tion, deploring the effects of the media.

Meanwhile, a related debate about our moral environment has

addressed obscenity (a legal term for a category of materials that

does not qualify for First Amendment protection) and pornography
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(a literary term for works intended primarily for sexual arousal).

Following the liberating sweep of the 1960s, a series of major gov-

ernment reports and court decisions during the 1970s, in Europe

and the United States, removed virtually all restrictions on obscene

and pornographic materials except for their distribution to minors.

The U.S. Supreme Court decision in Miller v. California (1973) has

stood for more than twenty years and makes prosecution of ob-

scenity close to futile.

One of the immediate effects of these developments was to ren-

der both possible and highly profitable the translation and publi-

cation of works by an author who represents the extreme case of

forbidden writing. For almost two centuries, the Marquis de Sade

had lain buried and preserved in the cultural unconscious of Eu-

rope. Furthermore, his republication now gave impetus to a

twentieth-century move to rehabilitate Sade and to present him as

a great revolutionary author. He even benefited from a curious dou-

ble presumption in his favor: He had spent time in prison; his works

had been censored. Do we need any further proof of his heroic

stature? But the Sade revival reaches deeper into our literary7 and

moral thinking than this special case of "affirmative action" for the

persecuted. We half-believe that the rediscovery and release of re-

pressed experience will heal a split in our being and free us to live

more fully. And we tend to misconstrue the Freudian phrase "be-

yond the pleasure principle" by projecting it onto a shadowy realm

of cruelty and destruction that merits exploration. The Sade revival

feeds both these contemporary tendencies.

Pornography we shall have always with us. It serves a purpose

and in its traditional forms poses no serious threat to decency and

morals. The healthiest reaction is usually laughter, not outrage. But

the life and works of the Marquis de Sade raise particular problems.

Powerful claims have been made about his importance as a mor-

alist, philosopher, and novelist. His writings represent the most

challenging test case of a forbidden author, a case I cannot avoid,

given the subject of this book.
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1. The Sade Case

During the first two weeks of July 1789, crowds in Paris began to

assemble around the Bastille. They believed that there must be

people imprisoned in the royal fortress with whom they sympa-

thized and whom they might liberate from the king's despotic rule.

The crowds did not know that only a few aristocrats were held

there, mostly on morals charges, and scarcely deserving liberation

in the name of the people. On July second, the crowd in the street

heard a voice, apparently amplified by a megaphone improvised

out of a rain spout, shouting that prisoners were being slaughtered

and needed rescue. The prisoner to whom that voice belonged was

summarily transferred two days later to the Charenton insane asy-

lum. When the crowd stormed the Bastille on July fourteenth, it

ransacked his cell and pillaged or destroyed his personal belong-

ings, his furniture, his six-hundred-volume library, and a consider-

able collection of manuscripts, some carefully hidden in the wall.

The man willing to attempt so outrageous a ruse in order to

regain freedom after twelve years of imprisonment we know today

as the Marquis de Sade. After his death, his name provided the

word sadism. Following a series of scandalous incidents, he had

been arrested in 1777, primarily due to the relentless pursuit of his

mother-in-law. Police and court documents have recorded the se-

rious morals charges brought against Sade in four principal inci-

dents in Paris, Arcueil, Marseille, and at his own Chateau de La

Coste near Marseille. They included homosexual and heterosexual

sodomy (both capital offenses at that period), various whippings

and possible knifings of prostitutes, masturbating on a crucifix, cor-

ruption of young girls, death threats, and other "excesses." As a

result of these charges Sade was burned in effigy, imprisoned sev-

eral times by order of the king, shot at by an incensed father, and

condemned by the high court of Provence to decapitation. While

his persevering wife tried to help him, his mother-in-law would not

forgive him for absconding to Italy with her other daughter. A lettre

de cachet obtained by the mother-in-law finally precipitated Sade's

arrest in 1777 in Paris, where he had traveled on the occasion of

his own mother's death.

From prison, Sade immediately protested, that "My blood is too

hot to bear such terrible harm," and he threatened to commit
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suicide. A few years later, he wrote to his wife that the revolting

abstinence imposed on him "brought my brain to the boiling point.

It causes me to conjure up fanciful creatures which I shall bring

into being." He was bragging as much as he was complaining. After

a short stint in solitary confinement in the fortress at Vincennes,

Sade was allowed books, candles, writing materials, and exercise

periods. His reading included Cervantes, Rousseau, Voltaire, Mme
de La Fayette, Prevost, Marivaux, Laclos, Richardson, Boccaccio,

and classics he had read earlier at the rigorous Jesuit school Louis-

le-Grand. In the 1780s, Sade began marathon sessions of writing,

which continued when he was transferred to the Bastille. During a

thirty-seven-day burst, using both sides of a forty-foot roll of paper,

he composed the uncompleted draft of his encyclopedic opus on

debauchery and crime, The 120 Days of Sodom. When that manu-

script disappeared after the storming of the Bastille, Sade despaired

over the loss of his earliest and most ambitious work. Later, he

turned over to his wife two enormous manuscripts: an epistolary-

picaresque novel of love, corruption, and travel, Aline and Valcourt;

and at least two versions of Justine, or Good Conduct Well Chastised,

2l work so licentious and sexually explicit even for those times that

Sade never acknowledged it as his.

This thirty-seven-year-old nobleman and cavalry officer was de-

scended from two ancient and distinguished aristocratic families in

Provence.* Sade was brought up close to the royal household in

Paris in an atmosphere of licensed debauchery. One of his fictional

letters is often quoted as shrewd self-analysis: "[This childhood]

made me naughty, tyrannical, irascible; it seemed to me that every-

thing should give way to me, that the whole world should condone

my caprices, and that it was up to me alone to plan and satisfy

them." In spite of his high connections and several properties in

the South of France, Sade was forever in financial straits. He had

married for money at twenty-three. His wife bore him two sons and

a daughter, while he frequented brothels and spent wildly on ac-

tresses.

When the Constituent Assembly abolished the royal lettres de

cachet in 1790, Sade recovered his liberty and lost his wife, who

*One Avignon tradition held that Petrarch's Laura was married to a member of

the Sade family.
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obtained a legal separation. He tried his hand at writing plays and

published both Aline and Valcourt (signed) and Justine (anonymous).

He also began living with Constance Quesnet, an impecunious ac-

tress who had been deserted by her husband and had a son. She

remained his companion for the next twenty-four years until his

death, a period during which Sade attained a certain notoriety but

neither wealth nor security.

During the giddy days of regicide and the approaching Reign of

Terror, Sade's activities in the revolutionary Section des Piques in

Paris and as a pamphleteer counterbalanced his vulnerable status

as an aristocrat opposed to the Terror. Arrested in 1793 as an enemy

of the Revolution, a false patriot, and a libertine, he barely escaped

the guillotine; he was released in 1794. The next several years

brought severe hardship. He published four more licentious books,

including Philosophy in the Boudoir and Juliette.

Sade's third major imprisonment, which lasted the last thirteen

years of his life was occasioned not by his politics or his personal

morals but by his writings. With Napoleon now in power, the pre-

fect of Paris and the minister of police imprisoned Sade in 1801,

without the scandal of a public trial, as the author of "that infamous

novel, Justine, and the still more terrible, Juliette."" Sade spent most

of these years in the Charenton insane asylum, where his obesity

became pronounced. For a considerable time, he was allowed to

produce plays for the inmates as a kind of therapy. The valor of

his son in battle encouraged him to petition for his freedom directly

to Napoleon. No response came, and he remained in Charenton at

his family's choice and expense. Coulmier, the director of Char-

enton, generally supported Sade in opposing harsh plans to transfer

him to a prison, as proposed by the chief medical officer and by an

inspector. They considered him a criminal, not a lunatic. Napoleon

himself in privy council decided against moving Sade to a prison.

Until the end, he continued to corrupt sexually young girls and

boys living in the asylum. He died at age seventy-four of pulmo-

nary congestion and a "gangrenous fever."

One can argue that in the eighteenth century, political events

and philosophical thought in Europe and America performed the

double feat of liberating us from the domination of priests and

kings and of creating a civil society based on law and representative

democracy. In France, the human cost was terrifying. The many
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heroes of that century include figures as varied as Voltaire, almost

a king; Rousseau, almost a prophet; Tom Paine, almost a hero; and

Thomas Jefferson, almost a statesman. Their eminence resides in

the historic events they precipitated and the institutions they

helped to form.

What, then, can we do with the Marquis de Sade, who belongs

to the same era? Should we try to fit him into that current of lib-

eration and new political institutions? Hardly. He remained a

haughty aristocrat, despised the Revolution, and imagined his own

moral and philosophical Reign of Terror that would solve all his

problems and rid him of his "persecutors." He emerges as a thorn

in the side of the Enlightenment, a man who carried revolutionary

libertinism to patently undemocratic extremes of argument, narra-

tive imagination, and personal behavior. It is very difficult to sep-

arate the notoriety of his person, the tocsinlike insistence of his

ideas about God, nature, and man, and the sheer scandal of his

writings. Today we attempt to deal with these aspects separately

as biography, philosophy, and pornography. In his career, they over-

lap and interfere with one another, particularly when he defends

himself. From prison, he wrote clamoring letters to his wife.

/ am guilty therefore ofpure and simple libertinism, the like of which

is practised by all men, more or less due to their varying temperament

or inclination.

(1781)

Not my manner of thinking but the manner of thinking of others has

been the source of my unhappiness. My fanaticism is the product of

persecutions I have enduredfrom my tyrants.

(1783)

Such protests of innocence to a person he trusted suggest that Sade

had deluded himself about the cause of his troubles. Yet in his

fictional writings when he sought dramatic effect, he did not hes-

itate to describe as "turpitude" and "depravity" the behavior he

calls "pure and simple libertinism" in the passage above.

There may be a physical source for Sade's obsessions. Recent
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biographers, especially Maurice Lever, document the fact that in

spite of a "volcanic" sexual temperament, Sade had difficulty

achieving orgasm. Two practices aided him: pain, inflicted and un-

dergone, and passive sodomy, simulated in prison with special dil-

dos ordered for him by his wife. How pertinent are such

considerations? It begins to appear that Sade's sexual excesses, real

and imagined, may arise as much from some pathological impedi-

ment as from hot-bloodedness.*

Another uncertainty hangs over Sade's case. What lies at the

heart of his project? Why did he devote his time in prison to writing

when he knew the manuscripts might well be seized or lost? Had

he found a mission, or was he merely killing time by indulging his

fantasies to the full?

We may find answers to these questions in the way Sade ad-

dresses his reader, and the censor, at the beginning and the end of

his books. He took two approaches. In Justine (1791) for example,

he describes the crescendo of sexual ordeals undergone by that

hapless beauty. Yet Justine survives with her physical health and

her innocence intact—only to be blasted at the end for her virtue

by an act of God, a lightning bolt that violates her succulent body

once and for all. Virtue cannot win. Then Sade carefully frames

the story so as to serve pious ends. This is no licentious tale, he

maintains. The rhapsodic dedication to his "enlightened" com-

panion, Constance, insists that he composed the sequences of de-

bauchery and torture "with the sole object of obtaining from all

this one of the sublimest parables ever penned for human edifica-

tion." Both "sublimest" and "edification" are ambiguous enough

under ordinary circumstances to provoke a guffaw. But we are not

reading Rabelais. On the closing page of the same book, the bolt

of lightning converts Justine's depraved sister, Juliette, into a de-

vout Carmelite nun. Returning to his initial unctuousness, the

* A coded 1784 letter to his wife from the Bastille referring to "La Vanille and

la Manille" apparently concerns his difficulties in masturbation. Justine is saved

from her first ravisher, Dubourg, by "the loss of his powers before the sacrifice

could occur." Sade was at some pains to describe his liaison with Constance Ques-

net as nonsexual. After citing different evidence, the scholar Raymond Giraud

concludes: "To me it seems impossible to mistake the only slightly indirect

confession of sexual inadequacy." Simone de Beauvoir suggests that Sade was in

part impotent.
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author-narrator urges the reader to be convinced, like her, of "the

same moral. . . . that true happiness is to be found nowhere but in

Virtue's womb." (We learn in the sequel that the conversion does

not last.)

In the preface to The Crimes of Love (1800), Sade constructs an

impressive historical essay on the novel form and insists on the

originality of his own fiction in showing men modified by vice and

passion. "Never, I repeat, never will I depict crime as being any-

thing but the work of hell." A paragraph on instructing men and

correcting their morals opens Eugenie de Franval, the story of a rich

nobleman who carefully rears his daughter to become his slavish

mistress at fourteen. Three times in three pages in the prefatory

"Notice" to Aline and Valcourt (1793), Sade cites "the moral pur-

pose" of "painting vice" in order to make people detest it.

In the narrative portions of this group of novels, Sade's fictional

characters produce passionately reasoned speeches in defense of

immorality, crime, selfishness, torture, and generalized destruction

as they accomplish such actions. In the didactic passages that frame

these narratives, Sade took pains to establish their status as nega-

tive object lessons and to redirect the stream of smoking debauch-

ery back into the channels of morality. He found the same

argument as Milton in Areopagitica and, indirectly, in Paradise Lost:

namely, that ignorance of vice and of its temptations permits only

"blank virtue" and a "puppet Adam." Is Sade sincere in these

claims, as some critics and readers seem to believe? Or does he

address the reader here, with a wink and a leer toward the censor?

In another set of works, Sade sings a different song. In these

cases, he could forget the censor because he did not intend pub-

lication under his own name. A one-page dedication "To liber-

tines" opens Philosophy in the Boudoir (1795). "Voluptuaries of all

ages, of every sex, it is to you only that I offer this work; nourish

yourselves upon its principles: they favor your passions. ..." Sade's

earliest extended work, The 120 Days of Sodom, nowhere makes a

claim to be morally edifying. Its one hundred pages of preliminaries

insist in trumpet tones recalling Rousseau's Confessions that the

greatness and originality of his work reside in its being "the most

impure narrative ever written since the world began." Is this his

true stance?

Anyone who has read more than a sampling of Sade's writings
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will, I believe, feel dissatisfied by such a reduction of the discussion

to two alternatives: Sade favors depravity; Sade opposes depravity.

We are dealing not with an ordinary mind but with an already

dissolute one forced by prolonged imprisonment to confront daily

the fascination of its own proliferating phantasms and unable to put

them aside for the ordinary activities of a free man. Unlike the

Princesse de Cleves and Emily Dickinson's poetic persona, who

tempered their ardent impulses according to the revelations of an

utterly lucid imagination, Sade exploited his imagination to stoke

the furnace of his lusts. The elaborate constructs of his fictional

orgies and the running hyperbole of his style leave the impression

of a man engaged in a self-imposed task, a man writing on a bet.

He has wagered with himself and with his persecutors that he can

and will systematically invert every human virtue—above all,

Christian virtue. His repertory of evil will compose so unique a

project as to be completely original and utterly scandalous to his

enemies. He will work his revenge and construct his monument in

a single enterprise. His writings look like the result of the resolve

of an obsessed monarch to build himself a tomb that will command
attention forever to the greatness of his excesses. Sade's personal

excesses were directed primarily toward sodomy and corruption of

the young. His monument celebrates every sexual crime imagina-

ble—literally. Here lies the meaning of his "fanaticism" in adher-

ing to his principles and tastes, the fanaticism defiantly affirmed in

his 1783 letter to his wife. Sade's literary bet grows into a project

of monumental defiance. I have discovered the word gageure ("wa-

ger") only once: in a wager, the Due de Blangis {The 120 Days, 27)

has himself sodomized fifty-five times in one day. Later in the

book, the duke makes, and always wins, a few more bets (pans).

But the sense of a wager—against God, against humanity, against

civilization itself—drives all Sade's heroic characters and the author

himself even more obsessively than Faust's wager drives him.

After Sade's death his works did not disappear; they went un-

derground. His reputation was kept alive by virulent attacks and

by journalistic clucking sounds acknowledging the prurient appeal.

More canny, Sainte-Beuve remarked in 1843 that Byron and Sade

were having an enormous influence on modern writers, "the latter

being clandestine, but not too clandestine." Flaubert and Baude-

laire left brief, vivid statements on Sade in their letters and note-
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books. Symbolists and decadents in France and a few writers like

Swinburne in England encountered Sade's writing without disturb-

ing his clandestine status. But the saga of the Marquis de Sade had

not come to an end. For the tide would turn.

2. Rehabilitating a Prophet

The strong man with the dagger is followed by the

weak man with the sponge.

— Lord Acton

In 1810, the Bibliotheque Nationale began receiving a "legal de-

posit" of every book published in France. In order to accommodate

licentious and obscene works and restrict their readership, the li-

brary created a special collection, which soon received the name of

Enfer or Hell. (American libraries sometimes used the Greek letters

A or Z.) These works formed a kind of official underground; to

consult them, one had to receive special permission. Sade's works

and manuscripts were placed in this well-secured institutionalized

Hell as well as in many private collections. During the nineteenth

century, a few copies circulated under the counter at high prices.

Around 1850, the great French historian Michelet appeared to

have found where to classify Sade in the order of things: as the

ultimate representative of a corrupt monarchy and "professor emer-

itus of crime." "Societies end with these kinds of monsters: the

Middle Ages with a Gilles de Rais, the celebrated child killer; the

Ancien Regime with a Sade, the apostle of murderers" (History of

the French Revolution). The attention of the medical profession to

Sade's life and writings began to modify that outcast status toward

the end of the nineteenth century. Krafft-Ebing's Psychopathia sex-

ualis (1886) coined the word masochism and appropriated sadism,

which had already entered French in the 1830s. It reached English

later. By 1901, in a work called The Marquis de Sade and His Works

Seen by Medical Science and Modern Literature, Dr. Jacobus warned

against the dire effect of reading his "bloody" novels. It was a
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Berlin doctor, Iwan Bloch, who in 1904 unearthed the long-lost

manuscript of The 120 Days ofSodom and published the first limited

and faulty edition as a work related to Krafft-Ebing's case histories.

The scene was now set for Sade's rehabilitation, a tangled intel-

lectual story never fully told. I divide it into four stages.

The first stage covers the first four decades of this century. Dur-

ing the effervescent decade in Paris before World War I, the young

poet Guillaume Apollinaire was recognized as a leader of the avant-

garde. His mastery of free and formal verse, his astonishing, if er-

ratic, erudition, his Rabelaisian imagination, and his close

association with young artists soon to be named the Cubists—this

rare combination of talents did not earn him an adequate living.

His exotic tastes led him to the Enfer of the Bibliotheque Nation-

ale, where he prepared a series of licentious works published under

his editorship. The most important title in the collection, The Work

of the Marquis de Sade: Selections, appeared in 1909 with Apollinaire's

fifty-page introduction commandingly entitled "The Divine Mar-

quis." The fairly reliable biography and summary of major writings

contain a series of ringing statements about Sade's scientific con-

tribution to the psychopathology of sex and about his neglected

cultural significance.

The Marquis de Sade, the freest spirit that has ever lived, had par-

ticular ideas on women and wanted them to be as free as men. . . .

One of the most astonishing men that has ever appeared. . . . This

man, who seems to have countedfor nothing during the whole nine-

teenth century, might become the dominant figure of the 20th*

Just before he died at the age of thirty-eight, Apollinaire met a

young man, Maurice Heine, with whom he made plans to publish

Sade's works. Heine introduced Andre Breton and the Surrealists

to Sade's writings and in 1929 traveled to Berlin to rescue the man-

uscript of The 120 Days of Sodom from the German doctor who had

botched the first edition. Heine set about an ambitious program of

*Apollinaire welcomed hoaxes and mystifications and concocted one himself by
passing off as journalism a totally fictitious account of Walt Whitman's funeral. In

his hyperbolic introduction to Sade, commercial motives and prankishness play a

role. But Apollinaire had also done extensive research to support a seriously argued
literary opinion.
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Sade publication and research. A reliable version of The 120 Days

of Sodom appeared in three volumes between 1931 and 1937. The
first Surrealist Manifesto (1924) mentioned Sade as "surrealist in

sadism." In a lecture delivered at Oxford in 1936, the Communist-

Surrealist poet Paul Eluard called Sade "more lucid and pure than

any other man of his time" (Uevidence poetique). In 1933, the Italian

critic Mario Praz published the original version of The Romantic

Agony, an influential book on decadence, which gives careful and

critical attention to Sade. The following year, a young British an-

thropologist, Geoffrey Gorer, produced the first of three editions

(also 1953 and 1962) of The Life and Ideas of the Marquis de Sade.

This early version emphasized the philosophical and political con-

nections between Sade's ideas and Nazism. Later editions assert

that Sade had a scientific contribution to make to the pathology of

sex. In a brief essay entitled "Beliefs," collected in Ends and Means

(1937), Aldous Huxley devoted two pages to Sade in which he

refers to "the philosophy of meaninglessness carried to its logical

conclusion" and ends with a claim echoing Apollinaire and Eluard.

"De Sade is the one complete and thorough-going revolutionary of

history."

Known mostly by reputation, difficult of access, and surrounded

by an aura of dangerous seductiveness, Sade had the status in this

period of a rare archaeological site with an ancient curse to protect

it. Early Sade scholars resembled explorers of an exotic outpost of

the human record. It is not surprising that they made extravagant

claims about this genuinely extreme case. They did not know then

that Sade's excessive writings and their excessive estimates of him

would fuse into a powerfully infectious intellectual strain. When, a

few decades later, the results of these explorations became com-

mercially profitable, there was no stopping the influx.

During the 1930s, two young French authors were taking Sade

very seriously and very personally. The neo-Nietzschean philoso-

pher Pierre Klossowski studied Sade's "liquidation of the notion of

evil" and his restoration of it in the notion of crime as a form of

forbidden knowledge
—

"

'crime-connaissance." Georges Bataille ex-

pressed outrage at the Surrealists' appropriation of Sade, for they

had no conception of his truly excremental vision and shirked the

duty not just to imagine his excesses but to practice them. (Bataille

had plans for trying out human sacrifice.)



The Divine Marquis I 239

This intermittent attention to Sade over a thirty-year period,

from Apollinaire to 1939, constituted a rumbling, not yet a revival.

The wind really shifted in the decade after World War II. An im-

portant critical work or a new edition appeared almost every year.

In this second stage, Sade was released from confinement in Enfer

and began to be accepted by some publishers and readers alongside

standard literary authors. The list of critics who accomplished this

rehabilitation include some of the most illustrious names of the

period. One could speculate that the gradually revealed horrors that

had been taking place in Germany and the Soviet Union drove

some readers to seek shelter in the imaginary and seemingly harm-

less horrors of Sade. But his rehabilitation remains difficult to ex-

plain. I attribute it more to an eerie post-Nietzschean death wish

in the twentieth century. That death wish seeks absolute liberation,

knowing that it will lead to absolute destruction—physical, moral,

and spiritual. For some, apocalypse exerts a strong attraction.

The most influential and frequently reedited essay of the se-

quence is the earliest—Jean Paulhan's forty-page "The Marquis

de Sade and His Accomplice," written in 1946 as the introduction

to the second edition of The Misfortunes of Virtue, and translated in

the Grove edition of Justine. It opens chattily to reveal "the se-

cret" of the New Testament Gospels: that "Jesus Christ is light of

heart ... he enjoys himself." This preliminary discussion plants the

idea of looking for a new Gospel and for a secret or mystery in

Sade. Paulhan grants briefly that criminals are dangerous and must

be punished. But Sade, in Paulhan's version, was barely a criminal

and, anyway, he "paid, and paid dearly" with thirty years in prison.

Furthermore, criminals in general are more interesting than law-

abiding people. "I mean more unusual, giving more food for

thought." Therefore, Sade deserves sympathetic examination, es-

pecially since, according to Paulhan, there is no more cruelty and

violence in his writings than in Las Casas' The Destruction of the

Indies (1575). The consequences are evident. Preoccupied by

"looking for the sublime in the infamous," our best contemporary

literature is "dominated, determined by Sade as eighteenth-century

tragedy was by Racine." In a rhapsodic sentence filling a page,

Paulhan affirms Sade's "unfaltering demand for the truth" and con-

cludes with a shorter declaration: "His books remind one of the

sacred books of the great religions."
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It would be difficult to surpass that claim, but Paulhan has much

more to say. He produces an anodyne definition of sadism that

reduces its tortures and murders to a selfish version of utilitarian-

ism. "We demand to be happy; we also demand that others be

rather less happy than we are." The closing pages of the essay

return to the first motif of a secret, a mystery.

Sadism, in the final analysis, is probably nothing else than the ap-

proach to and, as it were, the (perhaps maladroit and certainly

odious) testing of a truth so difficult and so mysterious that once it

is acknowledged as such ... [it becomes] instantly and miracu-

lously transparent.

(34)

Behind all the labored disclaimers in that sentence, what truth is

Paulhan talking about? Why the sibylline tone instead of explicit

statement? I surmise that Paulhan thinks Sade revealed the awful

secret that our supreme pleasure can be achieved only through

pain—pain to ourselves and, more commonly, pain inflicted on oth-

ers. But the basic question is not who discovered the phenomenon

but how widely it applies to human beings. Paulhan implies with-

out evidence that sadism is a universal truth and he presents to us

an alluring and essentially innocent Sade, untainted either by the

real crimes he committed himself or by the obsessive outrages

against humanity he imagined and welcomed in thousands of pages

of writing.*

The year after the appearance of Paulhan's essay, his friend

*Paulhan's writings of the period call for a halt to the prosecution of Nazi

collaborators. His reasoning has earned a certain notoriety. The French Resistance

was organized in great part by Communists who, before the war, had sought to

overthrow the French Republic and to collaborate with the Soviet Union. Those

now accused of collaboration with the Germans had served as resistance leaders in

the earlier struggle against Moscow. So where was the moral high ground? Every-

one—except for de Gaulle and company and non-Communist resistants like Paul-

han himself—had sold out to one totalitarian enemy or the other. Paulhan's call

for evenhandedness and amnesty based on the long view of history leads to a moral

helplessness, or abdication, that also characterizes the Sade essay. We cannot con-

demn war criminals when others may have behaved as badly, Paulhan argues.

Accordingly, we cannot condemn Sade, whose writings have made us all his ac-

complices. To understand is to forgive.
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Georges Bataille published in his own review, Critique, an article

on Sade that later became the centerpiece of his book Literature

and Evil (1957). First a sympathizer with Surrealism, then its op-

ponent, Bataille wrote several pornographic novels, founded the

College de Sociologie (with Roger Caillois and Michel Leiris), and

developed a philosophy based on a belief in sacred destruction and

excess—a mystical nihilism close to Nietzsche's cult of Dionysus.

Bataille's thinking and writing carried him toward erotic violence

and human sacrifice and toward the disorder and destruction he

saw in Hitler and Stalin.

Today, Bataille may be best known in intellectual circles for

having proposed an elaborate theory of transgression. Some find

great profundity in it; others, an immature yet sinister perverseness.

