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Preface

...is meant to foster discussion between individuals and 
groups on the myriad ways the ancients continue to shape 
and affect m odem  life. The papers included here cover many 
disparate topics, but they all reflect the central question we pose 
to each o f our speakers: how does the particular topic illuminate 
the continuing relevance o f the classical heritage to society in

the 21st century? Our lives in the m odem  world are increasingly 
hectic, fragmented, and driven by impersonal technology, we 
believe that it is ever more important— and comforting— to 
remember and reflect upon the com mon foundation that the 
classics provide.

Thus, the following essays are designed to demonstrate 
the ways in which the thoughts, myths and achievements of 
thousands o f years ago can help us understand how we live today. 
It is our belief that communication about these topics can help 
to create something whole with which to stabilize our often-over
whelming world.

In this volume, we include papers representing recent 
lectures given to the SP G H  audience. They include:

“W hen to Stop Performing? The Delphic Festivals, Neitzsche, 
and the Mounting Militarism of the Late 1920s and 1930s” by 
G onda Van Steen
“Stoic Warriors: The A ncient Philosophy Behind the Military 
M ind” by Nancy Sherman
“Albion, Rome and Athens: Political Ideals and American 
Democracy” by Sanford Lakoff
“W hat Does Jerusalem Have to Do W ith Athens? The 
Intersection of Greek Philosophy and Christian Theology in the 
Fourth Century and Today” by Jennifer Hockenberry

It is our sincere hope that these papers will encourage 
further discussion on the important historical and contemporary 
issues they raise, foster a sense o f connection among long-time 
classicists (both amateur and professional), and inspire new ones 
to carry on their work.
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When to Stop Performing? The
Delphic Festivals, Nietzsche, and 
Mounting Militarism of the Late 
1920s and 1930s

Gonda Van Steen

I turned to reading translations o f Greek plays 
. . . and . . . the critical studies o f scholars 
concerning the Greek Theatre. These last 
seemed rarely to be in agreement with each 
other, and never with the impression I got from 
the actual plays themselves. I did not feel that I 
knew anything about producing Greek plays, 
but I did believe, later on, from reading, and 
from many performances which I had seen in 
various places, that no one else did either. The 
written work which interested me most in this 
regard was Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, but even 
with this I agreed only in part. A s a guide on 
my way, or rather at first as a torment, I held 
for years to two short sentences: one from 
The Republic o f Plato, and one from A ristotle’s 
Poetics: “The tragic chorus is the union of 
poetry, music and gymnastics,” and “the tragic 
chorus expresses in movement the character, 
the sufferings and the actions of the actors.”
I think that now I am just beginning to see 
what they m e a n t. . .

- Eva Palmer'Sikelianou 1993:106
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Abstract

A t the first Delphic Festival of 1927, Eva 
Palmer-Sikelianou presented a pioneering outdoor 
production of Aeschylus’s Prometheus Bound. Three years 
later she staged repeat performances o f the Prometheus and 
added a new production of Aeschylus’s Suppliant Women.
A t both festivals Palmer-Sikelianou herself took care of 
most production aspects— a daunting task, which has 
earned her some recognition in Greece but not far beyond. 
Palmer-Sikelianou saw the theater productions at Delphi as 
modern rituals: they initiated the actors into the Delphic 
Idea of her husband Angelos, and they transformed the 
hoped-for mass audience, the public reaching beyond the 
physical theater, into a circle of worshippers or a mystic 
community.

For some, this was a vision too profound and contrived, 
and therefore too elitist. Detractors called the festivals 
vehicles for Angelos Sikelianos’s narcissistic self-promotion 
and, at best, a noble, be it naive and doomed, effort. In the 
periodical Ellinika Grammata, the left-wing author Vasilis 
Rotas branded the Delphic Effort as “estheticist” and 
unconvincing. Other negative assessments appeared in the 
radical leftist newspaper Rizospastis.

These Greek critics failed to recognize the couple’s 
Nietzschean quest for an original unity and knowledge. 
Nietzsche’s (1844-1900) philosophical take on tragedy, 
expressed in The Birth of Tragedy out of the Spirit of Music 
(1872), was extremely influential and had sent shock-waves 
through the scholarly world of his own time. The seminal 
work of the young classicist may have been received poorly 
by his peers, but it was among the first to break free from a 
rather tired philological tradition and to look at Greek
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tragedy from a philosophical perspective which, half a 
century later, the Sikelianous embraced and embodied.

Some of the often overlooked, critical Greek sources 
supply this study’s starting point and invite the reader to 
weigh contemporary versus subsequent evaluations of 
Palmer- S  ikelianou’s Nietzschean work in Delphi. Also, the 
rationale behind these sources— or their response to the 
eulogies that call the Delphic productions the pinnacle of 
theatrical achievement in revival tragedy—prompts us to 
interrogate the Sikelianous position in the late 1920s and 
1930s international drive to design vast, public, and 
outdoor stages for orchestrating the masses. Thus, the 
Delphic Festivals, the dream of the Sikelianous, and the 
mystique surrounding their work laid bare some of the fault 
lines of Greek modernism. It is precisely the complexity of 
the relationship between the Delphic revival stage and the 
contemporary political and cultural process that has not yet 
been sufficiently analyzed.