For a few privileged individuals (a limitation usually left unstated),

prohibitions on crime and violence exist not so much to inhibit

action as to add zest and intensity to those actions experienced as

transgression. Bataille uses Hegel's dialectical term

—

aufheben—to

make his case. "Transgression should not be confused with a re-

version to 'the state of nature'; it suspends [leve] the prohibition

without suppressing it ... a complicity between the law and break-

ing the law" (L'e'rotisme, 39). Bataille finds the ultimate embodi-

ment of transgression in Sade's writings. By denying any form of

solidarity with other people, transgression expresses itself as "im-

personal egoism"—a strikingly accurate term for both Sade's and

Bataille's outlook.*

*The introduction to Eroticism contains some unblinking declarations."To vi-

olate is the secret of eroticism. On any scale, eroticism is the domain of violence,

of violation." In the notes, Bataille explains that he means both physical and moral
violence. "Eroticism is born of interdiction, it lives on interdiction" (695). These
seemingly analytical statements carry a programmatic message. If all erotic behavior
is by definition transgressive and violent, then there is no such thing as perverted
or pathological eroticism, just as there is no normal, nonviolent, loving eroticism.

Like Kinsey {Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, 1948, which Bataille had read with
care), Bataille has attempted to demonstrate that no sexual behavior is deviant and
everything is permitted. But he salvages the feeling of sinfulness in order to main-
tain the excitement of naughtiness. Furthermore, Bataille suffers from a strong

physical revulsion in the domain of sexuality. "The body is a thing; it is vile." He
links erotic activity not to reproduction or to pleasure but to pain and death.

Bataille's shocking treatment of his wife and daughter can be documented in

Marcel Mor6, G. Bataille et la mort de Laure.

The most reliable author of our day on sadomasochist behavior, the medical
doctor and psychoanalyst Robert J. Stoller, wrote extensively and understandingly
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A century earlier, Baudelaire gave lyric expression to transgres-

sion in large segments of The Flowers of Evil. The title expresses

metaphorically what emerges unadorned in the last line of "The

Unremediable":

Tete a tete sombre et limpide

Qu 'un coeur devenu son miroir!

Puits de Verite, clair et noir,

Ou tremble une etoile livide,

Un phare ironique, infernal,

Flambeau des graces sataniques,

Soulagement et gloire uniques,

—La conscience dans le Mai!

("L*Irremediable")

Dark confrontation of the heart!

Once it becomes his [the Devil's] looking-glass,

A well of Truth, a black morass

Where one pale trembling counterpart,

Dancing firebrand of the Devil,

Comfort and glory of the mind,

Shines like a lighthouse for the blind

—Conscience wallowing in Evil!

(ir. Walter Martin)

In his book on Baudelaire, Sartre reproaches the poet for holding on

to a sense of sin and evil as dramatic lighting for the sordidness of his

life. Sartre presents this attitude as a classic case of "bad faith."

When Bataille reviewed Sartre's book on Baudelaire, he could not

escape the evidence. "Sartre is right: Baudelaire chose to be guilty.

about violence and violation in S&M haunts in San Francisco. After twenty years

of such research, Stoller did not lose his perspective. The opening pages of Pain

and Passion (1991) insist that "the desire to harm others" is not the secret or the

principle of all eroticism. Hostility and hurt in sex represent "aberrant behavior"

and a "perversion"—a word that Stoller insisted on maintaining.
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like a child." Bataille wishes to be guilty also: His own theory of

transgression is childish, a refurbished secular form of sin to keep life

interesting for select intellectuals with kinky tastes.

In a 1947 essay entitled "Sade," a key to much of his later writ-

ing, Bataille quotes Swinburne, Apollinaire, and Paulhan in support

of Sade's genius and of the significance and beauty of his literary

works. Bataille approaches the crux of his argument in a long pas-

sage on Sade's "moral situation."

Very differentfrom his heroes in that he showedhuman feelings, Sade

experienced states offrenzy and ecstasy which seemed to him in many

ways possible for all. He judged that he could not or should not

eliminate from life these dangerous states, to which insurmountable

desire led him. Instead offorgetting them in his normal state, as is

the custom, he dared to look them right in the eye and faced the

enormous challenge they pose to all men. . . . In the solitude ofprison

Sade gave thefirst reasoned expression to these uncontrollable move-

ments, on whose negation consciousness has founded the social edi-

fice—and the image of man.

(La LITT£RATURE ET LE MAL, 141)

Here is a defense brief for the worst criminal conduct that might

lurk behind Mr. Hyde's "undignified pleasures." Behind the claims

about Sade's daring and originality, Bataille has introduced with

the phrases "insurmountable desire" and "uncontrollable move-

ments" a theory of fate or determinism tinged with admiration

—

the idea that Sade and his fictional heroes should not be held

responsible for their actions. The next paragraph describes how the

frenzied excesses of The 120 Days of Sodom soil, blaspheme, and

demolish everything in sight. But for Bataille, Sade has grasped the

truth.

In reality, this book is the only one in which the mind of man mea-

sures up to what is. The language of 1 20 Days of Sodom is that

of a universe in slow and sure decline, which tortures and destroys

the totality of beings to which it gave life.

(143)
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"What is," then, means the total destruction of everything, a dream

that rivals God's power to create everything. Bataille also quotes

Paulhan on "seeing the sublime in the infamous, and greatness in

the subversive." Bataille would have us conclude that Sade's most

depraved scenes of systematic perversion, torture, and murder con-

stitute a new sublime—like the wild beauty of violent storms and

terrifying precipices in nature: elevating spectacles. The editors of

Bataille's writings in English translation refer to them as "liberat-

ing."

A few years later when Albert Camus was writing a study of

rebellion and murder in the contemporary world, he found he had

to assign a major place to Sade. In The Rebel (1951), Camus does

not share the enthusiasm of Paulhan and Bataille for Sade's works.

He concentrates on the life. Camus' fourteen carefully written

pages on Sade acknowledge him as the first "metaphysical rebel"

—

against God, against man, against everything. He rebels in the

name of absolute freedom, which, according to Sade, warrants all

crimes, including murder. The discussion of Sade, the first and

longest devoted to any individual figure in The Rebel, presents him

as a negative example. For Camus, Sade got everything wrong.

Sade's success in our day is explained by the dream that he had in

common with contemporary thought: the demand for total freedom

and dehumanization coldly planned by the intelligence. . . . Two cen-

turies ahead of time and on a reduced scale, Sade extolled totalitar-

ian societies in the name of unbridledfreedom.

(46-47)

By the end of The Rebel, we understand the meaning of Bataille's

"in reality." Camus wants no part of Sade's absolutism and ni-

hilism. "If rebellion could found any philosophy, it would be a

philosophy of limits." Camus' sobering paradoxes of freedom ex-

press profound annoyance with intellectual fashions that promote

Sade, yet a puzzling indifference to writings that have inspired

those fashions.

Simone de Beauvoir's eighty-page tract "Must We Burn Sade?"

(1952) nowhere mentions Camus. But its timing associates it with

the great public joust between Camus and Sartre over the criticisms
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of Stalinism in The Rebel. Half-rebutting Camus on Sade, Beauvoir

belittles the biographical figure and fastens on the writings. "Sade's

eroticism doesn't lead to murder but to literature." Unimpressed

by Sade's "original intuition" that coitus and cruelty are identical,

she begins with a blanket judgment. "Neither in his life nor in his

work does he surmount the contradictions of solipsism."

But Sade has worked his wiles on Beauvoir, and her argument

falters.

Thanks to his stubborn sincerity, even though he is neither a skillful

artist nor a coherent philosopher, Sade deserves to be acknowledged

as a great moralist.
*

[Sade] approves of vendetta, not of courts ofjustice; one can kill

but notjudge.

The immense merit of Sade is to proclaim the truth of man against

any escape mechanism of abstraction and alienation.

By the end, the solipsist has become a realist "attached to the

concrete world." Beauvoir discerns well enough that Sade's "truth"

amounts to egoism bordering on madness. But she has not decided

how to respond to his challenge and concludes lamely that "The
supreme value of his testimony is that it troubles us."t

This second, decidedly mixed stage of Sade's rehabilitation co-

incided with the relaxation of censorship and obscenity standards

in France, the United Kingdom, and the United States. The trials

during the 1950s and 1960s concerning Fanny Hill, Lady Chatterley's

Lover, and (in Paris) four of Sade's most licentious books opened

the way for legal publication and distribution of all Sade's works

in inexpensive editions. Financial profit added new excitement to

the celebration. Grove Press in the United States invested heavily

in a long-term project to translate Sade.

*In French, moraliste means not so much moralizing person as author of reflec-

tions on human customs and on the human condition, like Montaigne and Pascal.

tWe must not overlook the melodramatic circumstances of the Camus-Sartre
controversy during which the essay was written. I am convinced that for Beauvoir

Sade becomes the symbol or analogue of Stalinism. She perceives the horror of

both but is not yet ready to denounce or reject them.
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The third stage of Sade's rehabilitation began in the 1960s. It

moved increasingly toward vindication and became a torrent of

writings. In his preface to the The Misfortunes of Virtue in 1965, Gil-

bert Lely speaks of the transformation of Sade's works from "mon-

strous and criminal" into "masterpieces of French literature." The
same year Yale French Studies published a special number on Sade,

and Klossowski, one of the first in the field, added a revisionist

lecture to his earlier articles to form a probing yet cryptic volume,

Sade mon prochain ("Sade my neighbor," 1967). Two new biogra-

phies in English appeared a few years later, and many women
joined the fray on Sade's side in the 1970s and 1980s.

One of the most significant essays on Sade, first published in

German in 1944 and not translated into English until 1972, slipped

sideways into the debate at about this time. The two major foun-

ders of the Frankfort school of sociology, Max Horkheimer and

Theodore Adorno, include in The Dialectic of Enlightenment a forty-

page excursus entitled "Juliette or Enlightenment and Morality."

Their prose is by no means easy to follow, and they make the

serious error of classifying Sade as a bourgeois rather than an aris-

tocratic figure. But like Klossowski, they are wrestling with a de-

mon. The argument is tantalizing.

They maintain that anyone who accepts Kant's attempt to derive

morality from reason is a "superstitious fool." Only Sade discovers

a moral order based on the self-preservation of the bourgeois in-

dividual. In their elaborate organization "without any substantive

goal," Sade's orgies should be seen as a form of "modern sport,"

the free play of reason. They offer us "the pleasure of attacking

civilization with its own weapons"—that is, with systematic rational

planning. In the elegiac and murky closing pages, the authors seem

to be saying that Sade shows us the true face of Enlightenment

reason—cruelty as greatness, totalitarian-state socialism, and the

Homeric epic of domination. It is unclear whether we are to admire

this prospect or to take fright at it. Horkheimer's and Adorno's

ambivalence toward Sade corresponds to the ambivalence of the

entire book toward the collapsed project of Enlightenment reason.

The other major figure of this period of the Sade revival shows

no such uncertainty about how we are to interpret Sade's historic

role. Michel Foucault presents as fundamental for the emergence

of the modern era out of seventeenth-century classicism the fact
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that Sade revealed to us the truth about man's relation to nature.

Foucault plants his declarations at crucial junctures in his two major

works of 1961 and 1966. These four passages reveal the usually

obscured center of his ethos.

Sadism . . . is a massive culturalfact that appeared precisely at the

end of the eighteenth century and that constitutes one of the greatest

conversions of the occidental imagination . . . madness of desire, the

insane delight of love and death in the limitless presumption of ap-

petite.

{Madness and Civilization, 210)

Through Sade and Goya, the Western world received the possibility

of transcending its reason in violence. . . .

(Madness and Civilization, 285)

After Sade, violence, life and death, desire, and sexuality will extend,

below the level of representation, an immense expanse of darkness,

which we are now attempting to recover . . . in our discourse, in our

freedom, in our thought.

{The Order of Things, 211)

Among the mutations that have affected the knowledge of things . . .

only one, which began a century and a half ago . . . has allowed the

figure of man to appear.

(The Order of Things, 386)

The last quotation from the final page of The Order of Things does

not allude to Sade by name. But, in association with the other

passages and in context, there can be little doubt that the great

cultural "mutation" welcomed by Foucault refers directly to Sade's

moral philosophy and to its actual practice in life. "A Preface to

Transgression," Foucault's 1963 essay, appropriates Bataille's par-

adoxes in order to glorify Sade's transgressive language. The in-

cantatory writing of the essay veers often into incoherence and
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mystification. We should be fully aware of Foucault's outlook be-

hind the flamboyant style. For him, Sade is our saviour.

During this third stage, few writers warned against the rush to

revive Sade as our new prophet and savior. But before the liber-

tarian seething of the 1960s had reached full pitch, one well-

informed book appeared that for the first time gave unblinking

attention to Sade as a thinker, placing him in the context of

eighteenth-century intellectual history. In Lester G. Crocker's Na-

ture and Culture: Ethical Thought in the French Enlightenment (1963),

Sade is accepted into the big league of philosophical thinkers with

Hobbes, Hume, Voltaire, and Diderot. After the sections on "Nat-

ural Law," "Moral Sense Theories," and "The Utilitarian Synthe-

sis," Sade occupies Crocker's stage nearly alone for forty pages on

"The Nihilist Dissolution." Sade's ideas are cited throughout the

book. On the other hand, Crocker denies to Sade any originality in

ideas or literary form. As evidence, he offers us a series of quota-

tions from La Mettrie's Le bonheur (1748), a book Sade read with

care.

In regard to felicity, right and wrong are quite indifferent . . . a per-

son who gets greater satisfaction from doing wrong will be happier

than anyone who gets lessfrom doing good . . . there is a special kind

of happiness which can be found in vice, and in crime itself.

Let pollution and orgasm make your soul, if it is possible, as

sticky and lascivious as your body . . . I urge only to peace of mind

in crime.

Sade could find in La Mettrie's ideas the equivalent in philosophy

of the Terror in political history. D'Argens and L'Abbe Dulaurans,

also familiar to Sade, wrote novels almost as licentious and egoistic

as his. But Crocker affirms that Sade was the first to construct a

"complete system of nihilism with all its implications, ramifications,

and consequences. . . . Nihilism is the worm at the core of our cul-

ture. It is the flaw we must constantly overcome." Crocker's thesis

owes much to Camus. The synopsis and quotation of Sade's ideas

on nature and culture gradually describe a philosophical system as

scandalously inhuman as the criminal acts enacted in the novels.
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Crocker even appears to have found the elusive "truth" so many

have pointed to in Sade.

Justice is the supreme folly , for it bids us to attend to the interests of

others, not to our own. In actual practice, we find "Just" whatever

is in our interest, according as we are weak or strong. . . . And why,

Sade demands, should we hidefrom ourselves such a truth?

(410-11)

Crocker fails to mention how many of these arguments were made

by Callicles—and answered by Socrates—in Plato's Gorgias.

Crocker skillfully points out the contradictions in Sade's nihilistic

synthesis that annul it as a tenable philosophical position. For

Crocker, Sade was "the first to face the failure of rationalism" and

"foretold the course of the crisis of Western civilization." No other

discussion of Sade's ideas in their historical context, not even in

French, rivals Crocker's for concision and clarity. Unfortunately, he

accepts the hackneyed opinion that Sade's "sexology" has a con-

tribution to make to modern psychology.

Crocker was a leading scholar of eighteenth-century French let-

ters and philosophy. Roland Barthes, one of the influential mattres

a penser of the 1960s and 1970s, held the Chair of Semiotics at the

College de France, a position created especially for him. In pub-

lishing Sade, Fourier, Loyola (1971), Barthes seized upon Sade as a

subject for opposite reasons and with opposite effect. Crocker chose

Sade to occupy the nihilist niche in his analysis of ethical thought

in Enlightenment France and thus assigned him a place in the

history of Western philosophy. Barthes needed Sade (flanked by

Fourier and Loyola) to provide the final test and proof of his se-

miotic system, which interprets all writing as belonging to a plea-

surable edifice of signs unrelated to reality and beyond moral

judgment. I believe that Sade would not have been pleased by

Barthes' conversion of his works into "texts," into a harmless set

of linguistic structures and grammatical devices, a mere combina-

tion of words with no impact on our lives. More accurately, Sade

would have been incensed by Barthes' cavalier defanging of his

life's work.

Barthes' preface goes right to work to obliterate Horace's classic
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notion of literary works as duke et utile
—"both pleasing and instruc-

tive." In Barthes' quiet revolution, the first word simply usurps the

second.

The pleasure of reading something guarantees its truth. By reading

texts rather than works, by approaching them so as to seek not their

"content" or their philosophy but their delight in writing, I can hope

to remove Sade, Fourier, and Loyola from their usual sponsorship

[caution]; / try to disperse or avoid the moral discourse that has

grown up around each of them.

Barthes says that he will "steal" them away from the all-pervading

bourgeois ideology in order to listen to the violence of their "ex-

cess ... as writing."

After the mannerisms and analytic tricks of his earlier critical

work, S/Z, this triple study displays Barthes' full resourcefulness as

a reader. He has spotted genuine correlations of organization and

style among Sade, Fourier, and Loyola. Barthes' allocation of pages

and the outline of chapters suggests that his greatest concern is to

rescue Sade from any censorious judgment. After a masterful in-

ventory7 of Sade's "protocols"—hidden strongholds, food and dress,

money, character portraits—he proceeds to treat Sade's most hor-

rible episodes as mere permutations on erotic postures perfectly

comparable to a language using words and grammar to form sen-

tences. Everything reduces to a set of codes, and "the sentence . .

.

converts the network of crime into a marvellous tree [of erotic ram-

ifications]." One example Barthes gives of these ingenious lan-

guage constructions fits into a single succinct sentence out of Sade.

"In order to unite incest, adultery, sodomy, and sacrilege, he bug-

gered his married daughter with the host." Barthes wants it to

sound as ordinary as algebra or a crossword puzzle.

Barthes concludes that Sade writes true "poetry," a displace-

ment of ordinary language by pure "writing." He contends that

since Sade engages in no kind of mimesis or imitation and practices

no realism, since the depraved and criminal Juliette is made merely

"of paper" or of words, and is "not frightening because inconceiv-

able in reality," we have no reason to condemn or censor these

writings. In his view, they merely tell stories and play brilliantly
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imaginative word games that give us much pleasure. We might be

playing Scrabble.

But Barthes could not fully defang Sade's writings by placing

them in a refurbished art for art's sake tradition. Having read

Barthes' writing on Sade as well as that of others, the Italian poet

and radical Communist, Pier Paolo Pasolini adapted a Sade novel

for what turned out to be his last and most scandalous film, Said,

or The 120 Days of Sodom (1975). The garish publicity surrounding

the film's release mingled with the revulsion provoked by the bru-

tal street murder that ended Pasolini's bruised life as an avowed

cruising homosexual. Possibly the most deliberately outrageous

mainstream film ever produced, Said depicts cruel sexual perver-

sions so rigorously enforced that the one rebellious moment of or-

dinary heterosexual love is immediately punished by execution of

both parties. It is not a comic scene. These ghoulish episodes of

coprophilia, sodomy, and torture explicitly enacted are linked by

the setting to fascism in its last throes. Pasolini's many statements

imply that he saw the unrelenting obscenity and violence of the

film as an attack on "the Power"—that is, the commodification of

everything, including sex. Said can also be seen as an extreme in-

stance of that very power in the form of calculated provocation and

scandal.

An Asian author and a European director collaborated to revive

Sade in a less explicit and more subtle fashion than did Pasolini's

film. The Japanese writer Yukio Mishima, who committed hari-kari

in 1970, published Madame de Sade in 1965. The circling dialogue

among six women keeps the Marquis de Sade offstage while his

devoted wife repeatedly refers to him as golden-haired, tender,

sweet, and loving. Then at the end of the play (which omits the

fact that she dropped him utterly when he was released from

prison), she collects into a revealing coda most of the Promethean

and Faustian pronouncements made about Sade in the twentieth

century. "He is the freest man in the world. ... He piles evil on

evil, and mounts on top. A little more effort will allow his fingers

to touch eternity. . . . [He has] created holiness from the filth he

has gathered."

Staged in Swedish by Ingmar Bergman in the 1990s, the play

earned international acclaim as a theatrical masterpiece. The Sade

rehabilitation had proceeded so successfully that no critic I read
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was prepared to question the premises and the purport of the play.

The drama critic of The New Yorker, John Lahr, called the per-

formance a "noble" evening and then turned his attention to

monsieur, not to madame. "Perversion became an act not of de-

basement but of discovery . . . evil itself becomes a miracle."

After Pasolini, Mishima, and Bergman had thrown the doors

open even wider, celebration of Sade's depraved universe became

almost commonplace. One frenzied celebrant, Camille Paglia, does

not hesitate in Sexual Personae (1990) to quote utterly explicit pas-

sages from Sade that illustrate the link between sexual pleasure

and acts of torture and murder. On this basis, she sees Sade as "a

great writer and philosopher whose absence from university curric-

ula illustrates the timidity and hypocrisy of the liberal humanities."

But Paglia also relies on the same alibi of aesthetic distance as does

Barthes.* Here, art entails no responsibilities; it escapes judgment.

"Literature's endless murders and disasters are there for contem-

plation, not moral lesson." After a particularly horrible quotation,

she writes: "Remember, these are ideas, not acts." Or she empha-

sizes Sade's "comic gratuitousness." But somehow Sade comes to

count for a great deal. In followers like Paglia, he has found a cult.

The fourth stage of Sade's rehabilitation constitutes final con-

secration. We have now encountered claims that Sade was the fre-

est of all revolutionaries, the inventor of a new sublime, a great

moralist of transgression, and a poetic word artist with no moral

dimension. His consecration as a standard author among the mas-

ters took place twice, first in 1989 in the pages of A New History of

French Literature, edited by Denis Hollier of Yale University and

published by the Harvard University Press. In this revisionist his-

tory, three hundred five-page entries focus successively on a precise

date at which a literary event took place—often the publication of

a major work. In the seventeenth century, for example, Corneille,

Moliere, and Racine each qualify for one full entry, Saint-Simon

for none. Out of nine centuries of writing, only one author merits

two full entries in this book: the Marquis de Sade.

Summer 1791 is chosen for inclusion because of the appearance

of Justine, anonymously. After comparing Justine to Voltaire's Can-

*The fact that Paglia savagely attacks Barthes and Foucault on many scores

does not prevent her from accompanying them on the Sade rehabilitation project.
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dide, Chantal Thomas speaks of Sade's novel as "a particularly ad-

mirable example of this dynamic of terror" and links it to popular

histoires tragiques "written to restore the reader's virtue through the

spectacle of vice." "Passions in Sade, though undoubtedly exces-

sive and systematically transgressive, are never implausible." Ap-

parently, Thomas had neglected to read Barthes. She also has her

version of truth in Sade.

The libertine confronts an ineluctable truth, that of the absolute ego-

ism of pleasure. . . . Thanks to this indifference, which is precisely

what does not exist in what is commonly called Sadism, a principle

of detachment, a lightness, underlies Sade's writing.

(583)

Let us not be misled. The sangfroid Sade advocates in carrying out

the most bestial tortures consists in the systematic elimination of

all feeling for other people, in favor of infantile egoistic pleasure.

The cold-bloodedness of Sade's sadism resembles sheer depravity,

whose heavy hand displays no "lightness"—least of all in any sense

connoted by Milan Kundera's novel The Unbearable Lightness of Be-

ing. Thomas concludes: "Contrary to all received opinion, Sade's

name should in fact evoke the image of innocence victimized."

One learns to scrutinize carefully any sentence containing the

words in fact.

The 1791 entry in the Harvard New History carries the title

"Pleasure, Perversion, Danger." The March 1931 entry, entitled

"Sadology," picks up the story with Maurice Heine's corrected edi-

tion of The 120 Days of Sodom. Carolyn J. Dean, the author of these

pages, traces the rediscovery of Sade in the twentieth century and

begins by quoting Apollinaire's prophecy that Sade would become

its "dominant figure." Dean does not pause to question. "[Apolli-

naire] was right. . . . Sade would now be praised as an unhypocrit-

ical—albeit extreme—expression of nature, testifying to the variety

and complexity of natural impulses rather than to an individual

pathological depravity." Without a murmur, the sentence swallows

as true Sade's running claims about the naturalness of all the crimes

he advocated and described. A later phrase of Dean's refers almost

in passing to "the horrifying, inassimilable core of his experience,
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linking sexuality not to pleasure but to terror." Precisely. Like most

of those associated with Sade's rehabilitation, Dean welcomes this

association of sex with selfishness, cruelty, crime, and murder.

After these encomiums, Dean's last sentence tries to hoist itself

back into the world of realities. "During the 1930s the surrealists'

celebration of Sade began to appear terribly naive in the face of a

kind of political violence that seemed to replicate some of Sade's

horrible scenarios" (894). This hesitant demurrer follows two pages

vigorously arguing the opposite case. Naive is a singularly meek

word to apply to a dreadful misjudgment. Furthermore, the stric-

ture applies far less to the Surrealists than to later champions such

as Bataille and Blanchot, whose writings justify this entry on "Sa-

dology."

Both the 1791 and the 1931 entries in A New History of French

Literature nod briefly toward the sheer horror of Sade's writings and

then belittle it through the use of a trivializing concessive. Thomas

writes: ".
. . though undoubtedly excessive and systematically trans-

gressive." Dean's version is more succinct: "—albeit extreme—."

Thus they relegate the center, Sade's inhuman excesses, to the

periphery and talk about him in terms of acceptable abstract con-

cepts such as nature, transgression, irony, creativity, and "the tri-

umph of desire over objective reality." This new history attempts

to present Sade as a dominant and admirable figure in French lit-

erature.

Sade's second consecration consists in his publication in 1990 in

the respected and handsomely printed French series, the Biblio-

theque de la Pleiade. The honor corresponds to an artist's work

being admitted to the Louvre. Michel Delon's lengthy introduc-

tion, which justifies Sade's selection for the series, traces the partial

disappearance and later reappearance of his writings. It also lays

out for those who read carefully an argument in favor of Sade that

sometimes prevaricates and sometimes tells all. Sade's works, De-

Ion says at the start, have rallied around his cause all those opposed

to the institution of literature. Romantics, decadents, esthetes, Sur-

realists, the Tel Quel group—all these writers "have encouraged

[conforte] their refusal of the bourgeois order and of moral dogma-

tism by reading [Sade's] novels that obliterate good conscience."

All of this, it goes without saying, is a good thing in Delon's eyes.

At the end, he invokes Michel Foucault in favor of Sade and im-



The Divine Marquis I 255

plies that Foucault's evaluation of Sade is based on aesthetic ap-

preciation, as one might admire a string quartet. Delon does not

mention Foucault's ringing endorsement of Sade's moral nihilism.

This omission is partly restored by Delon's own view of how aes-

thetics usurps morality. "If the beautiful is content to imitate na-

ture as codified by the Ancients, the sublime must strike us in the

manner of savage and undisciplined nature, the nature that un-

leashes storms and volcanoes, the nature that drives pyromaniacs

and torturers" (Sade, Pleiade, lvi). After this defense of the sub-

limity of crime exactly echoing Sade and Bataille, Delon's closing

sentences exult over the restitution of Sade to great literature.

"Sade inaugurates in literature an era of suspicion toward every

power and toward every discourse. . . . Without banalisation, with-

out provocation, Sade belongs in the Bibliotheque de la Pleiade."

Is it possible that the India paper, limp leather binding, and

scholarly apparatus of the Pleiade edition can transform Sade into

an author to be read along with Dickens, Balzac, and Melville with

pleasure and profit by our own children? "The strong man with

the dagger is followed by the weak man with the sponge." Does

Lord Acton's quip about history apply to literature? Almost all the

literary and philosophical discussions of Sade I have mentioned

sponge away the depravity and the bloodiness of his narratives by

considering only his ideas. The Pleiade edition will let it all show,

will withhold no horrors. But our task as readers has only begun.

For after the rehabilitation and the double consecration, we will do

well to look carefully in order to find out whether, inside the hand-

some binding, the dagger is still at the ready and what it is pointed

at.*

*Since Sade's consecration, large numbers of books and articles have continued

to appear that seek to reinforce his status as a "canonical" author. In many cases,

it is difficult to decide whether the critic is profoundly naive about human nature,

or disingenuous, or both. Peter Cryle's Geometry in the Boudoir, for example, wishes

to emphasize literary tradition. The book examines "classical erotic literature" as

a genre according to Gadamer, Sade's narrative techniques of counting, geometriz-

ing, and modeling, and the whole vexed question of "canon formation." Nowhere,

in a study intensely aware of Sade's sustained seduction of the reader through the

appeals of writing, does Cryle try to reckon with Sade's message, with what his

teachings mean to our lives. Cryle deals confidently with form and simply ignores

the challenge of Sade's content. Or so it appears. Through such approaches, Sade

is now being taught in a number of colleges and universities.
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In order to approach this task, I treat two specific cases of the

probable influence of Sade's ideas and narrative scenes on an ex-

ceptional personality and then go on to a direct consideration of

Sade's works. It makes a long way around. But I believe that the

detour serves to open our eyes to the full significance of his case.

3. The Moors Murders Case

The couple's name was Smith. Their call at 6:00 a.m. on October

7, 1965, to the Staleybridge police station in Hyde, near Manches-

ter, England, was answered by Constable Antrobus. We are not now

entering the burlesque world of Ionesco or Thornton Wilder, who
use precisely these names in their plays. David Smith, a seventeen-

year-old husband with a police record for violence, had decided to

report to the police what he had been lured by a close friend to

witness the previous night: a gory ax murder. Smith had accom-

panied Myra, his wife's sister, back to her apartment just before

midnight and had walked in on a scene that had been staged in

part for his benefit by Myra's boyfriend and Smith's own buddy

Ian Brady. For months, Brady had been initiating first Myra and

then Smith into a universe of crime and murder through lengthy

discussions, books of sadomasochist exploits, and Nazi propaganda.

That evening, Brady killed a homosexual youth in front of Smith

and tried to get him to participate. After helping to clean up, Smith

went home. A few hours later, he and his wife, both terrified, de-

cided to report the crime and thus turn in their closest friend and

a family member. Later, during the enormous publicity of the trial,

at which he was star witness, newspapers paid Smith substantial

sums of money for interviews and exclusive stories. The defense

tried hard to implicate Smith in the murder he had witnessed and

reported.

Thus began the Moors murder trial of 1966 in the beautiful

medieval walled town of Chester. Given massive coverage in the

English newspapers, it appalled the public for three weeks. The
previous months' investigations had unearthed two earlier murders

of even younger victims, whose bodies had been buried on the

nearby Saddleworth moor. For my account, I have relied on the
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almost daily articles in The Times (London) from April 19 through

May 17, 1966, as well as on subsequent books.

Less than two years earlier, in November 1963, Brady and Myra

Hindley had lured John Kilbride, fourteen, to their apartment and

subjected him to "sexual interference, shortly before he was

killed," according to the medical examiner. Brady photographed

Hindley standing on the fresh grave on the moors. Two years later,

after the murder of the homosexual boy, they abducted Leslie Ann

Downey, ten, on Boxing Day (December 26) from a fair. In Hin-

dley's apartment, they gagged and stripped the child and tape-

recorded her pleas and screams while Brady took pornographic

photographs of her and killed her—probably by smothering. The

photographs, shown to the jury, are not described in newspaper

accounts. The photography expert, who testified that they were

taken with Brady's camera, could say only that "no adjective in the

English language is appropriate" for these pictures. When the

sixteen-minute live tape recording of Leslie Ann Downey was

played from the well of the courtroom in total silence, the jurors

heard footsteps, muffled voices, some clear pleading such as

"Please, God help me. . . . Please, Mum. . . . What are you going to

do with me? ... I want to see my mummy," whimpering, and then

horrible screams. Two women in the public gallery covered their

ears. Other people in the courtroom contained their feelings until

they heard the Christmas bells and music Brady and Hindley had

dubbed in at the end: "Jolly Old Saint Nicholas." At the opening

of the trial, a defense motion had been granted to remove all

women from the jury and replace them with men.

Four times during the trial, the attorney general, acting as pros-

ecutor, referred to the collection of fifty books found in a suitcase,

including Orgies of Torture and Brutality, History of Torture through

the Ages, Sexual Anomalies, Cradle of Erotica, Geoffrey Gorer's The

Life and Ideas of the Marquis de Sade, and Hitler's Mein Kampf On
April twentieth he read out of "an orange colored book" Sade's

defense of murder as "necessary, never criminal." Smith identified

the passage as one read aloud to him by Brady, who admired Sade's

works and praised him as "a good author." The next day, the de-

fense cross-examined Smith about his indoctrination by Brady and

read passages out of Smith's notebook. "Mr. Hooson asked Smith

to turn to page 24 and read: 'Rape is not a crime, it is a state of
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mind. Murder is a hobby, and a supreme pleasure.' Smith replied,

'That is not my mind. This is I surmise the mind of the Marquis

de Sade' " (April 23).

Brady later acknowledged his ownership of the books in the

suitcase. On May second, the prosecution returned to the Evans

murder, reported by Smith, which opened the whole case. Brady

is being cross-examined.

the attorney general: But there was nothing more sordid

than killing this boy? — Yes. But it depends on how you think.

You don V go with the view of the Marquis de Sade on these views

on murder, do you? —/ have read de Sade and it's Smith 's book.

You have read it and enjoyed it. —Yes.

And approved of it?—Some of it.

And the bits about murder? —No.

The Attorney General then referred Brady to a list of books which

he said he did not want to read out. He asked Brady: "They are all

squalid pornographic books?'"

brady: They cannot be called pornographic. They can be bought at

any bookstall.

(May 3)

Throughout the trial, all the participants maintained a meticulous

courtesy except Brady and Hindley, who were alternately stubborn

and defiant. Their lawyers tried hard to implicate Smith and to taint

his evidence. Apparently, the tape, the photographs, and the other

evidence convinced the jury. In two hours and fourteen minutes,

it convicted Brady on three murder counts and Hindley on two.

Because of recent legislation abolishing capital punishment, they

escaped hanging and are still serving multiple life sentences.

The Moors trial decided the question of guilt on the charge of

murder. It did not try to establish any conclusions about two mat-

ters raised at several points and left unresolved: the extent and

nature of sexual molestation that accompanied the murders and the

degree of influence on the accused of the books named and quoted

in court. Smith, under intense pressure from Brady to open his

mind to murder and other crimes, testified that he vomited when

he returned home after witnessing the murder of Evans. Asked why
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a few hours later he called the police and reported his best friends,

Smith answered: "I could never have lived with myself." That

ultimate cliche also contains a succinct description of what used to

be called the voice of one's conscience. Socrates in the Euthyphro

and the Apology says he relied constantly on a "divine sign." The
intended corruption of Smith, far from a model character or citizen

to begin with, came up against a limit, human or divine, that Brady

and Hindley had left far behind.

Halfway through the trial, a columnist in The New Statesman mea-

sured the newspaper coverage of the event during the first week.

The Express led with 690 column inches—about four full columns

(not tabloid size) per day, starting on the front page. The Times

held itself to half that. Editorial writers worried about the harm

such uncontrolled reporting might have on the public. Having at-

tended the trial, Pamela Hansford Johnson published a probing

book the following year. On Iniquity (1967) opens with a careful

recapitulation of the murders as reconstructed from courtroom tes-

timony. Johnson reflects on the moral questions raised by the

events, particularly on the relations between affectlessness in many

lives and the stimulus to the imagination of obscene and porno-

graphic writings. At the extreme point of this deeply troubled book,

Johnson wonders if "cruelty, like crime, is imitative." In Beyond

Belief, published the same year, the playwright Emlyn Williams

composed a semifictionalized narrative of Brady's early life and

crimes. Williams' conjectural scenes, though plausible, carry less

weight than his documenting of Brady's steady consumption of vi-

olent crime films and of books on Nazism and on or by Sade.

As Johnson predicted, when the Moors murders disappeared

from the headlines, they seemed to fall almost totally out of public

consciousness. Newspapers in the United States gave compara-

tively little space to the trial. They would have the opportunity

before many years passed to deal with an even more ghastly case.

4. Ted Bundy's Sermon

In January 1989, after ten years of legal maneuvering and last-

minute stays, the state of Florida prepared to execute by electro-
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cution a convicted serial killer aged forty-two. Ted Bundy's

ail-American appearance and fluent speech seemed to magnify the

horror of his abductions, rapes, bludgeonings, and strangulations.

Here was a role model gone astray. When the NBC nightly news

reported the early-morning execution and the ghoulish revelries

that had greeted it in Starke, Florida (placards read: burn, bundy

burn; roast in peace), the program included clips of an interview

with Bundy taped the previous afternoon. Viewers were encour-

aged to stay tuned for the full interview a few minutes later on

Inside Edition. Watching it, some people had the feeling that Bundy

had survived his own death, that the monster had come back to

haunt us through an electronic afterlife. Or was the Bundy inter-

view the modern equivalent of holding up on a pike for the blood-

thirsty crowd Bundy's severed and dripping head? In any case, for

half an hour he answered at length brief and leading questions from

Dr. James Dobson, a Christian evangelist from Pomona, California,

president of Focus on the Family, and a trained psychologist.

Born illegitimate, the young man sometimes called the "Preppie

Killer" had a highly stressful childhood in Philadelphia in the house

of a tyrannical grandfather. When he was four, his mother moved

with him to Washington State, married, and had a family. Bundy

grew up in a modest, suburban, churchgoing household in Tacoma.

He did all right in school, excelled at psychology at the University

of Washington, and failed at law school. He had learned about be-

ing illegitimate and had been rebuffed by one beautiful upper-class

girl. Bundy worked for the Seattle Crime Prevention Advisory

Committee and during two campaigns impressed Republicans with

his talents and his promise. Meanwhile, unknown to anyone,

Bundy had been abducting, sexually abusing, mutilating, and then

throttling young women with long dark hair, usually students. Dur-

ing the 1970s, at least forty victims in four states fell into the hands

of this attractive confidence man, perhaps over one hundred. Ar-

rested and convicted in Utah in 1977 for aggravated kidnapping,

he later escaped in the middle of his trial in Aspen to Florida, the

state fellow prisoners told him had the strictest capital punishment

statute for murder.

Compared to the clueless perfection of his earlier crimes, there

was something willfully public about the way he smashed the skulls

of four Florida State University students in their sorority house,
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killing two. Three weeks later, he picked on a twelve-year-old.

After his arrest in 1978, the Florida justice system found itself deal-

ing with a confident, even contemptuous criminal whose famous

face and horrible exploits inspired several books and a TV movie.

In two successive trials, the jury found him sane and guilty of

first-degree murder. Then came ten years of legal maneuvering to

avoid the electric chair, which he appeared to have sought out by

escaping to Florida. When all avenues of appeal and delay had

failed, Bundy turned contrite and confessed to a series of unsolved

crimes, promising many more if granted more time. The governor

of Florida, Bob Martinez, caught the situation just right: "For

him to be negotiating for his life over the bodies of victims is des-

picable."

Bundy himself had initiated a correspondence with Dobson in

1987 and requested the last-minute interview. Here is how two

national magazines summed it up.

The condemned man linked his crimes to violent pornography and

alcohol. Bundy said that as a child he had become fascinated by

sexual violence that "brings out a hatred that is just too terrible to

describe.
'

' He said that alcohol reduced his inhibitions against killing.

(MacLean's, February 6, 1989)

He said that he had been brought up in a good Christian home. He

said that he had been a normal person, but that violence in the

media—pornographic violence in particular—had brought out in

him a hatred "that is just, just too terrible. " Other criminals, he

said, had been similarly driven and maddened by pornography.

Bundy paused at times and spoke of other things, but his interlocutor

brought him back to his theme.

(The New Yorker, "The Talk of the Town," February 27, 1989)

Both accounts are accurate and incomplete. A column by John Lee

in U.S. News & World Report distorts the truth. "Bundy offered the

traditional left-wing explanation for crime ('the environment made

me do it'), but with a traditional right-wing twist (the environment
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was pornography, not poverty or discrimination)" (February 6,

1989).

Here is what Bundy said: "I'm not blaming pornography; I'm

not saying that it caused me to go out and do certain things. And

I take full responsibility for whatever I've done. . . . The question

and the issue is how this kind of literature contributed and helped

mold and shape the kinds of violent behavior."

Later he came back to the point. "I don't want to infer that I

was some helpless kind of victim. And yet, we're talking about an

influence. . .

."

The editoralists at The New Yorker suggested a plausible, unsen-

timental response to the interview, one probably adopted by a large

segment of the magazine's readers.

// was not, in truth, a very interesting exchange. As is often the case

with television interviews, there were few surprises in it; no voices

were raised or doubts encouraged. After one glance at the setup, you

understood its premises andprearrangements; you couldhave turned

off the set at any point and not missed much . . . that silent grinding

is the medium 's mammoth forgettery.

(February 27, 1989)

Not an interesting exchange? We shall have to examine that prop-

osition. The New Yorker appeared intent on having us dismiss the

interview as prepackaged.

Anyone who has explored Bundy's record with any thoroughness

will find other cogent reasons to be skeptical about the interview.

This pariah who had come to feed on publicity found a way to

manipulate the media into staging his apotheosis on one of the

three major networks during prime time. His first expression of

remorse after ten years of stonewalling amounted to a confession

—

the only newsworthy element of the entire exercise. Second, the

staged event gave Bundy an opportunity to raise the pornography

issue and thus to displace some of the guilt for his crimes onto

society, even as he appeared to accept responsibility for his acts.

Third, every available record shows Bundy as a practiced, system-

atic liar with no appeal to truth, only to expedience and conceal-

ment. Why should we believe anything he said on any subject?
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Fourth, the format of a star fed easy questions by a compliant in-

terviewer after adequate rehearsal offers the least likely method of

investigating a subject and of searching out the truth. Lastly, the

very sponsorship of the show—Dobson's Focus on the Family,

which plays an active role in opposing pornography—may discredit

its content as a foregone conclusion.

Could there be any reasons to listen to what Bundy said? What-

ever further celebrity and personal satisfaction Bundy might have

achieved by his last-minute confession, the remarks about pornog-

raphy could gain him nothing. In the muted form in which he made

them, they seem unsensational, perhaps therefore "uninteresting."

Second, we are very unsure about who should be considered an

expert on the question of the connection between violent pornog-

raphy and crime. Considering his own unspeakable crimes and his

ten years in prison and on death row with other felons, Bundy

cannot be dismissed as lacking pertinent experience. Third, the

statements about pornography in the Dobson interview are consis-

tent with what Bundy had said before many times without causing

any protest. The authors of the most dispassionate book on Bundy,

Stephen Michaud and Hugh Aynesworth, two men who inter-

viewed him in relays over a period of several years, make this point

clearly. "[We were] amazed by the brouhaha once Dr. Dobson's

tape is released. There is nothing in it that hadn't been in print

since 1983, save for Ted's twist on the devil-made-me-do-it de-

fense"* {The Only Living Witness, 353).

Thus, Bundy repeated in the final interview observations not

invented for the occasion or produced for Dobson's benefit alone.

It is possible that he spoke from experience. It is possible that the

essentially commonsense, even cliched, things he said about por-

nography deserve our attention. We cannot deny him the status of

a privileged witness, so long as we remain properly skeptical. What,

then, did Bundy say?

Dobson opened the interview with the high drama of bare fact.

"You are to be executed tomorrow morning at seven o'clock."

Then, very soon, the crux. "Where did it start?" Bundy described

his "fine Christian home." At twelve, he discovered soft-core drug-

*"The devil-made-me-do-it defense" refers not to the effects of pornography

but to Bundy's theories about his split personality.
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store pornography, followed by more explicit books. "The most

dangerous are those that involve violence and sexual violence."

The craving for excitement those books fed went through stages

like those of an addiction "until you reach the point where the

pornography only goes so far. You reach that jump-off point where

you begin to wonder if maybe actually doing it will give you that

which is beyond just reading about it or looking at it." His inhi-

bitions gradually weakened. Alcohol helped. Here, Bundy made

the point that not everyone is affected this way: ".
. . some people

would say that, well, I've seen that stuff, and it doesn't do anything

to me."

After discussing Bundy's background, Dobson wanted to know

about his crimes. Twice he asked, "What was the emotional effect

on you?"—once in general, once in respect to the last gruesome

sex murder of twelve-year-old Kimberly Leach. Bundy refused the

latter question. "I won't be able to talk about that. I can't begin

to understand." To the first question, he answered with a descrip-

tion of a "trance or dream" effect startlingly close to Stevenson's

dramatic situation in Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde—but with full recall.

This appears to be the heart of his confession.

To wake up in the morning and realize what I had done, with a

clear mind and all my essential moral and ethicalfeelings intact at

that moment. [I was] absolutely horrified that I was capable of

doing something like that . . . basically, I was a normal person. . . .

I was okay. The basic humanity and basic spirit that God gave me

was intact, but it unfortunately became overwhelmed at times. And

I think people need to recognize that those of us who have been so

much influenced by violence in the media—in particular porno-

graphic violence—are not some kinds of inherent monsters. We are

your sons, and we are your husbands. . . . There is no protection

against the kinds of influences that there are loose in a society that

tolerates.

Bundy's remarks echo in muted tones Charles Manson's snarls ad-

dressed after his conviction to Mr. and Mrs. America. "I am what

you have made of me and the mad dog devil killer fiend leper is

a reflection of your society." But Bundy was condemning not all
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society, only a specific segment of it, sexually violent pornography,

as it affects a few vulnerable individuals.

In the latter part of the interview, Bundy said he was no social

scientist but that he had known a lot of men "motivated to com-

mit violence, just like me. And without exception every one of

them was deeply involved with pornography." He cited an FBI

report on serial killers. Dobson moved to the crucial questions.

"Are you thinking about all those victims? ... Is there remorse

there?" "Absolutely," answered Bundy, and he insisted on re-

turning to the subject of sexualized violence in the media. He
said he hoped that those he had harmed would believe his warn-

ings about the effects of those programs. "There are kids sitting

out there switching the TV dial around and come upon these

movies late at night." Then came Bundy's coda on the punish-

ment he faced.

/ deserve, certainly, the most extreme punishment society has. . . .

What I hope will come out of our discussion is [that] / think society

deserves to be protectedfrom itselfbecause as we've been talking there

are forces at loose in this country—particularly again, this kind of

violent pornography. . . .

We have traveled a long way from the singular, unforeseen, un-

planned homicides of Billy Budd and Meursault. But we remain

within the territory contained in the phrase "the mystery of iniq-

uity." This was a pathological liar and accomplished con man
speaking. We would do well to discount his death-row turn to re-

ligion and to watch such tricks as "I was okay." Essentially, he had

three things to get across: a plea, a diagnosis, and a warning. Even

though it was the only newsworthy item, Bundy's claims of contri-

tion and the higher plea bargaining they represent carry no weight.

We have to say: Too little, too late.

His psychological self-diagnosis in the Dobson interview con-

forms loosely to most early attempts to analyze his case, including

his own attempts, using such terms as compartmentalization, alpha

and beta personalities, the entity, the great white shark for his evil other

ego, personality disorder, and many more. In the background of these

attempts to describe and classify lurks the "to understand is to
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forgive" syndrome. But Bundy also stoutly maintained—along with

almost everyone else involved—that no one could understand him.

The mystery of so great depravity lies beyond our capacity to imag-

ine or comprehend.

The warning against violent pornography emerges from the in-

terview as a more straightforward statement than either the plea

bargaining or the self-diagnosis. These remarks are consistent with

many earlier statements. And in the crucial passage, Bundy

changed the emphasis: not violent pornography but pornographic

violence. Violence becomes sexually arousing. After one hundred

pages in The Only Living Witness that fill in the background of the

case, Michaud and Aynesworth begin to report directly on their

"conversations with a killer."

Ted began his story with a preamble of operatic sweep and dimen-

sions. . . . His first substantive remarks were on the roles of sex and

violence in the development of a psychopath. . . . "this interest, for

some unknown reason, becomes geared towards matters of a sexual

nature that involve violence. I cannot emphasize enough the gradual

development of this.
"

(104)

Two vivid pages follow about how violent pornography tends to

lead to "the use, the abuse, the possession of women as objects."

Subsequent investigations revealed that Bundy probably was privy

before the age of four to his maternal grandfather's large collection

of pornography kept in a greenhouse. In the April 23, 1978, con-

versation with Aynesworth, Bundy talked in the agreed-upon third-

person style about "the profile we've created" of the serial killer

for whom the sex act has changed into a ritualized, impersonal

symbol of possession.

Uh, with respect to the idea ofpossession, I think that with this kind

of person, control and mastery is what we see here. . . . In other

words, I think we could read about the Marquis de Sade and other

people, who take their victims in oneform or another out ofa desire

to possess and would torture, humiliate, and terrorize them elab-
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orately—something that would give them a more powerful impres-

sion [that] they were in control.

(Ted Bundy: Conversations with a Killer, 125)

Bundy, like Brady in the Moors murders, had read Sade and about

Sade and was speaking here in seemingly objective terms about

Sade's effect on him, always the true subject of the conversations

disguised behind the third person.

In the Dobson interview, Bundy failed to make an important

observation. He maintained that violent pornography criminally in-

fluences only a small minority of people, of whom he was one. And

he maintained that only a secluded, essentially unknowable seg-

ment of himself committed the crimes, while the rest of him re-

mained normal. He did not examine whether it was above all the

sick, warped, and depraved part of himself that responded to and

was influenced by sexually violent materials. The pat phrase "split

personality" does not by itself explain anything. But if we decided

to lend some credence to Bundy's last message to a society he had

both belonged to and horribly violated, we should perceive the

implied suggestion that most normal people can resist corruption

but that some temperaments remain profoundly prone to it. We
cannot identify that minority by outward appearances, probably not

even by professional testing and interview, as Bundy's case dem-

onstrates, until it is much too late.

I find I cannot dismiss Bundy's final interview as no more than

public posturing. Like many others, he affirms that violent pornog-

raphy carries danger for some people—juveniles and a few person-

ality types—and, through them, for all of us. Such statements,

added to the evidence we have about Brady's reading materials in

the Moors murders case, make a clear contribution to the pornog-

raphy debate. Where does the burden of proof lie? That is the

question we may have to return to. Before restricting pornography

in any way as an exception to the protections of free speech, must

we demand proof of harmful effects of a criminal nature caused

directly by it?* Or, conversely, before allowing unrestricted circu-

*The attorney Frederick Schauer points out that we accept so many regulations

on speech—such as those on advertising (Federal Trade Commission), on com-
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lation and sale of all forms of violent and explicit pornography in

the many media of communication now available, should we de-

mand proof that it does not have any harmful effects of a criminal

nature? How many actual cases and what risks of cruelty and vio-

lence, particularly to children and women, should we accept in the

name of the principle of free speech? Any satisfactory measure of

the effects of images, narratives, and ideas on our behavior probably

lies beyond our capacities, another domain of forbidden knowledge,

like the mystery of iniquity.

We have before us now two claims. The Marquis de Sade de-

serves rehabilitation as a great writer and moral thinker. The Mar-

quis de Sade belongs among the greatest immoralists capable of

stimulating homicidal madness in warped minds. The time has

come to look him squarely in the eye.

5. A Closer Walk with Sade

We exaggerate the sexual appetite in ourselves to take

the place of the love we inadequately feel.

—Graham Greene, "Note on Turgenev"

To the reader: In this section, I shall quote and discuss passages that

many people will consider offensive and obscene in the extreme.

Most writings on Sade and even some anthologies avoid such explic-

itness and limit their quotations to philosophical discussions of crime,

passion, nature, freedom, and the like. To bowdlerize Sade in this

fashion distorts him beyond recognition. The actions described in his

works directly complement the ideas and probably surpass them in

psychological impact. I believe the reader should feel Sade's full ef-

fect, however briefly, in order to have a basis on which to consider

the issues raised in this chapter.

How seriously should we take Sade? Won't the current intellectual

fashion regarding his work blow over like that of, say, Lavater's

phrenology in the past century? Does it make any difference that

mercial behavior (the securities laws), and on perjury—that free speech could be

seen as an exception to the wider principle that communication may be restricted.
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both Ian Brady and Ted Bundy had read Sade? The interpretations

and opinions traced in my earlier section on his rehabilitation sug-

gest how strong his presence has grown at the end of the twentieth

century, particularly among intellectuals.

At the beginning of this chapter, I called Sade a "test case." I

can now restate that proposition as a general question and as a

particular question. Shall we receive among our literary classics the

works of an author who desecrates and inverts every principle of

human justice and decency developed over four thousand years of

civilized life? Has the twentieth century made, in respect to the

Marquis de Sade, one of history's most egregious errors of cultural

judgment by placing his works among our literary masterpieces?

Many readers will probably bridle at such peremptory challenges

and brush by impatiently, thinking, He cannot be that bad. There's

no need to be so judgmental. Meanwhile, a much smaller group of

scholar-readers is deciding those questions for the rest of us. We
need to examine the evidence.

One preliminary observation needs to be made. Large segments

of Sade's writings give an impression of late-eighteenth-century

Romanticism spun out of contemporary travel accounts. They seem

to contradict the deliberate offensiveness of his better-known

works. Except for a few descriptions of savagery in Africa, Aline and

Valcourt would bore more readers than it would shock. It even con-

tains a description of Sade's Utopia, Tamoe, hidden on an island

off New Zealand. King Zame, who has visited and gained knowl-

edge from Europe, runs Tamoe as a socialist despotism based on

equality of living conditions for all, state care of children from birth,

temperance and benevolence, and light punishment for what little

vice and crime occur. Surprisingly parallel to Thomas More's Uto-

pia, these pages have an earnest tone, with none of the satirical

twists that give a pungent flavor to Gulliver's Travels. The libertine

segment of Sade's work, however, offers many examples of a very

different kind of society: In an underground bunker protected by

moats and gates, a man or small group of men create a safe and

luxurious environment for total mayhem, sexual and homicidal, in-

flicted by a few masters on dehumanized victims.