Introduction

A  range of primary sources, which have long been 
under explored, place the Sikelianous work squarely within 
the class struggle that accompanied Greek society’s 
transformation during the interwar decades and its 
transition into 1930s modernism. Fissures and faultlines 
immediately show in the critical reception of the revival 
productions staged at the Delphic Festivals as well as of 
their makers. Many enthusiasts and moderate critics 
subscribed to the story of the sacred high art of ancient 
drama rediscovered through the male genius of Angelos 
Sikelianos, whereby they relegated Eva’s role to a 
metaphorical footnote.1 Only on few occasions did Eva, 
who took a holistic approach and effectively “authored” a
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theatrical experience, receive the kind of attention and 
press coverage that was bestowed on her husband. Some 
reporters and critics perceived a threat in Eva, the wealthy 
aristocrat and female foreigner, who seemed to be leading 
the way in the search for authentic Greekness, ancient 
through modem. Other Greeks praised Eva for bringing 
ancient drama to a theatrical space that has rarely seen 
revival productions, whether before or after the late 1920s. 
They regarded the stagings more as a cultural or political 
than as a theatrical achievement, and they saw a way for 
Greece to become a respected player among the Western 
nations.

The main reason for such diffuse appreciations may be 
that Eva’s performances were truly pioneering, in that they 
steered away from the trappings of the commercial star 
system, whether among the main actors or in the 
competitive ranking of theaters itself. This focus on the 
collective instead of on the individual was in line with 
what theater scholar David Wiles has termed the 
“anti-individualist philosophy of the 1920s” (2004:251). 
He characterized this decade as a “hugely creative period, 
when radical formal experiments were possible” and 
“[v]isual artists, dancers, and theatre practitioners were 
keen to converge” and to rediscover Greek drama, which 
they deemed “primitive and ritualistic” (2004:262).

Many journalists who had attended the Delphic 
Festivals gave the stage productions a big spread in leading 
newspapers of the time. Typically, they stated only the 
external production data and failed to engage with the 
Sikelianous philosophical and dramaturgical ideas. 
Achilleas Mamakis, for instance, who wrote two long 
articles for the newspaper Ethnos (3 and 4 May 1930), was 
all praise, but delivered little o f aesthetic substance, not 
even after the second Delphic Festival, when it was widely 
known that the stage performances were meant to open up 
a path to philosophical and intellectual inquiry. One 
wonders just how disappointing it was for the couple and
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their fellow-idealists to read the awkward traces of 
Mamakis’s fascination with numbers: from the large 
numbers of girls making up the choruses of the Danaids and 
also the Oceanids (Mamakis 1930a; Ethnos, 3 May 1930), 
to the impressive numbers of Greek and Westem-European 
(mainly French) VIPs who attended the 1930s festival 
(Mamakis 1930b; Ethnos, 4 May 1930).

This may just be the all-too-common description of 
crowds and VIPs that has held Greek theater criticism back 
for many decades, but it is particularly frustrating to see it 
appear in so many of the newspaper reports relating to the 
Delphic Festivals. My approach in the next few pages will 
be to move from positive but often insubstantial reviews to 
sharply critical ones. I will analyze the opinions and 
reviews of the Greek author and critic Vasilis Rotas, who 
had his own strong ideas on the subject o f the Prometheus 
Bound and Nietzsche, and also of the anonymous writer 
“S .” of the communist newspaper Rizospastis.

Vasilis Rotas: On the Attack Against Sikelianos 
“ the Esthete”

In 1927, Vasilis Rotas (1889-1977) had fifty more years 
of work in Greek theater ahead of him. He wrote plays and 
reviews and was also a staunch communist activist and 
journalist. Rotas, further, translated many plays of 
Shakespeare and adapted several comedies of Aristophanes, 
with whose “leftist revolutionary spirit” he identified (Van 
Steen 2000: chapter 4, passim; Vasileiou 2004:63-64). 
Within one year after the first festival, Rotas brought out 
his very successful play Hail to M esolongi, which seized upon 
the emblematic value of the Turks’ siege of Mesolongi in 
1826 and the revolutionary Greeks’ heroic defense 
(Constantinidis 2001:7, 41-43, 44-47, 51, 60, and passim; 
Myrsiades and Myrsiades 1999:82, 86; Puchner 2000:149, 
167; Vasileiou 2004:365-366).
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The popularity of Hail to M esolongi as a patriotic school 
play or didactic anniversary play remained unchallenged for 
many years (Puchner 2000:156, 215, 217-220). In 1944, 
following the disbanding of his A thenian drama school, 
Rotas organized one of the small mobile troupes of the 
Resistance Theater of the Mountains, consisting of both 
guerrilla soldiers and recruits from the sympathetic local 
population (Myrsiades and Myrsiades 1999). Rotas 
certainly developed his own ideas o f what theater for the 
people should be like, which conflicted with the definition 
of mass spectacle that he ascribed to Sikelianos. For Rotas, 
theater was to be made by people who did not belong to 
the elite and who were driven by a community spirit of 
unity. The need for the united national community to take 
center stage -  literally and politically -  was one of the 
ideals inspiring Rotas’s work during the years of the 
Resistance and Civil War. Such issues that directly relate to 
political theater became all the more relevant throughout 
the 1930s and 1940s. They are explored in recent research 
that treats not only leftist Resistance theater (Myrsiades 
and Myrsiades 1999; Van Steen 2005) but also fascist 
theater and politics (see below).