Two samples brought up from deep inside Sade's universe will

have to represent him here. They can only suggest the extensive

surrounding terrain. I have deliberately chosen them from extreme



270 / Forbidden Knowledge

situations because his major works carry the reader fatefully toward

such confrontations with inhumanity. We already have a word to des-

ignate the place we are now entering: taboo. Frazer denned primitive

taboo as "holiness and pollution not yet differentiated." The most

convincing version of that tension comes in Eve's double reaction to

the Tree of the Knowledge of Good and Evil as praised by the ser-

pent: fear and fascination. They work all her woes, and Adam's after

hers. Sade's writings exploit a new form of what I shall call "civilized

taboo." After four millenia of religion and philosophy and statecraft

have gradually differentiated between holiness and pollution, Sade

sets out to confound them again. By manipulating fear and fascina-

tion, he tries to confer holiness on our most deeply polluted im-

pulses, and vice versa. Anyone who does not register a sense of taboo

in reading Sade lacks some element of humanity.

Written in the form of a dialogue, Philosophy in the Boudoir* re-

lates the systematic initiation of fifteen-year-old Eugenie by her

twenty-six-year-old woman friend, Madame de Saint-Ange; by

Madame de Saint-Ange's younger brother and partner in long-

standing incest, the Chevalier; and by Dolmance, thirty-six, "a

sodomist on principle" who scorns ordinary lovemaking. By

preachments, example, and formal lessons (including inspection

and explanation of Dolmance's "member ... the principal agent of

love's pleasure" and of Eugenie's clitoris, vagina, and anus), they

introduce Eugenie into full participation in their orgies. The time-

outs are filled primarily by Dolmance's philosophical disquisitions

to justify sodomy, cruelty, and murder and to condemn propagation

of the species as contrary to nature. Children are to be eliminated

like nails and excrement. After much mutual masturbation and bug-

gery (the women use dildos), the Chevalier deflowers Eugenie in

an elaborately choreographed tableau. She is immediately refucked

by a valet with a mammoth cock, who is called in for the occasion.

The following intermission is occupied by the reading aloud of

a revolutionary pamphlet, "Yet Another Effort, Frenchmen, If You

Would Become Republicans." Its forty pages describe a totally lib-

ertine state of society permitting every excess and crime, including

murder but excluding capital punishment and war. Dolmance sums

Not "Bedroom": There are no beds in Sade, only couches and sofas.
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experiencing what hefeels: the idea ofseeing another enjoy as he enjoys

reduces him to a kind of equality with that other, which impairs the

unspeakable charm despotism causes him to feel. . . .

The debility to which Nature condemned woman incontestably

proves that her design is for man, who then more than ever enjoys

his strength, to exercise it in all the violentforms that suit him best,

by means of tortures, ifhe be so inclined, or worse. Wouldpleasure's

climax be a kind offury were it not the intention of this mother of

humankind that behavior during copulation be the same as behav-

ior in anger? What well-made man . . . does not desire . . . to molest

his partner during his enjoyment of her? I know perfectly well that

whole armies of idiots, who are never conscious of their sensations,

will have much trouble understanding the systems I am establishing;

but what do I care for these fools? . . . soft-headed woman-

worshippers. . .

.

Goddam! I've got an erection! . . . Get Augustin [the valet] to

come back here, if you please. (They ring; he reappears.) "Its

amazing how thisfine lad's superb ass does preoccupy my mind while

I talk! All my ideas seem involuntarily to relate themselves to it. . .

.

Show my eyes that masterpiece, Augustin . . . let me kiss it and caress

it, oh!for a quarter of an hour. Hither, my love, come, that I may,

in your lovely ass, render myself worthy of the flames with which

Sodom sets me aglow. Ah, he has the most beautiful buttocks . . . the

whitest! I'd like to have Eugenie on her knees; she will suck his prick

while I advance; in this manner, she will expose her ass to the Che-

valier, who'll plunge into it, and Madame de Saint-Ange astride

Augustin's back, willpresent her buttocks to me: I'll kiss them. Armed

with the cat-o '-nine-tails, she might surely, it should seem to me, by

bending a little, be able to flog the Chevalier who, thanks to this

stimulating ritual, might resolve not to spare our student. (The

position is arranged.)

(Justine . . . and Other Writings, tr. Richard Seaver and

Austryn Wainhouse, 343-46)

Dolmance ends up deliriously sucking the Chevalier's semen out

of Eugenie's dripping ass.

In the final scene, Eugenie's mother arrives to rescue her. The

four libertines mercilessly rape, sodomize, and torture the woman
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and then have a syphilitic valet infect both her orifices. Eugenie

finally brings herself to orgasm by sewing up her mother's vagina

and ass amid spurts of blood. The pupil has outstripped her instruc-

tor. She has almost become a man.

I know two responsible readers who consider Philosophy in the

Boudoir effective in a backhanded way. One of them finds the work

so extreme and horrible as to inspire revulsion from such behavior

and from the principles advanced to justify it. The other reader

finds the situations so exaggerated and grotesque as to provoke

derisive laughter. For both, the dialogue works entirely by recoil,

like a hellfire sermon or an old army film on venereal disease. (The

latter reader dismisses all Sade's other writings as overly long and

unreadable.) Evidently, the book effects readers in different ways.

How many, if drawn in, will seek cruelty and violence to augment

sexual pleasure?

Boudoir is one of the few of Sade's works in which one can

glimpse moments of incipient situation comedy. But they are more

lapses in style than deliberate effects. Irony never diverts or re-

lieves Dolmance's sermons on systematic criminal egoism. Incred-

ible as it may seem, he and Sade mean what they say about

immorality, torture, tyranny, and wholesale murder. This is no flip-

pant game out of Oscar Wilde, no dirty joke from the barracks.

Barthes' no-fault interpretation of Sade cannot remove the appall-

ing moral burden from this short dialogue. If the Moors murderers

and Ted Bundy furnish any guide, the taboo effect—fascination

and revulsion—of such a work can be extremely powerful on some

people, particularly among the young, the unbalanced, the crimi-

nally inclined. Such minds cannot purge so searing a message. It

works within them like a personal challenge, daring them to act

accordingly. And they may come to believe, as Brady virtually

stated under cross-examination, that arguments like Sade's legiti-

mize torture and murder.

The succinctness of Philosophy in the Boudoir (two hundred

pages) is not matched by any of Sade's other major works. Justine,

whose several versions run to thousands of pages, exploits the tit-

illating narrative device of a young woman who remains morally

chaste and innocent through the most horrible violations of her

body in the hands of a succession of depraved males. Justine offers

us a two-dimensional version of the already implausible Clarissa.
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Her sister, Juliette, in the immense picaresque novel that bears her

name, takes the opposite course. Originally initiated into lesbian

debauchery in a convent, she practices libertinism and prostitution

to satisfy her passions, dominate others, and amass a series of for-

tunes. Juliette almost but not quite succeeds in exceeding in de-

pravity the males whose favorite she becomes. After seven years of

travels and debaucheries, she returns to Paris and links up in a

mammoth orgy with her first master, Noirceuil, who originally ru-

ined and killed both her parents. For him, "crime is the soul of

lubricity," and he justifies his outrages by a philosophy that simply

classifies them as a part of nature's design. Born noble, rich, and

powerful, Noirceuil has recently murdered his best friend and pro-

tector in order to replace him as prime minister. The conspiracy

fails. Noirceuil's eleven-inch prick is his only god. "Let it be yours

too, Juliette, this despotic cock. Do full honors to this superb deity.

I want to expose it to the homage of the whole world." At the end,

Juliette is also reunited with her seven-year-old daughter, who is

included in the final orgy along with Noirceuil's two teenage sons,

who have been deliberately brought up as complete savages.

After a bizarre double wedding ceremony in drag among mem-
bers of the same sex, Noirceuil and Juliette barricade themselves

in his chateau for the great bacchanale with her daughter, his sons,

two torturer-excutioners, and half a dozen victims of both sexes.

Their pleasures are fed by the most unspeakable humiliations and

outrages to the participants. The sons are forced to bugger the

father, who imitates the shrieking behavior of a young virgin. Whip-

pings begin, blood flows, breasts are ripped off, limbs are broken

and dislocated, and eyes are torn out while Noirceuil sodomizes

the victims and has Juliette fucked front and back by obedient

flunkies. Sade writes very graphically. Brought to extreme arousal

by the excruciating torture to death of two female victims, Noir-

ceuil buggers one of his sons while literally eating the boy's heart,

which has been torn out of his body by Juliette. The performance

continues as narrated by Juliette herself in the historical present.

His eyes Mazing, Noirceuil now falls on my daughter; he has a mon-

strous hard on. He seizes her, over-powers her, and encunts her up-

side down. What do you want to do with her, Juliette? Could you

be such an imbecile as to have any feelings, any concerns for this
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disgusting product of the sacred balls ofyour abominable husband?

Sell me the slut, Juliette. Ill pay for her. I want to buy her. Let's

besmirch ourselves together—you by the sin of selling her to me, I by

the even more stimulating sin ofpayingfor her in order to kill her.

Oh, yes, yes Juliette. Let's murder your daughter!" And pulling out

his prick to show it to me: "Examine how far this execrable idea

inflames all my sense. Get yourselffucked now, Juliette, and don 't

answer me until you have two pricks inside you.

"

Crime has nothing fearsome about it when you're fucking. And

it's always in the midst of waves of come that one must cherish its

charms. I'm being fucked. Noirceuil asks me a second time what I

want to do with my daughter.

"Oh Monsieur," I cry out while discharging, "you win, yourper-

fidious power smothers every sentiment in me except crime and in-

famy. Do what you want with Marianne, blasted villain. I turn her

over to you."

He had no sooner heard these words then he pulls out of her,

grasps the poor child, and throws her naked into the middle of the

flames. I help him with a poker to arrest her natural compulsive

responses to save herself by coming back to us. Others are did-

dling us and buggering us. Marianne is roasting. She is consumed.

Noirceuil discharges. I do the same. We go to spend the rest of the

night in one another's arms, congratulating ourselves on the scene

whose episodes and circumstances complete a crime that still does not

satisfy us.

"Well now, " Noirceuil says to me, '
'is there anything in the world

worth the pleasure of crime?"

"Oh, my friend, I know of none."

"Let us live eternally that way. May nothing in all nature ever

carry us back to different principles. Happiness depends on the

strength of one's principles.

"

{Ji liette, (Evvres completes, Tome 9, 576-77)

For a week in the security of Noirceuil's estates, they practice every

bestiality and systematically deprave schoolchildren by means of

buggery and mutual torture before poisoning them en masse. Fi-

nally, Juliette's imagination surpasses Noirceuil's. While mastur-

bating him, she persuades him to poison fifteen hundred people,
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whose deaths will be attributed to an epidemic. At the end of Ju-

liette's account of this most recent episode in her story, her prudish

sister is sent out into a violent thunderstorm and the natural force

of lightning kills her by destroying her cunt and leaving her anus

intact. Aroused by Juliette, the four libertines in the group, includ-

ing Noirceuil, gang-bugger the corpse while Juliette diddles her-

self.* Now, on the last page of the novel, a courier arrives from the

King at Versailles to announce the appointment of Noirceuil as

prime minister, in which position he is to take over absolute powers

of government. Noirceuil triumphantly declares that his appoint-

ment represents the reward of vice and the punishment of virtue

—

though "we might hesitate to say so if we were writing a novel."

Do those words represent a self-conscious literary jest that neu-

tralizes everything and undoes all the damage? No, for Juliette

herself has the last word about the commanding moral tone of what

we are reading. "Why be afraid to publish the secrets that truth

itself rips out of nature. . . . Philosophy must say everything."

The passages just quoted from Philosophy in the Boudoir and Ju-

liette allow me to make a number of general remarks about Sade's

most widely read works. His situations arise from the existence of

a rigid caste system, that of the Ancien Regime in France. The

male characters are wealthy, powerful, usually of noble birth, own-

ing vast estates on which to behave as tyrants and to carry out their

debaucheries in safety. Sade's one revolutionary pamphlet and his

island Utopia of Tamoe show some concern for ordinary citizens.

But in his fiction, the total license to take one's pleasure anywhere

at will extends only to a tiny minority of rich and powerful aristo-

crats. Everyone else must be a victim. Verneuil gives the doctrine

full expression in La Nouvelle Justine, ML

It is impossible that laws should apply equally to all men. This

moral medicine is no differentfrom physical medicine: wouldn V you

laugh at a quack who, having only one remedy for all customers,

would purge a stevedore the same way as a flighty spinster? Of

course! Laws are made only for the common people: being both

weaker and more numerous, they need restraints that have nothing

'This version reverses the ending of Justine described on page 233.
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to do with the powerful man and that do not concern him. In any

government the essential thing is that the people never invade the

authority of the powerful.

(Chatelet, 121)

Wives must accept the role of slaves. Sade's heroines are univer-

sally beautiful, young, well shaped, indestructible even after pro-

longed abuse and disfigurement, and generally compliant. In

Philosophy in the Boudoir and Juliette, however, Sade begins to mod-

ify women's position in his plots and in society. Through wiliness

and brashness, a few rare female victims strive to become superior

to their male masters, to become victors. One of the lesbian nuns

in the first part of Juliette has a three-inch clitoris "destined to out-

rage nature" by buggery. "She's a man." Several female characters

later in the novel "have an erection" (bander) and "ejaculate

sperm." Women and men can never be equals unless they have

formed a single sex devoted to sodomy. In all this, Sade reinforces

the system of rigid social castes and seeks insofar as physical dif-

ference will permit a certain dissolution and homogenization of the

sexual. Sade's promotion of women's roles and power in Juliette

further excludes sentiments of tenderness and intimacy between

people of any sex.

The philosophical disquisitions that occupy about half the space

in Sade's works of fiction develop a defense of crime and vice as

a necessary part of nature in general and man in particular. No
violent, homicidal behavior should be condemned as wicked or

criminal. Time after time, the justifications of rape and murder as

natural and inevitable sound like Pangloss' justifications of wars

and earthquakes as belonging to the inscrutable order of Provi-

dence. In theory, Sade has changed every sign from minus to plus.

But the words themselves never change. He maintains the vocab-

ulary of condemnation and moral outrage. The words horrible, mon-

strous, villainous, infamous, and the like never cease to spice up his

sentences. The transvaluation of all values does not find a new
language; rather, it reinforces the sharp edge of conventional terms

in order to underline the scandal of what is described. And for

ordinary people, no change has occurred except to grovel under a

new justification of their exploitation by the powerful. Saint-Fond
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explains, "Everything called licentious crime, such as murder in

the course of debauchery, incest, rape, sodomy, and adultery, will

never be punished except in the slave castes." The laws do not

govern the highest caste of elite libertines; laws only reinforce their

superiority.

The principal metaphor that expresses this moral and social sys-

tem is fire. Sade relied on it all his life. In Philosophy in the Boudoir,

Dolmance summons Eugenie "to drown in floods of fuck the heav-

enly fire that blazes in us." But the fire never dies. A few pages

later when she has some scruples about infanticide, Dolmance re-

plies that "the torch of philosophy has dissipated all those impos-

tures." By the time we reach the passage from Juliette quoted on

pages 274—75, real flames are burning right there onstage to sym-

bolize the all-consuming lusts of Noirceuil and Juliette and to de-

stroy both her daughter and any lingering remnants of maternal

attachment to her child. Fire speaks a single message: My lust will

destroy all. The intensity of my orgasm (a word not available to

Sade) reduces the rest of the world to being my victim.

The two passages quoted only begin to suggest the degree to

which Sade relies on cliche and stereotype to describe his charac-

ters and set his scenes. All women are "beautiful as Venus" or

"lovely as the day"; superlatives tumble out in series to establish

the terrible power of the men, particularly their enormous cocks.

Size and number will overcome boredom. Sade wants a cartoon

world of two-dimensional figures unfettered by reflection or re-

morse. Their abundant conversation justifies their conduct. When
he wishes to imply further reaches of meaning, Sade usually falls

back on one factotum adjective: interesting. Saint-Fond's enslaved

wife receives the designation "that interesting creature." And that's

the end of it.

Inevitably in such a comic-strip universe, moments of comedy

burst out. The innocent Eugenie keeps running ahead of her cor-

rupt tutors. Candidates for the terrible ordeal planned at the open-

ing of The 120 Days are screened like astronauts and given names

worthy of Rabelais: Rip-Ass, Peck-Stiff. To this universe awash in

fire, sperm, and blood, why isn't our response an immense guffaw

at the exaggeration of everything, the sheer preposterousness of

anyone ever even beginning to carry out such exploits? The En-

glish poet Algernon Swinburne apparently reacted this way on first
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reading Sade in 1862. He could have "died laughing" at Sade's

naivete in taking "bulk and number for greatness." Later, Swin-

burne drew heavily on Sade's emphasis on pain. Apollinaire was

also half-inclined to this Rabelaisian or Ubuesque response. But,

considering the stereotypes Sade employs, why is the dismissal by

laughter so rare?

The explanation lies, I believe, in Sade's reliance on what could

be called "the Bolero device." With small variations in instrumen-

tation and key, the same motif is repeated over and over and over

with increasing intensity until it has tattooed itself on the mind.

Philosophical discourse on evil and selfishness alternates with en-

actment of these ideas. Both are intended to be prurient. It is as if

Sade had set out to disprove what Proust wrote a century later:

"Nothing is more limited than pleasure and vice." The narrative

goes on and on, with small increases in depravity. The one stylistic

effect Sade has mastered is the crescendo. He knows how to turn

the volume up slowly. Instead of laughing at the Bolero device, we

tend to find other responses. We are aroused; Sade does not hide

the fact that this is his preference and his purpose. Or we are si-

multaneously fascinated and repelled, a standard reaction that de-

fines taboo. Or the writing deflects us into uneasy reflection about

the significance of such grotesque stories. Or we lapse into bore-

dom, broken at intervals by new horrors.

Sade's insistent Bolero device and his preferred situation of ini-

tiation and instruction combine into a single effect. His writing is

didactic. He seeks to convince and convert—himself first of all,

one feels, then all the rest of us. In this respect, Barthes was right

to link Sade with Loyola and Fourier, two great proselytizers with

a doctrine to preach. Sade was too much of a fanatic in his writings

to provoke laughter. Philosophy in the Boudoir presents a catechism

class in evil and debauchery. Juliette enacts the triumph of the new
doctrine by transforming victim into master, woman into man. One
of Juliette's masterful lesbian friends, Madame de Clairwil, seeks

"a crime whose effect will continue even if I stop . . . while I'm

asleep." Juliette answers her that advice, writing, and action are

three ways of sowing a powerful "contagion" that will last forever.

We quickly understand that publishing books like Sade's own
works combines all three activities.

To what did Sade hope to convert us? As I have pointed out
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earlier, we cannot believe his early protests that he paints vice in

order to uphold virtue. The works themselves belie him as well as

later, more forthright statements of intent. No, he preaches evil,

selfishness, and destruction and sets them before us as vividly as

he can. A contemporary scholar of French literature, Jane Gallop,

spends twenty pages arguing that the central Sadean doctrine is the

primacy of the act of sodomy. He and she find buggery more rad-

ical, more violent, "more zestily criminal" than vaginal intercourse.

"Anal intercourse is the keystone of a system enabling the individ-

ual pervert, locked into his singularity, to engage in a generalized

exchange." Behind this dubious psychoanalysis, Gallop is perfectly

correct in insisting on the all-pervasiveness of sodomy in Sade's

writings. Camille Paglia says it more directly: "Sodomy is imagined

as ritual entrance to the underworld, symbolized by a man's bow-

els."

But surely Sade's evangelism seeks to convert us to a larger faith

than buggery. To pursue this point, we must face a major question

of consistency and contradiction in Sade that draws us to the center

of his ethos and to the fascination he seems to exert in our time,

more on intellectuals than on mere seekers of prurient interest.

Another scene from Juliette clarifies the terms of the dilemma. At a

secure country estate, Juliette imprisons a worthy family of three,

whom she has instructions to hold for execution. Soon she wel-

comes Decour, the well-built official executioner who will do the

job. At dinner, Decour explains that murder represents simply a

necessary step in nature's process of destruction and regeneration.*

Yet he admits that he gets a hard-on when executing someone.

The discussion leads to extended sex and buggery interrupted by

frantic whippings, until finally Juliette can produce the needed for-

mula for the occasion. "When one becomes accustomed to scorn

the laws of nature on one point, one cannot find any pleasure unless

one transgresses all of them one after the other."

Something is amiss. Murder was just presented as a necessary

part of nature's process. Now murder belongs to generalized trans-

gression. That contradiction falls within a larger one. On the one

hand, if we follow the essential nihilism of nature, there are no

*We are not told how regeneration can occur if propagation and offspring are

contrary to nature (see p. 270).
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laws or moral principles to restrain us from total debauchery and

destruction. On the other, life and particularly our pleasure in it

lose their intensity in such a void, deprived of those denning laws.

Beyond a certain point, the inveterate libertine cannot attain or-

gasm without a sense of transgressing the laws and constraints that

he rejects. The door must be both open and closed. In the first

chapter of Juliette, the lesbian mother superior of the convent

flaunts to Juliette her "epidemic licentiousness," whose destructive

force belongs to nature's purpose. And she explains that the faculty

we call conscience is the work of useless prejudices. One can con-

struct a contrary conscience that urges one to commit every excess

without remorse. But somehow everything has stayed in place.

"Remove the punishment, change public opinion, destroy the law,

renovate the thinking subject, and crime will still be there, though

the individual will feel no remorse."

Why haven't the signs simply changed now? Why hasn't crime

become virtue, if it represents nature's way, and vice versa? At least

"crime" should be redesignated by neutral terms unassociated with

moral judgment. But Sade simply cannot give up the limits he goes

to such lengths to desecrate by actions and by philosophical dem-

onstration. In order to attain the needed sense of crime and excess,

all Sade's libertines remain parasitic on the constraints they deride.

Without limits, our actions could have no naughtiness. The inno-

cent orphan Justine is instructed by one of her first exploiters that

"God is what interests us least in the world" and in the same

sentence that "our passions have no charm except when they trans-

gress His intentions."* We call this wanting to have it both ways.

Sin, even when assigned a plus sign as part of natural process, must

remain sin with a minus sign in order to assure us our moral kicks.

Sade the missionary of transgression tolerates laws and limits in

order to be able to trample them underfoot. We expect such willful

naughtiness in children and in some disturbed mental cases, not in

adults. A facetious version of it crystalizes in St. Augustine's quip

that, yes, he was resolved to confess and reform his sinful ways

—

*A variation on this attitude led Michel Foucault at the end of his life to claim

and perhaps to believe that his S&M debaucheries represented a form of ascesis,

a heroic philosophic experiment. James Miller's book on Foucault describes this

distressing case and, I believe, misinterprets it.
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but not quite yet. Sartre unmasked Baudelaire's dependency on

this piquant notion of sin, and in the process gave currency to the

term badfaith as hypocrisy toward oneself.

Two clearheaded and well-informed books complete my narrow

discussion of transgression in the wake of Sade. In The Romantic

Agony (1931), Mario Praz surveys authors of the Decadent school

in England and Europe who exult in evil. Susan Brownmiller's

Against Our Will: Men, Women, and Rape (1975) confronts us with

the tenacious tradition of the male outlaw, to whom every excess

is permitted in the name of conquest and defiance. Between them,

they provide a whole curriculum of transgression, of evil affirmed

as the prerogative of the strong, from Richardson and Laclos

through Huysmans to the Kubrick movie of Burgess' A Clockwork

Orange. Unfortunately, Praz and Brownmiller virtually ignore the

author who has become the principal standard-bearer of Sadean

nihilism. In Nietzsche, the ethic of transgression has been stripped

of scenes of explicit sexual torture and destruction and raised to an

alluring intellectual Valhalla of lyric philosophy. We have no evi-

dence that Nietzsche ever read the divine marquis. Nevertheless,

the philosopher of the Overman offers a modified product with

enhanced appeal for some: Sade without orgasm.

Sade's writings confront us with the extreme attempt in Western

culture to strip away the constraints of civilization in order to return

to barbarism. In all his major writings, Sade envisages a complete

rejection of Hebrew law and prophecy, of Greek philosophy and

tragic vision, of Christian charity and service, and of all principles

of equal justice and democracy. He seeks to revive the talion law

of an eye for an eye and might makes right. Perhaps there is some-

thing "great" in the sheer atrocity of Sade's work, some monu-

mental aberration and object lesson that we should hold in awe.

But it will seem less admirable if we read him whole and keep his

nihilistic ideas about egoism and power closely tied to his lurid

scenes dripping with blood and feces. He knew "the importance

of these pictures to the soul's development" and how "to lay hands

fearlessly on the human heart and portray its gigantic divagations"

(Justine). Sade was always the teacher and evangelist.
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6. "Must We Burn Sade? 1 '

Simone de Beauvoir's question provokes us by alluding to the ex-

treme measures of the Inquisition. But I do not believe the ques-

tion should be dismissed or left unanswered, even though no form

of book burning or censorship could eliminate Sade's writings—let

alone his myth—from libraries and private collections, from the

historical record, and from collective memory. His profusely illus-

trated moral nihilism has entered our cultural bloodstream at the

highest intellectual and at the lowest criminal levels. Sales figures

provided by his American publishers confirm these statements. Be-

tween 1965 and 1990 the 750-page edition of Philosophy in the Bou-

doir and Justine sold 350,000 copies and now averages sales of about

4,000 a year. The companion volume, The 120 Days of Sodom, sells

somewhat fewer copies. These are substantial numbers. They also

represent substantial profits.

No, we must not burn Sade. I come to that conclusion not be-

cause it would be impossible to do so but because we should not

deliberately destroy any human life or accomplishment, even the

most excessive and monstrous. Medical laboratories preserve the

most virulent strains of fatal diseases for educational and research

purposes. But let us not stop here. Beauvoir's question does not

address the fundamental issue.

The right question is more timely and more defiant: Should we

rehabilitate Sade? Should we rank him as a major thinker and writer

to read along with Machiavelli and Rousseau? George Eliot and

Dostoyevsky? Should we follow the Harvard History of French Lit-

erature in celebrating his work as "the triumph of desire over ob-

jective reality"? In my pages on "Rehabilitating a Prophet," I rebut

the four basic claims made to establish Sade's stature: He had a

powerful imagination; his works have importance as scientific doc-

uments; he was a great revolutionary; and he articulated an original

and significant moral philosophy. Each claim has limited applica-

tion and is seriously flawed from a literary and philosophical stand-

point.

One more circumstance, both biographical and literary, further

weakens all four claims. For all his advocacy of sodomy as the

supreme act of transgressive pleasure, Sade does not conceal that

his truest (and for long years enforced) allegiance was to auto-
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eroticism, physical and mental. Increasingly with age, Sade kept

count in his journals of his own sexual activity, including mastur-

bation. He also documented the behavior of his fictional characters.

At the height of her material success as a criminal, Juliette goes

periodically to masturbate while contemplating her immense for-

tune in gold, which symbolizes "crime at my disposition." Early in

Part IV of the same novel, Juliette carefully instructs the Countess

de Donis about her "secret method of inflaming the imagination

to break all barriers of conduct. After at least two weeks of absti-

nence one should masturbate very deliberately and let one's mind

imagine in detail the most horrible satisfactions and exciting out-

rages." One should take note of these imaginings for later appli-

cation and at intervals repeat the operation with increasing

intensity. Juliette guarantees the results.

Having considered Sade's case with great care, Camus drew the

unavoidable conclusion. "Prometheus ends up as Onan." Sade was

more a prisoner of his masturbatory phantasms than of the Bastille

or Charenton.

We have come to one of the largest of all questions: How shall

we talk about moral questions? If we accept the authority of a

revealed faith or of an established tradition, we can appeal to com-

mandments and principles handed down and accept their guidance

in particular instances. If we do not accept such authority, or at

least not in the area under consideration, we can still work as Ar-

istotle and Cicero did with practical argument (phronesis) based on

the comparison of exemplary cases. This approach relates closely

to common law, to common sense, and to the clinical method in

medicine, for phronesis implies that moral knowledge is more par-

ticular than theoretical. What it requires is acquaintance with rel-

evant history. The virtue of the case method, properly employed,

is that it avoids the extremes of dogmatism in theory and of rela-

tivism in mere description.*

•Within the extensive library of contemporary writings on moral philosophy

(including such serious thinkers as Alasdair Maclntyre, Iris Murdoch, John Rawls,

Paul Ricoeur, Charles Taylor, and Bernard Williams), the most useful and trenchant

discussion for my purposes is a historical study. In The Abuse of Casuistry: A History

ofMoral Reasoning, Albert R. Jonsen and Stephen Toulmin describe the contentious

development of the Catholic church's dealing with moral behavior and its unjus-

tified discrediting by Pascal's Jansenist attacks. Insofar as casuistry remained an
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What, then, are the cases we should invoke in order to gain a

wider perspective on the life and writings of Sade? Where else do

we find extensive writings that mix stories and instruction in an

attempt to modify the sexual and moral behavior of a culture?

Bardies' association of Sade with Loyola and Fourier is too limited

and moves in the wrong direction. Sade's own references to influ-

ential figures ranged over a much vaster field of history and geog-

raphy. I shall cite a handful of what I believe to be pertinent cases.

They take us far from the scandals surrounding Sade, but I shall

not be straying from the subject. The divine marquis belongs in

a wider context than that of eighteenth-century7 pornographic

novels.*

Under the early Han dynasty in China (206 B.C.-A.D. 24) Tao-

ist doctors and scholars formulated an extensive set of classical

sex manuals often referred to as The Art of the Bedchamber. As

Robert H. van Gulik informs us, the sexual encounter had both

cosmic and personally therapeutic consequences if performed

with proper controls over female yin and male yang. Secrets of the

Jade Chamber goes to great lengths to describe how to enhance

and to prolong sexual pleasure. These manuals enjoyed renewed

popularity in a period of sophisticated excess at the end of the

Ming dynasty during the closing years of the seventeenth cen-

tury. The explicitness of the manuals is veiled by elaborate eu-

phemisms—such as "jade stalk" and "red flower"—and cleared

up by the illustrations. Though widely suppressed under the

Manchu dynasty, these manuals have had a lasting affect on sex-

ual practices and sexual morality in China.

In comparison with the obscure Taoist manuals based on schol-

arship and tradition, Ovid's world-famous Ars Amatoria reads like a

jaunty instruction manual on flirtation and seduction in respectable

society. Ovid's narrator connives, takes chances, preens, and mocks

himself, all the while dispensing good-natured advice free of sexual

obsessions. The brief pages at the end of Books Two and Three

honest case method dealing with lived experience, it represented an admirable

attempt to reconcile principles and practice. The opening and closing chapters of

Jonsen and Toulmin's book speak revealingly of contemporary questions precisely

because their historical foundation is solid.

*The most informative and least tendentious history of sexuality I have found

is Reay Tannahill's Sex in History (1980).
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on how to disport oneself in bed counsel genuine attentiveness to

one's partner and a commonsense approach to positions, timing,

and pillow talk. Ovid's racy verse plus his often jocular images

(military and agricultural) create a world that associates love, plea-

sure, and laughter. Ovid's perennial appeal springs from his art of

creating a lyrical bawdy without coarseness.

Another great tradition of sex instruction was compiled in the

Hindu Kama Sutra some time after the third century a.d. It covers

everything from technique in copulation to proper social behavior

and the complications of what we would call romantic love. Tan-

trism added a further layer of magic, religion, and ritual to the

cultivated pursuit of sexual pleasure.

The comparable accomplishment of western Europe in this en-

terprise of associating sexual practice with religious beliefs wears a

somewhat different aspect. Out of the Crusades, the Catharist

heresy, troubadours' love songs for an unattainable lady, and the

chansons de geste, the court of Eleanor of Aquitaine developed the

institutions we know as courtly love and chivalry. Andreas' The Art

of Courtly Love tells how the knight should strive to earn his lady's

favor and ask no more of her than a word of commendation. Amor
purus remained to a large extent a myth or ideal, yet one with

powerful effects through several centuries of European history.*

If sexuality is partly absorbed by spirituality in courtly love,

revolutionary politics and anticlericalism lay claim to sex in

eighteenth-century French pornography. The works of Nerciat,

Mirabeau, and Restif de la Bretonne and many anonymous titles

such as Therese philosophe (1748) combine philosophical exposition

and sex stories to enlighten readers on the new libertinism of mind

and body. Books devoted to erotic behavior became a graphic dem-

onstration of revolutionary ideas, and also earned good money. This

outburst of pornography served as a vehicle for attacks on religion,

the monarchy, and the aristocracy and provided a form of sex ed-

ucation along with a lot of entertainment. In varying degrees, the

•Aretino, the sixteenth-century Italian "scourge of princes" often identified as

the first pornographer, has a small claim to a place in this series. Much of his work

was political satire. His Ragionamenti, dialogues between an experienced and an

innocent woman, and his Sonnetti lussuriosi, composed to accompany woodcuts of

the positions for lovemaking, explored a new level of explicitness for the age of

the printing press. His indifference to moral concerns leads me to leave him out.
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authors had political ends in mind. After the Revolution, pornog-

raphy was in part replaced by other institutions and entertainments,

such as novels and the theater. The rediscovery and republication

of these works in the 1990s has created a juicy new scholarly spe-

cialty and led to some overevaluation of their historical and literary

importance.*

The last set of writings I shall cite, Thousand and One Nights, was

partially assembled by Western translators beginning in the eigh-

teenth century from a corpus of Near Eastern and Indian tales in

the Arabic language. The frame story bears directly on our subject.

The wanton behavior of his wife and concubines provokes the Sul-

tan Schariar into punishing them all with strangulation or torture.

Thereafter, Schariar's vizir procures for him each night a new

"wife" to be strangled the following morning in order to forestall

any unfaithfulness. We are not told whether Schariar finds any plea-

sure in this barbarous practice. Finally, the vizir's own daughter,

Scheherazade, asks to be chosen as the Sultan's wife for a night.

She puts an end to the scourge by beginning so absorbing a story

in the morning that the Sultan asks for her again the next night in

order to hear the continuation. Scheherazade makes this narrative

feat work for 1,001 nights, after which the Sultan spares her life for

love of the three beautiful children she has borne him.

I am proposing that these writings, different as they are from

one another, follow an impulse to modify sexual behavior as a

means to influence and presumably to improve the social life of a

culture. They envision a better state of things through sexual in-

struction. A comparison of these works with Sade will now reveal

one item of crucial importance to this inquiry. Sade wants to change

the world as much as they do—probably more. But he alone makes

the highest pleasure of body and mind depend on violence and

torture directed toward one's partner or partners and on perversions

centered on anal intercourse. The Taoist Art of the Bedchamber,

Ovid's Ars Amatoria, the Kama Sutra and Tantrism, and courtly love

do not anywhere appeal to practices we would call sadistic or mas-

ochistic in order to attain sexual fulfillment. Eighteenth-century

French pornography stops at nothing, but it does not make cruelty

•Robert Darnton and Lynn Hunt provide sound overviews without entirely

resisting inflationary pressures.
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its primary drive. Insofar as punishment and slaughter are associ-

ated with sexuality in Thousand and One Nights, that extended nar-

rative reveals how the Sultan is cured of his cruelty and learns a

form of family-directed love. Several of these writings recognize

nonviolent behavior like fellatio, cunnilingus, acrobatic postures,

and anal intercourse as minor deviations to be acknowledged, not

glorified. The Marquis de Sade differs from the others— I hesitate

to call them his predecessors—precisely in the meaning of the word

forged on his name. He is the only sadist. This systematic associ-

ation of sexual gratification with malevolence, pain, torture, and

murder is something new in social history. Until the nineteenth

century, no one needed a word for it. Here is the "mutation" Fou-

cault identified and celebrated. From here springs the consecration

of a new literary classic we have chosen for our progeny.

There have of course been many individual cases of men and

women who in their sexual conduct reveled in vicious cruelty. A
few became famous by their excesses. We remember Nero and

Gilles de Rais and Countess Erzsebet Bathory and perhaps Lord

Castlehaven, a scandalous contemporary of Milton. In our own

time, we have more figures than we want to recall, from Jack the

Ripper to Jeffrey Dahmer. Most of these are pathological cases. No
one has proposed that any of them furnish an example in whose

name we might organize society in order to reach higher levels of

human fulfillment. The rehabilitation of the Marquis de Sade, how-

ever, appears to call for precisely that goal. The passages I have

quoted from many critics and scholars treat him as exemplary. Can

they be serious? Do they know what they are doing?

The introduction by Michel Delon to the Pleiade edition of Sade

in France addresses precisely these questions. By quoting from

many of the sources I have already discussed, he suggests that

Sade's inclusion in that series of classics is historically inevitable.

And he advances three further arguments. The prospect of "con-

tagion" from an author like Sade is treated as belonging to the

realm of "phantasm." Second, the rehabilitation of Sade is pre-

sented as an effective means of combating the bourgeoisie with its

false principles of moral hygiene. And third, he maintains that Sade

offers no greater a moral danger than the descriptions of torture in

the lives of martyred saints.

Delon's case for Sade does not survive close examination. The
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"irresistible evolution" that has supposedly made him a classic re-

ally designates the abdication of responsibility by critics who have

failed to oppose the shift. The danger of contagion, of effects on

the young and the violence-prone, cannot be dismissed with a sneer

word. To appeal to an obsolete prejudice against the class that

founded our institutions of justice and democracy reveals a singular

political naivete—or bad faith. And Delon (like Paulhan) has ex-

ploited and distorted superficial similarities by placing descriptions

condemning the torture of Christian martyrs in the same category as

Sade's glorification of torture for sexual gratification.

I have argued that we should not burn Sade, and that we should

not glorify him as a new classic of revolutionary moral liberation.

What, then, shall we do with him? In order to answer wisely, we
must keep in mind a number of basic considerations. We rely on

several interlocking institutions—familial, educational, civic, moral,

and intellectual—to exercise some control over inexpungible hu-

man selfishness and malevolence. We are living out a wager that

the freedoms we have won, or have granted ourselves, over the

past four centuries have made these institutions more secure. At

times, they look more precarious. In either case, each child must

learn afresh which qualities of human nature a culture wishes to

nurture and which to constrain. Until that process of socialization

is well advanced, dangerous and destructive ideas should be ad-

mitted with care into the child's environment. C. S. Lewis is elo-

quent on the point—for both children and adults.

That elementary recititude of human response, at which we are so

ready to fling the unkind epithets of "stock, " "crude,''' "bourgeois,
"

and "conventional, " so farfrom being "given" is a delicate balance

of trained habits, laboriously acquired and easily lost, on the main-

tenance of which depend both our virtues and our pleasures and

even, perhaps, the survival of the species. . . . When poisons become

fashionable, they do not cease to kill.

(A Preface to "Paradise Lost," Chapter IV)

The world teems with salutary influences and with poisonous in-

fluences. The critic's minimum responsibility is to recognize writ-

ings for what they are and to puncture false claims.
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7. Truth in Labeling

The 1965 Grove Press edition of Justine and Other Writings presents

Sade for the first time in English as an openly published main-

stream writer. The lengthy front matter opens with a Translators'

Foreword and a Publisher's Preface. These two critical pieces tell

us how Sade has been labeled on the package for thirty years and

will be for many years to come.

The publisher (Barney Rosset did not sign his preface) treads

softly and cites many of the critics I have discussed who seek to

rehabilitate Sade. At the end, he addresses the larger question.

"What is strange, and worth investigating" in this "writhing, in-

sensate universe at the pole opposite Gethsemane and Golgotha?"

Rosset provides an answer that Milton and Baudelaire could have

followed easily.

To profitfrom that extraordinary vision . . . we do not have to sub-

scribe to it. But if we ignore it, we do so at our own risk. For to

ignore Sade is to choose not to know part of ourselves, that inviolable

part which lurks within each of us and which, eluding the light of

reason, can, we have learned in this century, establish absolute evil

as a rule of conduct and threaten to destroy the world.

A few lines later, Rosset repeats the argument. Twenty years after

Hitler, Sade's works will "serve to remind us ... of the absolute

evil of which man is capable." Rosset's logic is essentially consis-

tent: The stronger the vaccine, the surer the immunization. He fails

to recognize that beyond a certain point of virulence, a vaccine can

become a means of infection for certain immune systems. But for

Rosset, Sade remains a negative object lesson.

The translators, Richard Seaver and Austryn Wainhouse, take a

very different approach. After referring in their first paragraph to

Sade's "immense and incomparable literary achievement," they

grant that Sade wished for the status of an unknown author with

an underground influence. For his "secrets cannot bear disclosure"

to the normal commonsense reader. To a reasonable man, Sade

"resembles nothing so much as death." But for certain readers Sa-

de's secrets take another course and reach a darker level of re-

sponse.
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However firmly [the reader] be established in the normality that

makes everyday life possible, still morefirmly established in him and

infinitely more deeply—in the farther reaches of his inalienable self,

in his instincts, his dreams, his incoercible desires—the impossible

dwells, a sovereign in hiding. What Sade has to say to us—and

what we as normal social beings cannot heed or even hear—already

exists within us, like a resonance, a forgotten truth, or like the divine

promise whose fulfillment is finally the most solemn concern of our

human existence.

Seaver and Wainhouse have here described vividly the subtle way

in which Sade's scenes and ideas infiltrate the moral substance of

some readers and animate a tendency hidden deep within us. The
metaphors and rhetoric of the quoted passage suggest the force of

forbidden knowledge conveyed by esoteric writing only to an elect.

In labeling that forbidden knowledge, the translators assign it

strong positive value: "a sovereign in hiding," "a forgotten truth,"

fulfillment of a "divine promise." Their own publisher used more

explicit terms: "an incipient terrorist," "the Satanic strain," and

"absolute evil." The translators have transformed a negative object

lesson into exemplary hero. In the next paragraph, they declare:

"It is not our intention to enter any special plea for Sade." But

they have already done exactly that by their evaluation of the fun-

damental nature of Sade's universe. The uninitiated reader of Sade

will find these claims on the second page of a foreword introducing

"one of our civilization's treasures."

The confusions that emerge from these introductory pages lead

me to lay out in schematic form the situation into which Sade and

his supporters lead us. The categories I shall set up inevitably elim-

inate the middle ground many of us would wish to explore and

possibly to defend. But clear distinctions serve us best here.

Since Plato and Aristotle, discussions of crime and evil in art can

be reduced to two positions: the theory of infection or corruption

and the theory of catharsis or purgation.* In a canny examination

of the question in the opening pages of Art and Anarchy, Edgar

*A succinct statement of the opposition appears in the stanza from the

sixteenth-century poet Agrippa d'Aubign6 that Baudelaire chose as epigraph for

The Flowers of Evil:
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Wind distills a terse version: "Art has the power to intensify (not

just to purge) emotions."

As I have already shown, Sade claimed sometimes (in anticipa-

tion of the censor) that he wrote about vice and evil in order to

cure us of them; and at other times, in order to win readers to them.

Modern critics engaged in rehabilitating Sade have laid out a third

position: He produced harmless word structures without (inten-

tional) moral dimension, writings toward which we should have an

entirely aesthetic response. By combining the above positions, I

obtain an outline whose seven ways of reading Sade are not put

forward as exhaustive.

A. Sade is free of moral intention, a wordsmith who produced "a

mere combination of texts" (Barthes).

1. Sade has no moral effect; purely aesthetic status.

2. Sade brings (unintentional) moral edification (catharsis).

3. Sade brings (unintentional) moral corruption (infec-

tion).

B. Sade carries a strong moral component and knew what he was

doing.

4. Sade is trying to cure us & succeeds (catharsis).

5. Sade is trying to cure us & fails (infection).

6. Sade is trying to corrupt us & succeeds (infection).

7. Sade is trying to corrupt us & fails (catharsis).

Of the seven ways of looking at Sade, the first strikes me as pat-

ently untenable. Those who defend it are usually trying to elevate

On dit qu'ilfaut couler les execrables choses

Dans le putts de f'oufrli ou au sepulcre encloses,

Et que par les escrits le mal ressuscite

Infectera les moeurs de la posterite;

Mais le vice n 'a point pour mtre la science,

Et la vertu n 'est pas fille de Fignorance.

Such filth should be disposed of, men will say,

Nor be allowed to fester and decay,

For, once put into words, rank things may bloom

That send whole generations to their doom;

But knowledge never yet gave birth to Vice,

Nor Virtue looked to ignorance for advice.

(tr. Walter Martin)

Should we bury evil? Or try to know its ways?
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Sade to the category of great literature on partial or false grounds.

Both Sade's temperament and the psychological stresses under

which he lived make it impossible to describe with certainty his

intentions in writing what he did. Considering the highly conflict-

ing evidence, it is fully conceivable that he was engaged in an

immense wager, a bet with himself that he could wreak his revenge

through his writings alone and destroy the society that had deprived

him of freedom for half of his adult life.

The translators and publisher of the Grove edition have the

sense to acknowledge the moral dimension of Sade's writings. The

"sovereign in hiding" to whom Sade presumably speaks in each of

us suggests the bringing to life—a little like Frankenstein's mon-

ster—of a latent superman in us who is bent on carrying out the

exploits described by Sade. The translators seem to mean that for

a few great souls Sade will bring immense liberation (item 6), and

that other ordinary mortals will draw back in horror (item 7). By

calling Sade "one of civilization's treasures," they appear to ap-

plaud the destructive element in his work. The publisher, on the

other hand, recognizing the evil potential of Sade's imagination,

describes it as "surreal rather than real" and values his writings

because they will have a healthy effect—whether according to item

4 or item 7 is not clear. Possibly because of the sixties euphoria in

the midst of which they were written, both the Foreword and the

Preface mock Puritan and Victorian morality as hypocritical and

imply that Sade brings a healthy salvation from it.

In the face of these conflicting claims, how can we hope to get

Sade right? Above all, how can we estimate the effect on readers

of a content and a style with which we have now gained a little

familiarity? The arguments I offer now do not close the case. They

are intended to turn, even to reverse, the course of current opinion.

I shall take the most difficult matter first: empirical evidence of

social harm from writings like those of Sade. The two cases I have

examined, the Moors murders and Ted Bundy, could lead us into a

vast and inconclusive literature on the sources of violently criminal

behavior and on the effects of pornographic and obscene materials

on various groups. Instead, I shall focus on two U.S. government re-

ports on pornography. Each has come under violent attack. Each, in

my opinion, deserves support. The Report of the Commission on Ob-

scenity and Pornography (1970) reaches this conclusion. "Empirical
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research designed to clarify the question has found no evidence to

date that exposure to explicit sexual materials plays a significant

role in the causation of delinquent or criminal behavior among

youth or adults" (32). The 1970 report favors regulating such ma-

terials only for minors.

The Final Report by the Attorney General's Commission on Por-

nography (1986) comes to a different but not opposed conclusion.

"Substantial exposure to sexually violent materials as described

here bears a causal relationship to antisocial acts of sexual violence

and, for some subgroups, to unlawful acts of sexual violence" (326).

The 1986 report accepts the earlier negative findings about sexually

explicit materials and concentrates its investigations and its findings

on sexually violent (Class I) materials. They do have socially sig-

nificant effects. Subsequent discussions have made two crucial

points.* It is the element of violence, particularly as associated with

and supported by sexual activity, whether explicit or not, that has

deleterious social effects. And second, any reference to "cause" in

this context means not necessary effects on all individuals exposed

to sexually violent materials but on a probable small percentage.

This is the kind of statistical link that leads us to call smoking a

cause of lung cancer, drinking a cause of automobile accidents, and

seat belts a cause of decline in traffic deaths. The 1986 report, while

acknowledging a correlation particularly between Class I sexually

violent materials in television and movies and sexual violence in

society, nevertheless calls for no change in current federal obscenity

law under Miller.

I go over this ground in order to point out that for the 1970

report, Sade's writings belong to a category of sexually explicit ma-

terials that hold no danger to society, whereas for the 1986 report,

his writings fall into the most extreme area of Class I, the only

category cited as a possible cause of sexual violence in those ex-

posed to it. As other writers and government reports have pointed

out, this matter concerns not only First Amendment rights of pro-

tection of speech but also considerations of public health and the

fitness of the environment. I would say that the 1986 report allows

*For a comprehensive survey of the debate with exhaustive references to cur-

rent research, see Frederick Schauer, "Causation Theory and the Causes of Sexual

Violence," American Bar Foundation Research Journal, 1987.
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us to get Sade right, to place him in the proper category, without

calling for an auto-da-fe.

In referring to the potentially criminal effects that violently sex-

ual materials may have on "some subgroups," the 1986 report is

acknowledging that most scientific and legal discussions of the ef-

fects of pornography and obscenity limit themselves to effects on

"nonpredisposed normals"—that is, the average person. But the

woods and the woodwork are full of unpredictable temperaments

predisposed in many directions. The word subgroups opens a way

back to the Hicklin rule of 1867. A British court decided that a

book entitled The Confessional Unmasked "tended to deprave and

corrupt those whose minds are open to such moral influences." A
more recent American case in the 1950s concerns seventeen lower

court decisions against one Winters, a distributor of "adult" comic

books in New York City sold mostly to juveniles. The New York

Court of Appeals found that "collections of pictures or stories of

criminal deeds of bloodlust or lust unquestionably can be so massed

as to become vehicles for inciting violent crimes." When the U.S.

Supreme Court overruled that finding as vague and unclear, Justice

Frankfurter entered an eloquent dissent. "It would be sheer dog-

matism ... to deny to the New York legislature the right to believe

that the intent of the type of publication it has proscribed is to

cater to morbid and immature minds."

Given the incidence of violence and sex crimes in our society,

we would do well to consider the effects of Class I materials not

only on "nonpredisposed normals" but also on "morbid and im-

mature minds."* There is a cost-benefit analysis to perform here.

*This discrimination among different segments of the public was explicitly

—

but hypocritically—recognized at the 1956 Paris trial of the Editions J. J. Pauvert

for "outrage aux moeurs" in publishing Sade's four principal novels. Every witness

for the defense testified to the "importance" of Sade's works and went on to insist

on the need to restrict the circulation of the four works. Pauvert himself favored

limiting the edition by setting a high price and not displaying it in shop windows.

These books were to be published for scholars and intellectuals only, and Sade's

principal champion, Georges Bataille, was even more restrictive. The reading of

Sade "can be only on a reserved basis. I am a librarian." He stipulated that certain

formalities should be observed, such as authorization by the head librarian (see

L 'affaire Sade). Judging by subsequent events, we can surmise that Pauvert and

his friends were speaking only to persuade the judge. They succeeded. The pro-

posed restrictions disappeared in a few years. Today, the four contested works are

widely available in inexpensive editions prominently exhibited in bookstores in



296 / Forbidden Knowledge

We need to weigh the advantage of free speech and the unimpeded

circulation of ideas against the advantage of a balanced environ-

ment for the young to grow up in and for the mentally unstable to

survive in without doing harm to themselves and others. Stated

differently, we need to weigh the benefits of the alleged safety-

valve effect of Class I materials on some persons against the danger

of such materials affecting subgroups in such a way as to cause

antisocial acts. Ivan Karamazov saw the dilemma vividly. "What

price will we pay to prevent the torture of one helpless child?" It

behooves us to understand that Dostoyevsky is not being senti-

mental. The question is utterly realistic.

As I have already argued, the burden of proof falls as much on

liberals to show that no social damage results from the general avail-

ability of Class I materials as on conservatives to show that such

damage does or may occur.

Let me return to the medical analogy of infection and immunity.

The human immune system functions in complex ways we do not

fully understand to protect us from bacterial and viral disease. Its

many parts, from thymus gland to T cells, distinguish vital ele-

ments in the body that constitute a "self" to be sheltered from

alien and dangerous elements marked for attack, and also from

those that fall between and can be tolerated as part of a dynamic

immunological environment. The proper functioning of this sys-

tem, supplemented by many others that make up our bodies, leads

to a relative state called health—the capacity to recognize and resist

encroaching disease. We must marvel at the resourcefulness and

sensitivity of our immune system, which seeks not a disease-free

environment but one that does not overwhelm our resistances.

Health in these circumstances can be described as homeostasis, a

kind of steady state for the living self marked off clearly from the

contingencies of the external environment. The worst blunder that

this finely tuned system can make is to fail to recognize itself and

to attack its own cells. (See Tauber, The Immune Self.)

The way a child is raised and educated influences its moral im-

mune system, which allows it to participate in the mutual pursuit

most countries of the West. The blurbs on the covers lead a reader to believe he

or she is buying great literature that makes a fundamental contribution to philos-

ophy and morality.
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of happiness within a culture. As a child can be given vaccinations

at predetermined ages to activate its immune system against polio,

for example, so certain spectacles and stories introduce a child to

aspects of violence and evil to which it can develop a resistance.

Or it may become infected. In advanced liberal societies, both our

physiological and our moral immune systems have been subjected

to enormous pressures. In the name of free speech we may defend

practices like indecency, desecration, and hate speech while, at the

same time, fearing their effect on the community. And we watch

the all-pervasive phenomenon of the media feed these practices

directly into our moral immune system. Surrounded by these pres-

sures, we are still groping for some kind of commonsense oversight

to limit the basest commercial appeals to violent and prurient in-

terest.

Within this broad cultural scene, the writings of the Marquis de

Sade represent a small yet symptomatic episode. For in what ap-

pears to be the most unequivocal case of Class I materials—ex-

treme violence and mayhem endorsed in close association with

utterly explicit sexual excesses and perversions—some of our best-

trained minds have argued successfully that we should classify

these works as literary and philosophical masterpieces deserving

wide circulation. Such a failure of truth in labeling recalls the story

of the emperor's new clothes. But the Sade case is infinitely more

serious than mere nakedness. Can our perception of what is really

at stake in his writings have gone so far astray? Are we dealing here

with an advanced form of naivete, or with calculated cultural ni-

hilism?

Of course one test case lies immediately under our noses. In

order to write this chapter, I spent several hours a day for over four

months reading Sade's works. And for several years before and after

that period, I thought about his case, read other materials on ob-

scenity and pornography, and contemplated the reality of having a

shelf of such books in my library and my household. What have

been the effects on me of extended exposure to civilized taboo?

Do I qualify as a "nonpredisposed normal" or as a subject with a

morbid and impressionable mind? Would I counsel such a course

of study to others—to moral philosophers, to criminologists, to col-

lege students still in their teens? (Most of the above have already

explored the area without prompting from me.)
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At age twenty-three, I first read a small sample of Sade's works

in a public reading room overseen by an elderly woman reference

librarian while I was working on an undergraduate thesis on Apol-

linaire. Almost forty years elapsed before I read him systematically

in editions purchased openly in France and the United States. Both

times, the experience of entering Sade's universe bore no resem-

blance to my knowledge of love, passion, copulation, debauchery,

and tenderness. Sade's narrative plunged me into feelings and re-

actions associated with two vividly familiar experiences of a very

different kind: witnessing a major surgical operation for the first

few times and participating in wartime combat fighting at close

range. In watching surgery, from the moment of the first incision

into the body, one fights giddily for detachment, distance, and ra-

tional justification for so unnatural an act. In combat, one may rap-

idly yield either to numbing fear or to surging impulses of

aggression and bloodlust. In both cases, the universe has been

turned upside down. What was wrong is now right in the name of

some higher cause, medical or military. Insofar as I can reconstitute

those distressing early experiences of reading Sade before it be-

came a chore to continue, I sought both to withdraw and to suc-

cumb. Revulsion accompanied arousal to produce a kind of visceral

trembling that resembles stage fright. Cold blood and hot blood

mingled and fought one another in a state of tense paralysis. In

spite of its intensity, this condition was the opposite of life, or

health, or pleasure.

No, I do not believe I have been harmed by this experience.

But I can imagine it having such an effect. Conversations with

friends and associates inform me that their reactions vary a great

deal and that they find themselves equally unharmed. Perhaps we

are all laying claim, as Descartes suggests, to an adequate portion

of common sense. Most of us also believe that the effects on some

troubled minds could be far stronger, more lasting, possibly dan-

gerous.

To know the world and the human beings in it, one does not

have to visit every country, let alone the North Pole. Sade's writ-

ings represent perhaps not the moral North Pole itself but so vivid

an account of it that a few unhinged individuals will be induced to

attempt the expedition and to visit the place. The social crimes of

the Moors murders and of Ted Bundy's case furnish examples of
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such a response. Could they have been avoided? We do not know.

But one of the least advisable measures to that end is to classify

Sade's works as great literature.

Sade frequently cited originality as his claim to immortality. But

he had a predecessor in this raid on fame through infamy. It is the

nearly forgotten Greek figure Herostratus. According to legend, this

undistinguished and profoundly thwarted citizen of Ephesus con-

ceived the idea of burning down his city's temple of Artemis with

its fine library in order to create instant fame for himself and assure

the survival of his name in history. Out of calculated self-

aggrandizement, Herostratus committed an act of cultural arson,

causing the destruction of genuinely valuable artifacts and probably

of human lives.

What shall we do with such a story? For if we perpetuate the

story as a negative example, we are also perpetuating the success

of his crime. And if we try to suppress the story because of possible

misinterpretation and deleterious consequences, we are establish-

ing limits on knowledge of history and losing a fable. What we can

and should properly protest is not the existence of the Herostratus

parable but any interpretation of it, particularly for young and un-

formed minds, as recording a model deed of originality, courage,

and human liberation. Herostratus could not project his imagination

beyond furthering his own selfish interests by devastating the in-

terests of others. Like Sade, he was engaged in the destruction of

the very history in which he wished to survive.

The divine marquis represents forbidden knowledge that we

may not forbid. Consequently, we should label his writings care-

fully: potential poison, polluting to our moral and intellectual en-

vironment.
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THE SPHINX AND
THE UNICORN

/ know only that I do not know.

—Socrates

The most incomprehensible thing about the universe is

that it is comprehensible.

— Einstein

A contradiction or paradox lies buried in the title of this book,

Forbidden Knowledge. If we are familiar enough with any en-

tity or domain to call the result "knowledge," then we al-

ready know too much about it to apply the adjective forbidden. The
taboo or prohibition has already been broken, the obstacle or risk

overcome. The only true items in the class, then, would be forms

of knowledge still unlocated, unnamed, unexplored, possibly closed

to us. "How," Meno asks Socrates, "will you look for something

when you don't in the least know what it is?" These paradoxes do

not disqualify the phrase "forbidden knowledge." On the contrary,

the phrase remains with us and carries meaning by its long asso-

ciation with particular stories and case histories.

A reader seeking a breakdown of forbidden knowledge into cat-

egories designed to contain the materials of the previous chapters

should turn now to Appendix I. The six categories I propose there

lend some order to the variety of stories and case histories I have

referred to. And the categories provide the closest approach I make
to a theory of forbidden knowledge.
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In this chapter, I pursue toward its outcome the inquiry with

which I began: Are there things we cannot or should not know?

1. What We Ought Not to Know:
The Institutions of Science and Art

In the long perspective of four thousand years, the Western world

has discovered or invented only two master plots, two narratives of

high explanatory power. They affect every aspect of human life

today. The amalgam of the Greco-Roman heritage with Jewish and

Christian traditions produced a culture in which the naked rule of

status and power began to yield to justice under law, the dignity

of all persons under God, and a morality of altruism. The sequence

of Hebrew covenants followed by the New Testament Redemption

story offers an account of things bestowed on us from on high by

a single God. That religious ethos, though reformed and attacked

for the last five centuries, had no full-fledged competitor until the

elaboration of Darwinian evolution in the middle of the nineteenth

century. Renaissance secular humanism and Enlightenment reason

opened the way for evolutionary theory without themselves estab-

lishing a complete and competing account of things. The new story

of life emerging uncreated out of the primal slime and finding its

upward way by natural elimination (misleadingly called "natural

selection") has partially displaced the old story without destroying

its teachings and ideals. Since the Renaissance and the Enlight-

enment, many citizens of the West have composed or compart-

mentalized themselves in such a way as to accommodate both

stories.

We have barely begun the momentous struggle between these

two master plots, Christian and Darwinian.* The widely admired

writings of Nietzsche, intent on the destruction of Christian ideals,

would return us to an atavistic morality of power, status, and cruelty

exercised by noble masters. Nietzsche had drawn deeply from Dar-

*Chapter VI may imply that technology, closely linked to science and com-

merce, confronts us with a third master plot. But by itself, technology has no story.

It relies on progress as its sustaining myth.
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win. A succinct and unflinching answer to Nietzsche arose out of

Martin Luther King, Jr.'s resolve to protect the civil rights struggle

from the forces of radical black violence. In "Where Do We Go
from Here?"—his 1967 presidential address to the Southern Chris-

tian Leadership Conference—King picks out as one of the great

errors in history the interpretation of power and love as polar op-

posites and the association of power with violence. King cut to the

core of the matter with a no-nonsense simplification.

// was this misinterpretation that caused Nietzsche, who was a phi-

losopher of the will to power, to reject the Christian concept of love.

It was this same misinterpretation which induced Christian theolo-

gians to reject Nietzschean philosophy of the will to power in the

name of the Christian idea of love. Now, we've got to get this thing

right. What is needed is a realization that power without love is

reckless and abusive, and love without power is sentimental and

anemic. Power at its best is love implementing the demands ofjustice.

(A Testament of Hope, 247)

King was not just playing games with the words love and power. He
was reaching back to a series of his own earlier readings (above all,

in Paul Tillich) and writings and to his experience as intellectual

and tactical leader of the civil rights movement. "To get this thing

right" meant to King an appeal to a long-meditated and carefully

defined philosophic position: the philosophy of nonviolence. In

such talks as "The Power of Nonviolence," given in 1958 for the

YW-YMCA in Berkeley, California, King explained the intellectual

conviction, personal discipline, regular training, physical courage,

Gandhian Satyagraha, and Christian agape needed to carry out non-

violent resistance. And the struggle he led was not between two

peoples or races, but "between justice and injustice, between the

forces of light and the forces of darkness."

Nietzsche's "master morality" based on "the will to power" has

powerful affinities with social Darwinism. It appeals to convictions

and disciplines that turn their back on any "slave morality" of love

and pity. These two prophets, Nietzsche and King, confront us

with a continuing struggle between power and justice that no think-

ing person can responsibly turn away from.
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The notion of forbidden knowledge has emerged out of both

these master plots, Judeo-Christian and Darwinian. A large collec-

tion of familiar myths, including Prometheus and Pandora, Adam
and Eve, and most of the other stories I have been examining,

traces the development of forbidden knowledge in the Greco-

Roman and Hebrew traditions and on into the Christian heritage.

It is more surprising to discover that the notion of forbidden knowl-

edge has also appeared in the far more recent Darwinian dispen-

sation. I am referring not only to episodes like the restrictions

placed on recombinant DNA research in the 1970s by the inves-

tigators themselves but also to reservations and second thoughts

expressed by some of the most dedicated spokesmen for the Dar-

winian view of existence.

For example, bringing together a mass of new work in ethnology,

comparative psychology, and population biology, Edward O. Wilson

published in 1975 an immense tome, Sociobiology: The New Synthesis.

It begins by dismissing "solipsist consciousness" and by affirming

natural selection as the all-powerful principle among living things,

particularly in social behavior. Then, after five hundred double-

column encyclopedic pages mostly on animals and social insects,

Wilson comes back to human beings and the dilemma posed by

our expanding knowledge of our own "machinery." Sociobiology

will "cannibalize" psychology, policy, ethics, and even molecular

biology. Accordingly, Wilson believes that scientifically planned so-

ciety is inevitable in the next century.

At this point, something startling happens, like Orpheus looking

back. On the last page, Wilson announces calmly that by usurping

natural selection, "social control would rob man of his humanity."

In the concluding paragraph of the book, he raises, in a sudden

lunge, perplexing questions about knowledge and human nature,

as if he were appalled by the claims he has made. "To maintain

the species indefinitely we are compelled to drive toward total

knowledge, right down to the levels of the neuron and gene. When
we have progressed enough to explain ourselves in these mecha-

nistic terms, and the social sciences come to full flower, the result

might be hard to accept" (575). Wilson's belated apprehensiveness

about the consequences of planned intervention in natural selection

lead into a final, cryptic quotation from Camus about man becom-

ing an alien "divested of illusions and lights." Wilson cannot retract
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the book on its last page. But the sense of a mental reservation, of

forbidden knowledge, has been wrung out of him by his own ar-

gument.

Wilson represents a large number of scientific figures who have

expressed hesitations over the most imperialist and reductionist

claims of the Darwinian master plot.* The wisest of them state in

one way or another that in this domain we may now know too much

too soon.

The simplest way to return from these lofty speculations about

master plots to the preoccupations of our daily lives is to raise the

basic question posed in the Foreword: Are there things we should not

know? At least four answers—religious, philosophical, historical, and

literary—deserve serious attention.

The religions of the West (as well as most Eastern faiths) answer

yes, there are things we should not, cannot, need not know. To
probe brashly beyond what God has revealed to us and to explore

final questions by reason alone will distract us from the responsi-

bility of living our lives according to an established moral code.

Faith in a higher being directs us not to undermine his place by

seeking Bacon's "proud knowledge" but to approach knowledge

as a means of admiring his handiwork and submitting to it. We
revere great learning, but it may be of the Devil's party. In the

religious tradition, salvation comes from faith, good works, or Prov-

idence—not from great knowledge alone. Nicholas of Cusa's

"learned ignorance" approaches closer to the religious impulse than

does Teilhard de Chardin's optimistic Catholic scientism.

Insofar as they separate themselves from religious faith and con-

trol, philosophers (including "natural philosophers," or scientists)

have tended to give a negative answer to the question whether

there are things we should not know. By definition, philosophers

love knowledge fsophia) and recognize no external authority to limit

their hypotheses and inquiries. A few scientists such as Oppenhei-

mer have muttered darkly about "knowing sin" in their work, and

a group of geneticists once imposed a slowdown on themselves in

*See the following entries in the Bibliography: Jean-Pierre Changeux, Carl De-

gler, Troy Duster, Gerald M. Edelman, Gerald Holton, Francois Jacob, Evelyn Fox

Keller, Daniel J. Kevles, Arthur Koestler, R. C. Lewontin, Jacques Monod, James

V. Neel, Melvin Konner, and Alfred Tauber.
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recombinant DNA research. On the other hand, the philosopher,

Nicholas Rescher, in The Limits of Science argues for the theoretical

limitlessness of scientific inquiry. In general, secular philosophy and

science have articulated no strong principle that would retard or

constrain the practices that have produced what we call "the knowl-

edge explosion." Even ordinary prudence loses ground to ambition,

greed, and the sheer momentum of discovery.

There are, however, odd recesses and crooked paths within the

philosophical-scientific perspective. From Socrates' irony to Eras-

mus' comic monologuist, Folly, to Einstein's space elevators and

black boxes and "spooky action at a distance," the human mind

has at times looked again at human knowledge and seen in it an

elaborate cosmic joke. Today, physicists talk emphatically of the

"craziness" and "weirdness" of events occurring close to the speed

of light and to quantum forces. "If you really believe in quantum

mechanics," states the physicist and mathematician Robert Wald,

"then you can't take it seriously." Lewis Carroll in his Alice books

and Alfred Jarry with his science of 'Pataphysics ("The science of

laws governing exceptions") explored the cosmic joke from the

literary side.

The same sense of yawning immensity and vanishing tininess,

when grafted onto the philosophical tradition of doubt and skep-

ticism, can lead not to laughter but to visceral revulsion from the

void emptied of God's presence. "The eternal silence of these in-

finite spaces frightens me," wrote Pascal, as much a scientist as a

believer. In moments of vertigo, the modern scientist-philosopher

may behold himself as adrift between the ultimate and opposite

constants, c (the speed of light) and h (Planck's quantum). The
enormous appeal to intelligent adults not only of Alice but also of

Beckett's two abandoned clowns in Waiting for Godot arises, I be-

lieve, from Didi and Gogo being equally responsive to the cosmic

joke and to horror vacui. But these probing and crotchety insights

into the nature of things do not modify the general answer of phi-

losophy and science to the question "Are there things we should

not know?" They answer no.

There is more to learn from history's answer than from the two

previous answers. Here much of the work has been done for me
by Hans Blumenberg in The Legitimacy of the Modem Age (1983). Part

III of that scholarly work on the history of ideas devotes two
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hundred pages to a systematic history of curiosity, the thirst for

knowledge, from earliest antiquity. Inevitably and properly, the re-

frain of Blumenberg's account is furnished by the opening sentence

from Aristotle's Metaphysics, which I use as an epigraph for this

book. "All men possess by nature a craving for knowledge." And

Blumenberg does not fail to cite the two oldest anecdotes on the

subject, both of which concern a well.

. . . the story about the Thracian maidservant who exercised her wit

at the expense of Tha/es, when he was footing up to study the stars

and tumbled down a well. She scoffed at him for being so eager to

know what was happening in the sky that he could not see what lay

at his feet.

(Plato, Theaetetvs)

In Democritus' counterpart tale, an unnamed philosopher is bend-

ing over a well to look for the truth. But the truth has withdrawn

into the depths of the earth and will not reveal itself. Both parables

tell us that curiosity may tempt us away from what is most impor-

tant: the life that lies immediately in front of us.

Blumenberg traces first how the Greeks and Romans gradually

reached a cautious answer to the question of how much we should

try to know. The Thales fable suggests that astronomy may be a

foolish distraction. By the time Cicero summed everything up in

the first century B.C., he could propose a median view that encour-

aged knowledge of nature—even astronomy—as good training for

essential knowledge: practical life, morals, and politics in the largest

sense of social responsibility. In Definibus, Cicero censured Ulysses'

behavior toward the Sirens as motivated by pure greediness for

knowledge that distracts him from returning to his duties in his

native land.

This reasonable solution had to yield slowly to the doctrine and

dogma of the Roman Catholic church, most tersely stated by Ter-

tullian, "After Christ, we have no need of curiosity." One had best

tend to one's own salvation. The final truths had been revealed in

Scripture. In the early Middle Ages, curiosity was seen as a con-

sequence of acedia—apathy and indifference toward the true pur-

pose of a devout life. But by readmitting Aristotle into their midst,
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Aquinas and the scholastic theologians gave secular knowledge and

even curiosity a new start. Blumenberg misses Aquinas' pertinent

discussion in the Summa theologica (II, qq. 166-67) where he dis-

tinguishes between curiosity and studiousness. The former, driven by

pride, vanity, the impulse to sin, or superstition, leads us astray.

Studiousness, on the other hand, falls under the virtue of temper-

ance and leads to the knowledge of sovereign truth.

In 1336, Petrarch confessed in a famous letter that he climbed

Mount Ventoux out of pure curiosity. When he reached the top

and looked down like a god upon the world, a deeply medieval

revulsion overcame him and prompted him to take out his pocket

Augustine. He turned providentially to a passage condemning just

this kind of worldly distraction from his devotion to the true faith.

But after Copernicus and Galileo and the voyages of discovery,

after Bacon, Newton, and Descartes, philosophers found new rea-

sons to legitimize and encourage curiosity and to oppose all restric-

tions on knowledge.

Present-day historians tend to associate this shift more with the

northern Enlightenment than with the earlier Italian Renaissance.

But the former would never have occurred without the latter. The

most incisive acknowledgment of the shift is Goethe's adoption of

Lessing's scheme to transform the heretical and sinning Dr. Faus-

tus into the heroic, striving Faust. Faustian man certifies the sec-

ularization of Western culture and its new freedom to explore

forbidden knowledge.

Blumenberg's history of "theoretical curiosity" continues. I

pause here to take account of what has happened. The remarkable

intellectual achievements of a series of individuals during the sev-

enteenth and eighteenth centuries in France, England, Scotland,

Germany, and the United States led to the formation of two new

institutions. In three centuries, those two institutions have pro-

foundly transformed the fabric of our lives and the forms of our

thinking.

On the one hand, we extol science as a collective activity based

on experiment, highly perfected instrumentation, and the conven-

tions of the scientific report. Enterprises like the British Royal So-

ciety, founded in 1660, and the successive volumes of Diderot's

Encyclopedic (1751-1772) gave to science the rudiments of indepen-
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dence from church and state. Today, scientists form a clerisy and

something approaching an international government of their own,

responsible primarily to themselves as guardians of empirical in-

quiry.

On the other hand, we extol art, no longer as a traditional prac-

tice tied closely to notions of craft, the imitation of beautiful forms

in nature, and moral utility, but as an individual creative activity

springing from original genius, reliant on a disinterested "aes-

thetic" attitude, and free of social constraints. Lord Shaftesbury in

England and Kant's Critique ofJudgment (1790) in Germany codified

these notions during the eighteenth century into a new class of

experiences and judgments concerned with "fine art." The most

conceptual of philosophers with little experience of the arts, Kant

insisted in the opening passage that the beautiful consists in "pure

disinterested delight."

Today, we see science and art as essentially opposed activities.

It is worth pointing out the close proximity of their origins in "the

disinterested attitude." In science, it became the ideal of objectiv-

ity and impersonality in the pursuit of empirical truth; in art, it

became the aesthetic attitude, art for art's sake, and the separation

of art from utility* and morality. t And from the start, both science

and art employed the word experiment to refer to their new endeav-

ors and products.:}:

Furthermore, each of these powerful new institutions to a large

extent occupied intellectual and even spiritual terrain that previ-

ously had belonged to religion. Science and art became semipriestly

vocations holding out the promise of improving the lot of mankind

and calling for dedication and faith. T. H. Huxley in his defense

of scientific education and Max Weber in his talk to students, "Wis-

senschaft als Beruf," describe science as a calling that demands

sacrifice and discipline. The religious aspirations of art are even

more visible in the widespread elevation of the artist to the role of

•"Anything useful is ugly," wrote Theophile Gautier in the Preface to Made-
moiselle de Maupin (1835).

tPoe ranted against "the didactic heresy," an expression adopted by Baudelaire.

tin the second sentence of the Preface (1800), Wordsworth refers to Lyrical

Ballads as an "experiment." Whitman called Leaves of Grass "only a language ex-

periment."
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a new priest. The German idealists, including Kant and Hegel,

argued that the artist will reestablish our lost communion with the

spiritual and the transcendent.*

Thus out of the long history of curiosity and its development

into forms of freethinking emerged two modern institutions claim-

ing increasing autonomy from religious and social constraints. To-

day, relying on principles of experiment, pure research, free speech,

artistic license, and academic freedom, science and art can affirm a

measure of independence from limitations on ordinary behavior. In

extreme instances, each has claimed to be a no-fault activity oc-

cupying a morally tax-free zone. In 1994, a gangsta rap performer

in New York City named M. C. Pooh appealed to the separation

of art from life in order to justify as "art" his own criminal acts and

incitements to crime in his performances. Genetic experiments

whose outcome might undermine our biological equilibrium more

seriously than the atomic bomb are proposed on the principle of

pure research. The eternal human trait of curiosity has constituted

itself into two powerful institutions. Science and art have enlarged

our way of life; in extreme cases, they may now also endanger it.

History, then, leads us back to the question "Are there things

we should not know?" History's record suggests that we pay atten-

tion to the extended and instructive shift from Cicero's measured

encouragement of knowledge, to the restrictions of the medieval

world ("After Christ, we have no need of curiosity"), to the in-

creasingly open approach of the modern age. Our passwords today

are experiment, originality, and even subversion as embodied in our

two established—and sometimes rogue—institutions of science

and art.

Sensible interpretation of this history of curiosity concerns us

very deeply. I do not believe we should read the account of these

developments down to the present exclusively as the record of

gradual liberation from superstitious restrictions on human creative

and imaginative powers. For the same history furnishes a cautionary

tale, telling us that complete liberation from constraints in the arts

and sciences may endanger our humanity and the fragile entity we
call civilization. Even the most ancient story of starry-eyed Thales

*Paul B6nichou has published a series of volumes devoted to the history of the

artist as secular priest.
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falling into a well has not lost its point. Our very accomplishments

can distract us from seeing accompanying perils. Ulysses' shipwreck

while in search of new worlds as imagined by Dante foreshadows

Frankenstein, unmentioned by Blumenberg but an essential com-

ponent of his history. The atomic bomb, recombinant DNA, and

the Human Genome Project provide further test cases of curiosity

cultivated as necessary or self-justifying.

The history of curiosity points to something simple and funda-

mental. Pascal's insistence on portee, or the reach of human faculties

to understand the universe, is usually associated with our inability

to grasp the infinitely small and the infinitely large. We are not at

home at orders of magnitude remote from our own. But portee also

refers to time, to the pace at which we can assimilate new discov-

eries and innovations in technology and in moral attitudes. In his

essay "What is Enlightenment?" Kant cautiously restricts the free

exchange of ideas because of his strong sense of their potential

effect on society. "A public can only slowly arrive at enlighten-

ment." Furthermore how do we distinguish beneficial change from

harmful change? Enlightenment from barbarism? We are aware of

what damage too sudden modernization may inflict on a backward

society. The Ik tribe in Africa reverted to virtual savagery when

deprived of its hunting grounds. Yet we inflict unthinkingly on

ourselves influences that subject us to enormous stress. Do we
know how to resist TV violence and addictive drugs, particularly

when promoted by the profit motive? Do we still have the capacity,

like an immune system, to reject forces and practices that damage

our collective and individual health? My chapter on the Marquis

de Sade points out that violent pornography and obscenity should

be seen as problems not exclusively of free speech but equally of

public health and safety. Statistical studies show that, like radiation

affecting genetic material, violent pornography may act on some un-

stable temperaments to provoke criminally unsocial behavior. Our

sciences and technologies, our arts and media, run far out ahead

of many citizens' capacity to adapt to their enticements. Yet those

two institutionalized forces now draw our culture into the future

as fatefully as Helios' two steeds drew the sun each day across

the heavens for the Greeks. I suggest that the lesson of the history

of curiosity is one of pace and timing. Can we still control our own
velocity? Our rate of change? Are we courting the fate of Icarus?
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There is a fine short story by Kipling, "The Eye of Allah," that

addresses this challenge through the events of another era. At St.

Illod's monastery in thirteenth-century England, lay brother John

stands out both as the most prized manuscript illuminator and as a

man of immense scientific learning. He also travels periodically to

Spain, recently reconquered for Christendom, and brings back a

precious cargo of colors for the Scriptorium and drugs for the Infir-

mary. On his last trip, he found new forms of devils to draw sur-

passing "our Church-pattern devils."

Abbot Stephen is devoted both to the Church and to worldly

knowledge. John attends a dinner given by the Abbot to honor two

Rogers: Roger of Salerno, a renowned Italian physician, and the

pugnacious scientist-philosopher Roger Bacon. John shows to the

guests his grotesque new breed of devils and maintains they are

not drug-induced, but drawn from nature. The Abbot then invites

John to demonstrate a magnifying device called "the Eye of Allah,"

after the Moors who discovered it. Looking through the "eye," the

company observes horrible lumpish shapes in a drop of stagnant

water: life forms, or devils alive in Hell? Roger Bacon becomes

highly excited over this "Art optical," which will reveal the truth

of the world. But the Abbot states categorically that the Mother

Church sees these images as a form of magic. It could send them

all to the stake for heresy. After destroying John's magnifying in-

strument with a hammer-blow, the Abbot pronounces that such a

device would "enlighten the world before her time . . . this birth,

my sons, is untimely. It will be but the mother of more death, more

torture, more division, and greater darkness in this dark age."

In a short story that carries the condensed action and moral

freight of a novel, Kipling implies that inappropriate and premature

knowledge can do great damage and would not in this case bring

the Dark Ages to a beneficial close. The Abbot appears to have the

experience and sagacity to make such a decision in a hierarchical

system of authority. Without such clear authority today to judge

the timeliness of knowledge, we seem powerless to resist any nov-

elty or revolutionary invention or commercially driven temptation

that presents itself. Our technology and our freedom have advanced

very far. But the restricted pace at which a society can absorb in-

novation, difficult as it is to ascertain that pace, should exert some

braking force on the advanced parties of science and art. Kipling's
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story submits to history as a form of fate we must not slow or

hasten. Before its appointed time, Art optical must be forbidden,

for premature knowledge may harbor danger. But who will act as

our Abbot or our umpire in an era of competitive expansion and of

appetites whetted by seductive advertising?

The historical outlook recommends a certain patience in our ex-

ercise of curiosity. But we have in our midst today few agencies to

encourage patience and restraint.

The literary answer to the question about things we ought not

to know subsumes the three previous responses and includes them

in a collection of tales whose assembled wisdom is highly complex.

The stories I have treated reveal how often curiosity pushes us

toward presumption and hubris and pleonexia, and how rarely we

take full account of constraints like portee and moderate pace.

Faustian man overwhelms us on all sides. That appears to be our

fate at the close of the second millenium. Nevertheless, Faustian

man cannot quash a strain of quietism in some of us that does not

need to soar to great heights in order to find full humanity.

2. The Veil of Ignorance
and the Flame of Experience

In our search how to conduct our lives, driven on one side by

curiosity and constrained on the other by our sense of reach, we
have been dealt two wild cards. First, the Wife of Bath effect makes

us push against any force that appears to limit our freedom of ac-

tion. The perverseness of the Wife of Bath effect spreads very far.

Any intelligent parent must take account of its sway in bringing up

a child. The positive value assigned in some quarters to "trans-

gression" belongs to the same impulse. The "don't fence me in"

syndrome both protects us from domination by others and nudges

us toward antisocial forms of egoism that may thwart justice and

decency. This dilemma carries us back very close to the Nietzsche-

King debate on power versus love, evolution versus Christianity.

The other wild card is far less familiar. I have discussed a form

of it in the third section of Chapter I under the term "fog of un-

certainty." Nicholas Rescher's phrase refers to a fundamental con-
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dition: What we think of as our humanity entails not having

complete insight into the motives and intentions of other people

and even into our own. Omniscience would confound us utterly. If

we had such devastating knowledge, we would be either gods (as

Satan croons to Eve in his temptation speech) or puppets (as Na-

thanael imagines himself to be in "The Sandman"). "The veil of

ignorance" (as I prefer to call it) defines our humanity in both

senses of the word define: to describe and to limit.*

That blur or cloud lodged at the center of our being, the knowl-

edge forbidden to us in the very midst of our existence, lies at the

heart of Faust's lament at the beginning of Goethe's play.

All I see is that we cannot know!

This burns my heart.

(364-65)

In the first part of the drama, Faust tries to surpass his limitations

through the magic powers obtained from Mephistopheles. The
effort leads to disaster in the Gretchen episode. In the first scene

of Part II, Faust wakes up alone with a new lease on life and a

new willingness to lower his sights. For after being blinded by the

rising sun, he turns back to the earth and seeks shelter behind "the

most youthful of veils." The image that immediately follows of a

rainbow in the mist informs us (through association with the 1784

poem "Zueignung" "Dedication") that Faust-Goethe here finds

protection from blinding Truth behind the veil of poetry. Absolute

Truth paralyzes. The intermediate realm of poetry shields one from

it and allows freedom of movement. Faust now galavants through

five acts of wild adventures worthy of a spaghetti Western. The

*"The veil of ignorance" here refers to a real and fundamental aspect of our

human condition, both a limit and a safeguard. The political philosopher John

Rawls uses the same term to designate a very different notion: a hypothetical

situation (ignorance about one's own social status) designed to promote fairness in

reaching agreements with other members of a community. "The principles of jus-

tice are chosen behind a veil of ignorance," Rawls writes in the opening chapter

of A Theory of Justice. He means a state of affairs imagined or artificially induced in

order to attain a specific social goal. "The veil of ignorance" as I use it means a

condition we cannot escape. It bears comparison to Plato's analogy of the cave.
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veil motif at the opening suggests that through all his escapades in

Part II, Faust knows that he does not know the Truth.*

Without Goethe's vivid metaphors, Kant reaches much the same

conclusion at the end of a passage on how far our cognitive faculties

can understand nature. Kant's version of the veil of ignorance does

not lend itself to any peeking.

It is, I mean, quite certain that we can never get a sufficient knowl-

edge of organized beings and their inner possibility, much less get an

explanation of them, by looking merely to mechanical principles of

nature. Indeed, so certain is it, that we may confidently assert that

it is absurdfor men even to entertain any thought of doing so or to

hope that maybe another Newton may some day arise, to make in-

telligible to us even the genesis of but a blade ofgrass from natural

laws that no design has ordered. Such insight we must absolutely

deny to mankind.

(Critique of Judgment, II, Section 14)

Molecular biologists and geneticists may laugh at Kant's affirmation

of ignorance. But they have not yet solved the dilemmas of reduc-

tionism and infinite regress.

Poets are drawn powerfully to the veil of ignorance. A. E.

(George Russell) composed a four-quatrain poem entitled "Truth"

and ended it on the motif of inaccessibility.

And only the teaching

That never was spoken

Is worthy thy reaching,

The fountain unbroken.

The American poet Randall Jarrell finds the mortal condition so

elusive that he can only grope toward his yearnings and resign him-

self to missing them.

*Both the first scene of Faust II and "Dedication" echo motifs of ascent (wings,

heights) and light (illumination, blindness) from Plato's cave parable in Republic

VII and from Dante's Paradise Brittain Smith pointed me toward the veil metaphor

in Goethe.
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If I can think of it, it isn V what I want.

("Sick Child")

This is more than just another Irish bull.

The ultimate truth must remain an ineffable mystery. Novelists,

too, confront this circumstance. In order not to disturb the object

of our knowledge, we may have to turn away from it, as Alyosha

in The Brothers Karamazov cannot raise his eyes to look at the figure

of Jesus in the conversion dream ("Cana of Galilee"). Near the end

of The Mill on the Floss, George Eliot as narrator allows herself a

puzzling yet probing sentence (quoted earlier) about Maggie's

moral dilemma: whether she should seize for herself a reward that

will make those closest to her miserable. "The great problem of

the shifting relation between passion and duty is clear to no man
who is capable of apprehending it" (see page 118). Eliot's sentence

read in context means that Maggie's situation escapes us if we try

to reduce it to moral maxims. That kind of "apprehension" cannot

match the "minute discrimination" of particulars enacted by a nar-

rative. But Eliot is also implying that even in a story, "the shifting

relation between passion and duty" lowers around us the veil of

ignorance that belongs to life itself. Don't try to understand every-

thing. At the end of Chapter III, I call attention to the Hamlet

motif in Faust, the way Faust's self-awareness impedes the kind of

action he seeks. We have approached very close to my fourth cat-

egory of fragile knowledge. (See Appendix I.)*

These examples point toward an extreme form of forbidden

knowledge that I shall call "consciousness kills." At the moment

of knowing, we are unable to know. The nature of time combines

with the nature of consciousness to produce a succession of eva-

nescent moments that forever escape us. "The specious present,"

William James called it. The phenomenon was not lost on Nietz-

*In Emi/e, Rousseau's Savoyard Priest opens his sixty-page "Profession of

Faith" with an extended disquisition on the veil of ignorance. Not only do we
remain ignorant of the universe; "we do not know ourselves, we know neither our

nature nor the spirit that moves us; we scarcely know whether man is one or many;

we are surrounded by impenetrable mysteries." My epigraph from Goethe ac-

knowledges a complementary condition: "Individuum est ineffabile"—a bleak

statement, also respectful.
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sche. "Every living thing needs a surrounding atmosphere, a

shrouding vapor [Dunstkreis] of mystery." Nietzsche repeats this

insight over and over in his early essay on "History in the Service

and Disservice of Life." Toward the end of it, Historie assumes for

him the meaning of consciousness itself, of self-awareness as an

interference with active living. Proust takes the same vapor analogy

from schoolroom physics and develops it more vividly than Nietz-

sche. In the remarkable passage I quoted on page 160, Proust offers

a searing image of conscious knowledge as self-defeating, self-

consuming. The inner sanctum, if we ever reach it, has already

been emptied by our own clanking approach. We would do better

to keep a discreet distance. The unexamined life may not be worth

living, as Socrates taught. Yes, and the overexamined life may bring

confusion and paralysis if one tries to pierce the veil of ignorance.

My last quotation comes from the historian and philosopher of

science Helen Fox Keller, in a discussion of how genetic science

claims to reduce or even eliminate "the locus of freedom" that

might permit us individual choice. Whether or not she has Socrates

in mind, I believe Keller is highly serious. ".
. . the very possibility

of choice depends on a residual domain of agency that can remain

free only to the extent that it remains unexamined" ("Nature, Nur-

ture, and the Human Genome Project"). Some readers will find

that sentence totally opaque. I hear a scientist cautioning herself

and us about the encroachments of knowledge and consciousness

beyond the veil of ignorance that surrounds—and constitutes—the

kernel of our humanity. Don't lift that veil unthinkingly.*

Educated to value enterprise and originality in all endeavors, we
rarely have the patience to tolerate such intellectual restraint. In

our eagerness to sweep away secrets, we leave no privacy unen-

tered, either in persons or in nature itself. The effects of this im-

patience in scientific research and in social analysis are not hard to

observe. Somewhat less evident are the moral effects on our per-

sonal lives. I have taken care to point out how, at key moments in

*For nearly a century, Freudian psychoanalysis persuaded us that the uncon-

scious acts essentially to repress memories that we need to recover for therapeutic

reasons. Revisionist schools of psychology now attach productive rather than re-

pressive functions to the unconscious. Many of our capacities to think and to be-

have creatively may depend on the existence of an automatic self, over which we
do not exercise conscious, voluntary control. (See Jonathan Miller.)
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the Ulysses sequence in Dante's Inferno and in Adam and Eve's

self-justification in Paradise Lost, the word experience takes a leading

role to designate a self-validating form of action. Life as experience

or experiment—this vision links Eve and Adam to Psyche, links

Ulysses to Dante, Dr. Faust to Dr. Frankenstein, Don Quixote and

Don Juan to Dr. Jekyll. At the furthest extreme, Sade's fiendish

heroes carry out their research projects in the pleasure of sheer

malevolence. Among the stories I have discussed, only the Prin-

cesse de Cleves and Emily Dickinson's "Veil" narrator resist the

temptation of the experimental life. The impulse toward experi-

ence surrounds us like the air we breathe; it expresses our accep-

tance of the Wife of Bath effect and our rejection of the veil of

ignorance.

The classic epic and the modern novel have unstintingly cele-

brated the impulse toward experience. Yet the most concentrated

treatment of the impulse comes out of the philosophical-moral

musings of a retiring Oxford classics scholar in the late nineteenth

century. Walter Pater's "Conclusion" in Studies in the History of the

Renaissance (1873) reads so much like an impassioned manifesto of

modern aesthetic hedonism that Pater himself chose to remove it

from the second edition. "It might possibly mislead some of those

young men into whose hands it might fall," Pater explained. Oscar

Wilde knew the "Conclusion" by heart and called it "my golden

book." Here lies the Siren song of our era and the voice of an

unrepentant Faust.

Not the fruit of experience, but experience itself, is the end. A counted

number ofpulses only is given to us of a variegated, dramatic life.

How may we see in them all that is to be seen in them by the finest

senses? How can we pass most swiftly from point to point, and be

present always at the focus where the greatest number of vitalforces

unite in their purest energy?

To bum always with this hard, gemlike flame, to maintain this

ecstasy, is success in life. Failure is to form habits.

A candle flame, a streaming, consuming flux that somehow main-

tains constancy of form, offers the perfect image for intensity of

pure experience, its "splendour," as Pater writes earlier. In what

follows, as in the first sentence of the above quotation, it is difficult
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to detect how sheer experience attains to any wisdom beyond itself.

In his closing lines, Pater tries to convert this hedonism into aes-

thetic epicureanism and adopts the phrase "art for art's sake." But

the fleeting intensity of experience wins out over the permanence

of art.

We are all condamnes as Victor Hugo says . . . we have an interval,

and then our place knows us no more. Some spend this interval in

listlessness, some in high passions, the wisest, in art and song. For

our one chance lies in expanding that interval, in getting as many

pulsations as possible into the given time. Passions may give us this

quickened sense of life, ecstasy and sorrow of love. Only, be sure it

is passion—that it does yieldyou thisfruit ofa quickened, multiplied

consciousness. Of this wisdom, the poetic passion, the desire for

beauty, the love of artfor art's sake, has most; for art comes to you

professing frankly to give nothing but the highest quality to your

moments as they pass, and simply for those moments ' sake.

This alluring voice makes Goethe's Mephistopheles sound like the

strutting clown he really is. Tepid in most of his other writings,

Pater here finds the subtle appeal of Satan seducing Eve in Paradise

Lost. Pater's curiously explicit phrasing was not to be surpassed in

our time by Alfred Kinsey counting orgasms and Michel Foucault

sacrificing himself to {'experience limite. A strong tradition within

modern literature has led us toward this worship of pure experience

without restraint of any kind.* However, what looks to Pater like

"a hard, gemlike flame" can escalate into forms of violence and

destruction in order to sustain that fleeting intensity. In the most

*We can locate this ttadition, for example, in William Blake's Proverbs of Hell.

"The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom." We shall never know how
much diabolical irony lurks in those words. Blake's following proverb extends the

claim. "Prudence is a rich ugly old maid courted by Incapacity." Blake's apparent

appeal to license and daring leads us back to La Rochefoucauld's matching maxim,

"Weakness, rather than virtue, is vice's adversary" (number 445), and then forward

to Nietzsche's The Will to Power: ".
. . the seduction that everything extreme ex-

ercises: we immoralists, we are the most extreme" (number 749).

The unconstrained tone of these maxims makes them highly enticing, partic-

ularly to young minds, as Pater understood. Yet such maxims are unlikely to pass

Kant's fundamental test that a truly wise maxim is one that everyone should be

able to follow. In these cases, if everyone did, the result would hardly look like a

livable society.
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extreme and disastrous cases, we reap not "ecstasy," but serial kill-

ers. Writings like the grisly novels of Sade and Bret Easton Ellis,

along with splatter movies and TV programs, fulfill Pater's program

of "getting as many pulsations as possible into the given time." Is

there any reason why we should welcome them? For, contrary to

my Jimmy Walker epigraph for Chapter VII ("No girl was ever

seduced by a book"), books and images wield strong powers of

seduction. One man's "hard gemlike flame" may light unpredict-

able fires in the neighborhood.

Less benighted authors, such as Flaubert and Tolstoy and Dos-

toyevsky, employ narrative perspective and complex characters to

examine and criticize the ideal of pure experience. In Crime and

Punishment, Sonia's quiet voice of Christian love enfolds Raskolni-

kov and finally dispels his aspirations to superhuman deeds. Her

presence affects even Svidrigailov's concentrated evil. Literature

provides many responses to the impulse toward experience. In a

large number of cases, characters follow the downward path to wis-

dom that I describe at the end of Chapter II in discussing Milton.

Therefore, they pass through the essential stage of experience on

the way to wisdom. But it remains a stage, not the end in itself

described by Pater.

Are there, then, things we should not know? Religion generally

answers yes. Philosophy generally answers no. The history of cu-

riosity as I trace it in earlier chapters and again in this chapter does

not give so simple an answer. It holds out to us a profoundly cau-

tionary tale about two new institutions that have risen up in com-

petition with religion to accelerate our exploration of every domain

of knowledge. Those institutions are science and art. Do they em-

body our most responsible behavior? Or organized presumption?

History counsels us to learn patience in our quest for knowledge

and to maintain "civilian control" over these two institutions. Dr.

Faustus can all too easily metamorphose into Dr. Frankenstein.

In its innermost workings, literature carries an aching awareness

of the veil of ignorance that accompanies our most intimate en-

counters with life. At unforeseen moments, consciousness may

thwart our purposes. One index of vividness lies in the power of a

work to create and sustain intervals of pregnant silence. Chekhov

understood that the most intense moments onstage are wordless,

breathless. Literature also carries an impulse toward experience for
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experience's sake, the yearning to experiment with life that drove

Eve to eat the apple and Dr. Jekyll to create his disastrous alter

ego, Mr. Hyde. The former led to the Fortunate Fall; the latter led

to untold mayhem and self-destruction. The stories I have invoked

encircle the terrain of forbidden knowledge without diminishing it.

We cannot demonstrate finally that the Princesse de Cleves at-

tained, or failed to attain, the goal of preserving her esteem for her

husband and herself along with her love for the Due de Nemours.

But in some circumstances the path of abstinence may be fully

responsible and life-affirming. The variety of such stories keeps

before us the possibility that there are things we should not know

by the flame of experience.

3. Last Tales

There is no end to the stories that reenact some aspect of forbidden

knowledge. They may occur in the most abstract reaches of phil-

osophical thought.

Philosophy loves to doubt itself. Some of the shrewdest thinkers

destroy the foundations of their thought as fast as they lay them.

"No man knows, or will ever know," declares the pre-Socratic Xe-

nophanes, "the truth about the Gods and about everything I speak

of." In the Apology, Socrates makes the unbeatable move of claim-

ing that true wisdom lies in knowing the limits of wisdom. To state

the predicament with a slightly different emphasis, if we have to

justify our way of thinking before we start to think, we shall never

start.* When Hegel, the most prolix of philosophers, reached this

dilemma, he wrote tellingly about the dangers of examining the

faculty of cognition, of turning thought back upon itself self-

reflexively. Then, revealingly, Hegel concludes not with an argu-

ment but with a saying that is also a miniaturized story and an Irish

bull. "To examine this so-called instrument [cognition, knowing]

*In a fine essay on Plato's metaphilosophy, Charles Griswold supplies the exact

terms for the dilemma. "Metaphilosophy either leads us into an infinite regress or

begs the question." Griswold also quotes the full passage from Hegel's Logic that

I summarize in what follows.



322 / Forbidden Knowledge

is the same thing as to know it. But to seek to know before we
know is as absurd as the wise resolution of Scholasticus not to

venture into the water until he had learned to swim." Hegel's com-

pact parable about learning to think or to swim or to do almost

anything tells us both how foolish it can be to place limits on prac-

tical activities, and how necessary another kind of mental limit may

be to prevent paralysis or damage when we try to reach the foun-

dations of life or mind. Just do it; don't think too much about how

to do it before you try. To make that simple point, Hegel the

philosopher briefly becomes Hegel the narrator of an old wives'

tale. Thus, tacitly and gracefully, he acknowledges the limits of

philosophy and circles back to Meno's question to Socrates about

how we can seek a thing about which we know nothing at all, not

even a name.

Most stories of forbidden knowledge, however, are there waiting

where we expect to find them. The second sister in a fairy tale

chooses to marry a wealthy man with a terrifying blue-black beard

and many fine houses. No one knows what became of his previous

wives. After a month of marriage, he leaves for a long journey.

Bluebeard entrusts to his wife the keys to his castle and forbids

her to enter one small basement room. Visits from family and

friends cannot distract her from her curiosity. When she finally

opens the forbidden door, she finds the ghastly remains of the pre-

vious wives. Unable to clean the bloodstain from the key, she can-

not hide her trespass from Bluebeard on his return. He says she

must die. She asks for time to pray and sends her sister, Anne, to

the tower to see if her brothers are coming as expected. They arrive

just in time to save her and kill Bluebeard. She forgets him in a

happy marriage to a good man.

Perrault's Mother Goose story of 1697 has several folk elements

but remains to a large extent his own creation. One cannot miss

the Wife of Bath effect. Bluebeard's evil nature is signaled both by

his "ugly and terrible beard" and by his missing wives. The second

sister makes the grave error of accepting him for his wealth and

ignoring his character. She is saved from evil by equally evident

goods: religion (even if she prays only to stall for time) and family.

Those forces finally overcome Bluebeard. Forgiven, she is permit-

ted another life, and justice is done.

At the end of his prose fable, Perrault appends two "morals" in
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verse. Curiosity always lands you in trouble. Sexual jealousy causes

great harm. In his comments in The Uses of Enchantment, Bruno

Bettelheim does not differ much from Perrault. "However one in-

terprets 'Bluebeard,' it is a cautionary tale which warns: Women,

don't give in to your sexual curiosity: men, don't permit yourself

to be carried away by your anger at being sexually betrayed" (302).

Susan Brownmiller would be impatient with this bland cover-up.

For her, the tale has a hidden meaning, revealing its true source,

Gilles de Rais.* This historical figure, Joan of Arc's stalwart first

lieutenant, went on to abduct, rape, and murder scores of young

boys. "Bluebeard" carries within it the ancient myth of the heroic

rapist, Brownmiller maintains, and it celebrates that myth by veil-

ing it in an innocent-looking children's story. But Brownmiller has

read tendentiously.

To my mind, the tale of seemingly idle curiosity reveals rather

than veils the motif of violent sexual crime. And the crimes are not

condoned: they are punished. The young wife is saved from death

and given another chance. "Bluebeard" is not a Trojan horse in-

troducing dangerous forces into the polis and our psyche. Like

healthy fairy tales, it attenuates the full virulence enough to warn

against and perhaps to immunize against sexual terrorism and

against sexual curiosity. There are some things we should not in-

vestigate.

The sinister element that lurks below the surface of "Blue-

beard" lies right out in the open in the ancient myth of the Sphinx.

This monster with the body of a griffin, the wings of a bird, and

the face and voice of a virgin preys on travelers near Thebes. She

poses riddles supplied to her by the Muses. CEdipus solves one of

her riddles, overcomes her, and as a result goes on to fulfill his own

tragic fate. The Sphinx resembles Bluebeard in that she is a pred-

ator associated with a mystery. The story of the Sphinx and CEdipus

comes close to being a foundation story like Cain and Abel, or

Romulus and Remus, for CEdipus saves the city of Thebes from a

terrible scourge. His use of knowledge to crack the riddle serves a

•Without mentioning him, Brownmiller has picked up this claim from Jules

Michelet's Histoire de France (1833-1867). Perrault scholars like Jacques Barchilon

and Gunther Lontzen remain skeptical about Michelet's statement, for he supplies

no source.
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beneficent purpose, but his hubris here, as in earlier episodes, con-

demns him to his own downfall and punishment.

My discussion in Chapter VI of Francis Bacon's version of the

Sphinx story (see Appendix III) deals with its covert warning

against the traditional distinction between pure and applied re-

search. In three cryptic pages, the patron of modern inductive sci-

ence expresses the proposition that science is a potentially

dangerous monster that both occupies the lofty places of knowl-

edge and "infests the roads" to challenge mortals with cruel ques-

tions. Sphinx-science poses two kinds of riddles: about the nature

of things and about the nature of men. Bacon implies that questions

about the nature of men—what he calls elsewhere "proud knowl-

edge," almost a euphemism for forbidden knowledge—bring the

real danger, like the question posed to CEdipus. The moral Bacon

draws from this tale pulls us back to the motif of scale and pace,

ofportee and reach, of taking our time in approaching ultimate ques-

tions like the secrets of life and of mind. "Nor is that other point

to be passed over, that the Sphinx was subdued by a lame man

with club feet: for men generally proceed too fast and in too great

a hurry to the solution of the Sphinx's riddles." Let us beware of

crash programs and reductionist solutions. If the Sphinx represents

science in its most dangerously alluring form, then we must find

the courage to resist her riddling challenges, to tame her, rather

than to be devoured by her.

Another fabulous creature lurks in our vicinity, an animal less

monstrous than mysterious. The Unicorn has the body of a horse

and bears on its forehead one long, straight, spiral multicolored

horn, measured in cubits. Of Indian origin, the Unicorn became a

figural element in Scottish heraldry and thus found its way back

via colonization into the Indian coat of arms. One is justified in

thinking of the Unicorn as the opposite of the scapegoat. Instead

of carrying off our sins on its head into the wilderness, it brings in

from the wilderness an elusive purity and is drawn to a gentle

virgin. Its ludicrous horn represents sheer ornamental display, an

awkward impediment to movement, a displaced male member, an

antenna, a potential weapon, and a symbol of election and power.

But the Unicorn stands apart: It is a creature still without a story,

without a full identity. It figures in thousands of images and nar-

ratives, but no one has yet discovered or invented its legend. The
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single horn refers less to battle than to magic and the erotic. Myth-

ological and pseudoscientific acounts (in the Greek Ctesias and Ar-

istotle, in the Old Testament creature called Re'em, in medieval

bestiaries, and in Sir Thomas Browne) all portray the animal as

appearing and disappearing in unpredictable ways, more hidden

than sighted.* Allegedly, the Unicorn has been hunted and killed,

captured and tamed. Sometimes depicted in combat, the Unicorn

is more usually shown in scenes of worship, sacrifice, and domes-

ticated love. But cumulatively, through the many fragmentary ap-

pearances that make up our knowledge of the shadowy beast, the

Unicorn does not reveal a clear meaning, either beneficent or sin-

ister. It represents an enigma that no knowledge or interpretation

can decipher.

I believe that the Unicorn may come to represent the other new
realm to which we assign many spiritual and redemptive powers

formerly belonging to religion: the realm of art. But have we fully

tamed this handsome beast with the awkward horn? Should we be

ready now to follow the arts wherever they lead us in the name of

freedom and experience, of imagination and transgression and mys-

tery? I respond that we would do well to watch over the Unicorn

of aesthetic experience as attentively as we watch over the Sphinx

of science. Bereft of a complete fable, the Unicorn has earned a

place in our imagination as an arcanum, an emblem of what we do

not know. Might it represent a benign version of the predatory-

Sphinx? It is too soon to say. Every day, the arts enter new domains

and new media. We cannot tell in what proportion the resulting

works will enlighten, or entertain, or infect. Meanwhile, we have

moved a long way from the disinterestedness that gave fresh im-

petus to art and to science in the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-

turies. To curiosity have been added since then the strong

entangling factors of progress, free enterprise, compulsive consum-

erism, and a semiautonomous technology.

Sphinx and Unicorn have approached very close—to us and to

each other. From their incipient mating spring vertiginous modes
of experience, running from virtual reality to designer genes to

mutual assured destruction. "After such knowledge, what forgive-

*In The Animal That Never Was, Matti Magged offers a careful illustrated history

of the Unicorn and cites the earlier scholarly literature.
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ness?"—T. S. Eliot's aching question in "Gerontion"—prompts us

to look hard at the contours of forbidden knowledge and forbidden

experience, both ancient and emerging, in the shifting landscape

we inhabit. The time has come to think as intently about limits as

about liberation. We walk warily between Sphinx and Unicorn.
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Six Categories of Forbidden Knowledge

My subject is too extensive and elusive to submit readily to system

and theory. Nevertheless, a few categories have emerged in the

course of my assembling these stories. Some sorting out of differ-

ences will allow me to take stock of earlier discussions and to seek

the beginnings of order in so great a variety.

I propose six categories of forbidden knowledge.

Inaccessible, unattainable knowledge

Knowledge prohibited by divine, religious, moral, or secular

authority

Dangerous, destructive, or unwelcome knowledge

Fragile, delicate knowledge

Knowledge double-bound

Ambiguous knowledge

The categories overlap one another and also leave discernible gaps.

But this recapitulation offers a modified perspective on both fa-

miliar and unfamiliar materials. The first four categories should be
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reasonably clear. The last two deal with features that will be harder

to distinguish.

Inaccessible, Unattainable Knowledge

Some aspects of the cosmos—of "reality"—cannot be reached by

human faculties. That inaccessibility springs either from the inad-

equacy of human powers or from the remoteness of realms pre-

sumed to exist in ways inconceivable to us. We do not have to

choose between the two epigraphs for Chapter VIII. Both are true.

But Socrates goes deeper than Einstein. Socrates' words prepare

the way for Pascal's wager and Huxley's coinage of agnostic* Ein-

stein's words draw a comic paradox out of Pascal's insistence that

we know our reach, our porte'e, between the two infinities that es-

cape us.t My third epigraph for this book

—

Individuum est ineffa-

bile—restricts us even more severely by implying that we cannot

know even the particulars that lie closest to us, including ourselves.

The Judaic tradition of never uttering any name for the divine

being represents his ineffability and his unknowability as categor-

ical assumptions. In the mid-fifteenth century, the Catholic theo-

logian Nicholas of Cusa wrote an influential book, De docta

ignorantia, or On Learned Ignorance. "Absolute Truth is Beyond our

Grasp," declares the title of his third chapter. The only way we

can apprehend God is through faith operating as a negative theol-

ogy of wisely looking the other way—learned ignorance. Mystics

such as Eckhart and St. John of the Cross profess a similar faith in

the unattainable and the unutterable. Kant's Ding an sich—the nou-

menous Thing in Itself—may or may not exist. In any case phe-

nomena or appearances that we are able to know in space and time

will never lead us to noumena. A contemporary philosopher, Colin

McGinn, leans partially on Kant's noumenalism in developing a

position he calls "the insolubility thesis," or "cognitive pessi-

mism." McGinn's book Problems of Philosophy: The Limits of Inquiry

argues that human thinking is essentially unsuitable to grasp the

*On Huxley's coinage, see pages 37-40.

tSee page 29.
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existence and nature of states like consciousness and free will. He
sidesteps the traditional question of knowledge by arguing that our

access to truth may lie not in any faculty like reason, but in our

genes. Untroubled by any Coppelia complex, McGinn welcomes

the thought that we may all be automated.

Modern science contributes a number of illustrations of this cat-

egory. In relativity theory, for example, one cannot refer to any

universal now because any meaningful sense of simultaneity is lim-

ited by the finite velocity of light. We simply cannot know what is

happening now on a distant star until its light signal reaches us after

millions of (light-) years.

In this category it is simply the nature of things, including our-

selves, that prevents us from knowing everything. Even Einstein's

optimism concedes this final ignorance.

Knowledge Prohibited by Divine, Religious,

Moral, or Secular Authority

Adam and Eve, Prometheus, and Psyche contravene a prohibition.

These classic stories relate the consequences of powerful impa-

tience struggling against even more powerful interdiction. Similar

motifs recur in modified form in most quest stories including Dan-

te's Divine Comedy (Peter Damian's warning in the Paradiso) and

the tales of King Arthur and his knights (Perceval is too obedient).

One of the most compact versions of this form of knowledge

emerges from Hawthorne's short story "Ethan Brand." That in-

trepid figure sets out to seek the unpardonable sin; he discovers

that he has already committed it by undertaking such a quest. It is

in this category that the Wife of Bath effect comes into play. The
second epigraph for this book points with a smile to the perverse

human tendency to transform prohibition into temptation.

For reasons that scientists and officials would probably attribute

to the sanctity of nature or of humanity, we currently prohibit re-

search that would modify the germ line of human inheritance. In

the realm of commerce and invention, we have developed copy-

right law and patent law. Both systems establish regulations around

intellectual property to permit its being published and exploited
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while at the same time protecting ownership for a reasonable pe-

riod. Such limitations paradoxically serve openness and the

exchange of knowledge. In order to reinforce the dignity of the

autonomous individual, privacy law, of comparatively recent origin,

sets up restrictions on what others can learn about us and how far

they can intrude upon us. The world is not a transparent medium
of unrestricted observation and communication. The principle of

privacy sets limits on what we can rightfully know about others'

lives. But nothing remains secure for long. Information technology

has already begun to infiltrate our privacy.

These ancient and modern prohibitions on particular areas of

knowledge sometimes stimulate human curiosity more than they

dampen it.

Dangerous, Destructive,
or Unwelcome Knowledge

Playing with fire—or firearms—provides the most obvious and ur-

gent example of dangerous knowledge. In Chapter VI, I consider

the atomic bomb, recombinant DNA, and the Human Genome Pro-

ject as representing this category of forbidden knowledge. We have

learned to fear the effects that developing technology may have on

the Earth's environment. In writing Frankenstein, still close to ad-

olescent fantasy, Mary Shelley aimed not at the environmental but

at the human depredations of scientific hubris. In comparison to

her insistently cautionary tale, Goethe's Faust floats in ambiva-

lence. Faust's appetite for sheer experience in the Gretchen epi-

sode and his technological experiments in draining swamps strew

damage and suffering in his wake. Yet the Lord saves him at the

end—for always striving. How shall we read this immense patch-

work of a play? Faustian man properly has as many detractors as

admirers in our day.

Unlike Frankenstein, there is nothing cautionary about the Mar-

quis de Sade's writings. Rather than execrate, they embody the

cruelty, sexual mayhem, and generalized killing that he preaches

as a way of life for the rich and powerful. Those critics who find

literary and moral virtues in Sade's work have much to answer for.
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Simple prudence should impel us to take careful account of such

forms of dangerous knowledge. Like drugs and tobacco, they need

careful labeling and, if they reach commercial broadcast media, ju-

dicious regulation.

Fragile, Delicate Knowledge

The earlier chapter on La Princesse de Cleves and Emily Dickinson's

veil poem examines forms of knowledge so sensitive that they may

crumble and disappear in the moment of realization. One must

approach one's own and others' deepest feelings and yearnings with

circumspection for fear of driving them into hiding. The symbolist

and decadent aesthetic at the close of the nineteenth century fa-

vored withdrawal from full-fledged experience and took refuge in

a refined realm of language and imagination. In the poem "Art

poetique" Verlaine chooses musicality, nuance, and veiled beauty

out of which to compose his chanson grise.

For certain men and women, the sexual response falls into a

delicate area far removed from conquest and aggressiveness. Some
highly responsive men, for whom rape is unthinkable, reach full

sexual arousal in circumstances that never exclude the possibility

of fiasco. Not violence but tenderness serves their appetites.

A comparable discrimination of effects has long existed in writ-

ing published under the threat of persecution for heretical views.

Before the seventeenth century in Europe, Leo Strauss observes,

many original thinkers "wrote between the lines" in order to allow

alert readers to "catch a glimpse of forbidden fruit." The essential

teaching often lay concealed inside a protective garment, and one

gained access to it by patient interpretation. Maimonides' Guidefor

the Perplexed approached prohibited subject matter—the secrets of

the Hebrew Bible—by employing the hints and indirections of es-

oteric writing. In some circumstances, the truth survives better

veiled than naked. At the lowest order of magnitude in physics,

particles or waves become so sensitive that the act of observation

affects their energy level and modifies the reading. We do not know
in advance whether our approach to something or someone will de-

stabilize or even desecrate the hoped-for response. Any TV camera
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crew can observe how its mere presence on the scene modifies the

nature of the events it was sent to record.

Fragile knowledge finds its natural home in the domains of dis-

cretion and privacy.

Knowledge Double-Bound

The fifth category differs considerably from the others and will be

harder to define. Both common sense and the history of philosophy

recognize two kinds, two tendencies of knowledge. We may ap-

proach, enter into, sympathize with, and unite with the thing

known in order to attain subjective knowledge. Or we may stand

outside, observe, anatomize, analyze, and ponder the thing known
in order to attain objective knowledge. Subjective or empathetic

knowledge causes us to lose a judicious perspective on the object;

objective knowledge, in seeking to maintain that perspective, loses

the bond of sympathy. We cannot know something by both means

at the same time. The attempt to reconcile the two or to alternate

between them leads to great mental stress. Orestes recoiled from

his objective duty to avenge his father, Agammenon, because of

his subjective revulsion to killing his mother, Clytemnestra. In ex-

plaining how best to comprehend the sublime magnitude of the

Great Pyramids in Egypt, Kant wrote with startling simplicity. "We
must avoid coming too near just as much as remaining too far away"

{Critique of Judgment, I, 26). Flaubert was less judicious. "The less

one feels a thing the more apt one is to express it as it is" (letter

to Louise Colet, March 4, 1852).

For the Romantics in their reaction to Enlightenment reason,

the distinction between the two modes of knowledge appeared to

reach even deeper within us. Schiller devoted his sixth letter, On

the Aesthetic Education of Man, to the dissociation of reason from

feeling or imagination. "It was civilization itself which inflicted this

wound upon modern man." Wordsworth discovered a similar divi-

sion in the mind.

The groundwork, therefore, of all true philosophy is the full appre-

hension of the difference between . . . that intuition of things which
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arises when we possess ourselves, as one with the whole . . . and that

which presents itself when . . . we think of ourselves as separated be-

ings, andplace nature in antithesis to the mind. As object to subject.

(The Friend)

Wordsworth had picked up the terms from his friend Coleridge.

Thomas Carlyle delighted in mocking Coleridge's constant return

in his rambling monologues to the snuffled words om-m-mject and

sum-m-mject. A sentence in Chapter XII of Coleridge's intellectual

autobiography, Biographia Literaria, makes thinking sound easy.

"During the act of knowledge itself, the objective and subjective

are so instantly united, that we cannot determine to which of the

two priority belongs." The remainder of the chapter removes that

impression of ease.

A powerful discussion of this double-bind blocking us from bal-

anced or whole knowledge overwhelms the concluding chapters of

Levi-Strauss' anthropological narrative Tristes Tropiques (1955).

Having devoted five years to fieldwork among isolated Indians in

Brazil, he finds himself the victim of a "mental disorder." He has

become lost, suspended between two cultures. Insofar as he has

entered, as ethnographer, into the Indian culture he is studying, he

has lost track of his own culture and of the hard-earned scientific

disciplines that led him to this enterprise. Insofar as he remains

detached from the culture under study, he lacks essential connec-

tions with it that would permit full understanding. Levi-Strauss'

final pages develop a crescendo of tragic meditation over his double

bind. "There is no way out of the dilemma." His "sin" is to be

bound to two cultures, and, therefore, to none. He calls his predic-

ament an "abyss," out of which he can communicate with no one

—

except perhaps a cat. The "tropics" of his book's title are

profoundly "sad" for Levi-Strauss because they represent this per-

sonal and professional double bind. He paints it as lurking behind

every inquiry of the mind into the nature of the world and the

people in it. This form of forbidden knowledge known to the bold-

est explorers and the subtlest investigators implies a deep incom-

patibility between the human mind and the world around it—the

converse of Einstein's happier observation: "The most incompre-

hensible thing about the universe is that it is comprehensible."
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The character Kurtz in Conrad's Heart ofDarkness, probing the lim-

its of savagery in Africa, flings himself across this abyss of unknow-

ing and sacrifices his humanity. It is the response of desperation.

We can discern an even more sustained effort than Levi-Strauss'

to surmount the conflict between objective and subjective knowl-

edge in William James' The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902).

By using a case-history approach similar to the narrative style of

Tristes Tropiques, James moves as close as he can to the religious

experiences that concern him. He succeeds in showing a profound

sympathy toward alien feelings without renouncing his detachment.

But in the final chapter, he acknowledges a frustration similar to

Levi-Strauss', though with less hyperbole. Referring to religion and

mysticism, James concludes laconically that "Knowledge about a

thing is not the thing itself."

Eight lines further on in the same passage, James suddenly and

without explanation quotes in French the proverb "To understand

is to forgive."* What can he possibly have in mind? I believe James

is here calling our attention fleetingly to the other side of the dou-

ble bind. Exterior objective knowledge will never carry us to a full

grasp of any subjective experience. On the other hand, as the

French proverb suggests, full empathy with another experience or

another life takes away from us the capacity to see it objectively

and to judge it aright. My discussion of Billy Budd and The Stranger

in Chapter V deals at some length with this interference in the

reader's mind between one form of knowledge and the other. Each

novel carries us so close to the principal character that we run the

risk of being unable to form a judicious evaluation of the homicide

he perpetrates. This fifth form of forbidden knowledge arises from

a familiar fissure at the heart of our thinking. Hard as we may try,

we cannot be both inside and outside an experience or a life—even

our own.

•James gives a common variation: Tout savoir c 'est tout pardonner."
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Ambiguous Knowledge

I have not finished with the paradoxes that affect knowing, for it

is necessary to follow where the stories lead. By "ambiguous," I

refer to a condition in which what we know reverses itself right

under our noses, confounds us by turning into its opposite.

Take the end of Paradise Lost. Adam and Eve have repented of

their sin and been granted "many days" of mortal life—but not in

Paradise. Then the Archangel Michael leads Adam to a hilltop and

shows him the future, including the coming of Christ and his re-

demption of Adam's sin. Adam feels both "joy and wonder" over

a change he cannot understand.

"0 goodness infinite, goodness immense!

That all this good of evil shall produce,

And evil turn to good ..."

(XII, 469-71)

Adam's universe has been totally transformed. Milton's lines rep-

resent the best-known literary expression of the Fortunate Fall, a

contradiction or reversal of interpretation that had been gradually

adopted as Christian doctrine during the Middle Ages.*

With no reference to Milton, the philosopher's philosopher Kant

concocted his own secular version of the reversal. In "Conjectural

Origins of the Human Story" (1786), he writes as if he were being

interviewed as the author of a playful novel called Adam and the

Eve. Kant explains that reason and imagination, the secular virtues

of his "flight of fancy," finally bring about a "fall" as double-edged

as Milton's. "For the individual, who in the use of his freedom has

regard only for himself, such a change was a loss; for nature, whose

end for man concerns the species, it was a victory." In this short

essay, Kant becomes sly and lighthearted enough to recast the

Adam and Eve story.

Such a reversal of effect turns up in other places: the principle

*No account surpasses that of A. O. Lovejoy's succinct 1939 essay "Milton and

the Paradox of the Fortunate Fall."
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of vaccination; the Wife of Bath effect; the Eldorado reaction.* In

these cases, respectively, poison or infection turns into remedy;

what is forbidden becomes desirable; the ideal becomes intolerable.

We come up against a pun or ambiguity in the very nature of things.

These forms of double meaning leave us confounded by para-

dox. Our mind reckons uncomfortably with contradiction affirmed.

The fact that such a contradiction lies at the heart of Christian

doctrine, of our immune system, and of other crucial human activ-

ities opens an area of uneasy knowledge. Under rare circumstances,

A is not exclusively A: A is B while remaining A. We enter this

chameleon world warily. The Wife of Bath's "Forbede us thyng,

and that desiren we" reports on the unstable human condition that

John Locke looked out on from the other side: "Where there is no

law there is no freedom."

Two further instances of ambiguous knowledge insist on being

heard. Do writers fare best under repression and persecution or in

a free society? After Eastern European countries regained indepen-

dence and the Soviet Union came to an end about 1990, respect

for dissident literature diminished rapidly, and writers found their

role difficult to reestablish in a market economy. At a 1992 Partisan

Review conference on intellectuals in Eastern Europe, Saul Bellow

cut through to the essential dilemma by wondering "whether we

need these colonial evils of dictatorship to keep us honest." Years

earlier, the Cuban dissident Herberto Padilla had turned the par-

adoxical situation into an incipient proverb. "The best poems have

always been born beneath the jailer's lamp." We shall not soon

learn what combination or alternation of freedom and repression

will make writers honest and responsible.

The second instance of ambiguous knowledge concerns a double

duty that affects each one of us. We need to be faithful to our

traditions and our knowledge, to our community and our history.

And we also need to be able to respond with guarded flexibility

and understanding to challenges to those traditions and that knowl-

edge. To discharge that double duty without fanaticism while

•When he reaches the Utopian country of Eldorado, Candide cannot abide the

absence of outward conflict and the tranquillity of mind that characterize that shel-

tered land. In a similar and more complex response, Gulliver loses his mind on his

fourth voyage to the purely reasonable society of the Houyhnhnms.
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firmly maintaining a set of scruples based on reason and experience

forms the challenge of an entire lifetime. How can we be faithful

and unfaithful at the same time? Over and over again in the tiny

decisions of everyday life, we must do just that at every level of

action and reflection, through every fluctuation of doubt and faith.
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The Occult

To many people, the term forbidden knowledge suggests, first of

all, an area known as the occult. The word occult has long been

used to designate a fluid collection of traditions and writings bor-

dering closely on religion, magic, and superstition. Beyond its root

meaning of secret or recondite, occult has a number of strong as-

sociations. It refers to secret truths of great antiquity, not of recent

discovery. All its manifestations point to the existence of an inef-

fable spiritual being revealing itself through light and often through

love. In the face of many separate churches and religions, these

occult beliefs aspire to be universal and perennial. The most basic

doctrines are of great simplicity and appeal. First, the universe has

two parts: the material world of appearances and a higher spiritual

truth hidden behind appearances. Second, the two parts are related

through analogy (correspondences, symbols, affinities) revealed by

heightened vision, magic, and prophecy. If you open your eyes

properly, you may see that everything connects. That is the hidden

knowledge. As a young philosopher of Romanticism, Schelling
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wrote an almost mathematical statement of the occultist point of

view.

The analogy of each part of the universe to the whole is such that the

same idea is reflected constantly from whole to part and part to

whole. The analogies of the different parts ofphysical nature among

themselves serve to establish the supreme law of creation, variety in

unity, and unity in variety. What is more astonishing, for example,

than the relation of sounds andforms, of sounds and colors?

Schelling's words were quoted by Mme de Stael in De I'Allemagne

(1810) and by Fourier in Nouveau monde industriel et societaire (1829)

and left their mark on Nerval and Baudelaire and Emerson, among

many others. I venture that few of us are insensitive to the beck-

oning of the occult in this loose form.

A powerful line of ancient figures has developed and transmitted

the occult tradition: Hermes Trismegistus, a legendary Egyptian

god figure projected backward into the origins of culture by third-

century neo-Platonists; Zoroaster and Pythagoras in the seventh

century B.C.; Simon Magus, a contemporary of Jesus and the first

heretic, and Apollonius of Tyana in the first century c.e.; Agrippa,

Paracelsus, and Nostradamus in the sixteenth century; and Caglio-

stro in the eighteenth. Their multifarious teachings intermingle

with the most important single strand of occultism: the Hebrew

Kabbalah, originating in the second century and revived in the thir-

teenth.* The Kabbalah taught that through an elaborate letter and

number symbolism, Scripture can reveal to us the innermost secrets

of the universe.

Within this tradition of mystical study under the Kabbalah, it is

important to distinguish two paths. The exoteric or moderate path

is open to all who devote themselves to serious Torah study. The
esoteric or intensive path, on the other hand, is reserved for an

elite few prepared to employ magic incantations and face unfore-

seen dangers. The analogy here is that of entering a sacred domain

forbidden to the unprepared. Along this path of the Kabbalah, some

initiates will reach a dazzling revelation of the divine in Ezekiel's

vision of a throne-chariot attended by four winged creatures and

•See the writings of Gershom Scholem and Moshe Idel.
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rolling on four wheels within wheels. Comparable status is reserved

for the dozen cryptic lines from the Talmud about four men who

entered the King's orchard. When they reached the stone fountain,

one gazed and died, one gazed and lost his mind, one "cut down

the shoots" (that is, fell into heresy), and one departed in peace.

The Talmud deals also with safeguards on initiation into these

abstruse and dangerous matters.

The Laws of incest may not be expounded to three persons, nor the

Story of Creation before two persons, nor the subject of the Chariot

before one person alone unless he be a Sage and comprehends of his

own knowledge. Whoever puts his mind to thesefour matters it were

betterfor him if he had not come into the World.

Some subjects may lead to undesirable thoughts, and all the above

matters may "cause a falling away from the true moral teaching."

Maimonides' Book of Knowledge, widely studied among Muslims,

Jews, and Christians, conveys the same message of carefully re-

stricted access.

The ancient sages enjoined us to discuss these subjects only privately,

with one individual, and then only if he be wise and capable of

independent reasoning. In this case, the heads of the topics are com-

municated to him, and he is instructed in a minute portion of the

subject. These topics are exceedingly profound; and not every intellect

is able to approach them.

("On Secrets," 36b-39b)

Now it is not hard to see how close to this occult tradition we must

locate a number of influential modern figures. Swedenborg's world

of spirits and correspondences and analogies revives the hidden

doctrine of the Kabbalah. He passed it on not only to the Church

of the New Jerusalem but also to such writers as Blake and Em-
erson and a whole generation of Romantic artists. After his fashion,

Faust belongs to this legacy. Bored by a life of scholarship, he turns

to magic and occultist formulae to liberate himself from dusty

books and to attain direct experience. Romantic poets in all Euro-

pean languages sought forms of occult knowledge to further their
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engagement with spiritual powers. Yeats developed a system of

spiritual beings in A Vision. Mallarme spoke for these modern poets

in his many defenses of obscurity in literature. He wrote that we
need "systematic ways to protect the entrance to the temple ... to

ward off anyone who does not have enough love." Kandinsky's

Concerning the Spiritual in Art (1912), which can be read as an oc-

cultist manifesto, has probably been the single most influential

written work on the visual arts during the twentieth century.

The occult in its common acceptance is not a special category

under forbidden knowledge, but a vast catchall collection of reli-

gious, secular, psychic, and magical lore, mostly ancient. A popular

and unscholarly compendium is called Zo/ar's Encyclopedia ofAncient

and Forbidden Knowledge. After a superficial chapter on the Kabba-

lah, it covers the astral world, the mysteries of sex, mind power,

astrology (at great length), methods of winning, and much more. I

have not dealt with these areas. Their association in popular

thought has given to the occult so broad a meaning that it will

neither correspond to nor contrast with forbidden knowledge as I

am treating it.



Appendix hi:

"The Sphinx" by Francis Bacon

Sphinx, says the story, was a monster combining many shapes in

one. She had the face and voice of a virgin, the wings of a bird,

the claws of a griffin. She dwelt on the ridge of a mountain near

Thebes and infested the roads, lying in ambush for travellers,

whom she would suddenly attack and lay hold of; and when she

had mastered them, she propounded to them certain dark and per-

plexing riddles, which she was thought to have obtained from the

Muses. And if the wretched captives could not at once solve and

interpret the same, as they stood hesitating and confused she cru-

elly tore them to pieces. Time bringing no abatement of the calam-

ity, the Thebans offered to any man who should expound the

Sphinx's riddles (for this was the only way to subdue her) the sov-

ereignty of Thebes as his reward. The greatness of the prize in-

duced (Edipus, a man of wisdom and penetration, but lame from

wounds in his feet, to accept the condition and make the trial: who

presenting himself full of confidence and alacrity before the

Sphinx, and being asked what kind of animal it was which was

born four-footed, afterwards became two-footed, then three-footed,
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and at last four-footed again, answered readily that it was man; who
at his birth and during his infancy sprawls on all fours, hardly at-

tempting to creep; in a little while walks upright on two feet; in

later years leans on a walking-stick and so goes as it were on three;

and at last in extreme age and decrepitude, his sinews all failing,

sinks into a quadruped again, and keeps his bed. This was the right

answer and gave him the victory; whereupon he slew the Sphinx;

whose body was put on the back of an ass and carried about in

triumph; while himself was made according to compact King of

Thebes.

The fable is an elegant and a wise one, invented apparently in

allusion to Science; especially in its application to practical life.

Science, being the wonder of the ignorant and unskilful, may be

not absurdly called a monster. In figure and aspect it is represented

as many-shaped, in allusion to the immense variety of matter with

which it deals. It is said to have the face and voice of a woman, in

respect of its beauty and facility of utterance. Wings are added

because the sciences and the discoveries of science spread and fly

abroad in an instant; the communication of knowledge being like

that of one candle with another, which lights up at once. Claws,

sharp and hooked, are ascribed to it with great elegance, because

the axioms and arguments of science penetrate and hold fast the

mind, so that it has no means of evasion or escape; a point which

the sacred philosopher also noted: The words of the wise are as goads,

and as nails driven deep in. Again, all knowledge may be regarded

as having its station on the heights of mountains; for it is deservedly

esteemed a thing sublime and lofty, which looks down upon ig-

norance as from an eminence, and has moreover a spacious prospect

on every side, such as we find on hill-tops. It is described as in-

festing the roads, because at every turn in the journey or pilgrimage

of human life, matter and occasion for study assails and encounters

us. Again Sphinx proposes to men a variety of hard questions and

riddles which she received from the Muses. In these, while they

remain with the Muses, there is probably no cruelty; for so long as

the object of meditation and inquiry is merely to know, the un-

derstanding is not oppressed or straitened by it, but is free to wan-

der and expatiate, and finds in the very uncertainty of conclusion

and variety of choice a certain pleasure and delight; but when they

pass from the Muses to Sphinx, that is from contemplation to prac-
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tice, whereby there is necessity for present action, choice, and de-

cision, then they begin to be painful and cruel: and unless they be

solved and disposed of they strangely torment and worry the mind,

pulling it first this way and then that, and fairly tearing it to pieces.

Moreover the riddles of the Sphinx have always a twofold condition

attached to them: distraction and laceration of mind, if you fail to

solve them; if you succeed, a kingdom. For he who understands

his subject is master of his end; and every workman is king over

his work.

Now of the Sphinx's riddles there are in all two kinds: one con-

cerning the nature of things, another concerning the nature of man;

and in like manner there are two kinds of kingdom offered as the

reward of solving them; one over nature, and the other over man.

For the command over things natural,—over bodies, medicines,

mechanical powers, and infinite other of the kind—is the one

proper and ultimate end of true natural philosophy; however the

philosophy of the School, content with what it finds, and swelling

with talk, may neglect or spurn the search after realities and works.

But the riddle proposed to CEdipus, by the solution of which he

became King of Thebes, related to the nature of man; for whoever

has a thorough insight into the nature of man may shape his fortune

almost as he will, and is born for empire; as was well declared

concerning the arts of the Romans,

—

Be thine the art,

Rome, with government to rule the nations,

And to know whom to spare and whom to abate,

And settle the condition of the world.

And therefore it fell out happily that Augustus Caesar whether on

purpose or by chance, used a Sphinx for his seal. For he certainly

excelled in the art of politics if ever a man did; and succeeded in

the course of his life in solving most happily a great many new
riddles concerning the nature of man, which if he had not dexter-

ously and readily answered he would many times have been in

imminent danger of destruction. The fable adds very prettily that

when the Sphinx was subdued, her body was laid on the back of

an ass: for there is nothing so subtle and abstruse, but when it is

once thoroughly understood and published to the world, even a
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dull wit can carry it. Nor is that other point to be passed over, that

the Sphinx was subdued by a lame man with club feet; for men
generally proceed too fast and in too great a hurry to the solution

of the Sphinx's riddles; whence it follows that the Sphinx has the

better of them, and instead of obtaining the sovereignty by works

and effects, they only distract and worry their minds with dispu-

tations.

(from The Wisdom of the Ancients, 1610)
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