Rotas entered the debate about the first Delphic 
Festival even before it took place, on 9 and 10 May of 
1927, with his brief commentary in the newspaper Vradini 
of 16 April 1927. In August of 1927, he published a long 
review in the new journal Ellinika Grammata, which he 
entitled “The Content of the Delphic Festivals: After the 
Delirium, Facing Reality.” Here, Rotas labeled Sikelianos 
an “esthete,” by which he meant a narcissistic elite amateur 
or effete dilettante, lost in bombast and out of touch with 
reality ( 1927b: 127, 128, 131, 132). The somewhat forced 
slur of “estheticism,” which, for Rotas, made Aeschylus’s 
tragedy subservient to Sikelianos’s self-promotion 
( 1927b: 128, 132), runs as a thread through the negative 
review.
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This theme prepares the reader for the kind of 
sociopolitical critique at which the author was driving: 
Sikelianos miserably failed to connect with the simple folk 
(1927b: 132, 133). In the most strident terms, Rotas 
deflated the whole concept of the Sikelianous’ profound 
exchange with the local, rural population, in which they 
thought they had rediscovered Greek purity and 
authenticity ( 1927b: 132-133). According to Rotas, the 
peasants did not create their own crafts spontaneously, 
generously, or even manually; instead they worked for profit 
according to Eva’s instructions and, to please their wealthy 
patroness, they only temporarily exchanged their sewing 
and other machines for the traditional loom (1927b:133). 
Some even exploited the room shortage in Delphi at the 
time of the festival to engage in ruthless price gauging 
( 1927b: 133).

Vitriolic comments fall to the chorus of Oceanids as 
well.2 Nearly all other commentators had praised Eva’s 
innovative work with the chorus, which transformed 
theatrical content as well as form (Sideris 1976:359). But 
Rotas is on the attack against the bourgeois elite, which he 
sees embodied in the chorus girls:

The bodies o f the girls, not all o f them beautiful 
(among them were even some strikingly clumsy 
ones, with two left feet), did not manage to 
move well with the rhythm o f the music. Also, 
it became obvious that these feet had difficulty 
walking without high heels. Thus the 
chorus with its movements, which did 
not make sense and were not connected inter
nally, looked like it was performing various 
gymnastic exercises, like they used to teach us 
at school in the olden days, to the tune o f “put 
your little hands up, put your little hands 
down.” (1927b:130)
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For Rotas, the chorus girls, some from well-to-do urban 
families, are spoiled scions of the bourgeoisie. But Eva 
needed young women who had the leisure to engage in 
long months of training and whose families trusted in her 
undertaking. W hat Rotas insinuates -  and what Eva must 
have faced repeatedly -  is the lingering question of what 
actually happened during those long hours of training, 
under the supervision of an older woman who had left 
behind a lesbian past in Paris and who, like the poetess 
Sappho, had cultivated a circle o f female initiates 
(Palmer-Sikelianou 1995). The suggestions lay bare the 
deep suspicion of educated women’s leisure combined 
with possible homoeroticism.

A t Delphi, Rotas asserts, Sikelianos delivered a 
hodgepodge of styles, methods, and sources or “ ingredients” 
( 1927b: 128). The broad admiration that Sikelianos’s 
medley gained is but a delusion or error ( 1927b: 129), to 
which the intoxicating beauty of Delphi’s landscape and 
the excitement about a few soaring eagles contributed 
( 1927b: 131):

In Delphi, all means were put to use: a little bit 
o f Aeschylus, a little bit of Byzantium, a little 
foustanella, a lot of Greek landscape, even more 
amusement, and a good dose o f magic with 
Eleusinian mysteries, with vertical lines, and 
with rocks that do not echo except when they 
hear Greek! (1927b: 128)

The eagles and the echo o f the Phaedriades 
were telegraphed over and mentioned so many 
times that, I repeat: the people who had 
gathered up there were intoxicated.
(1927b:131)
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By way of targeting Sikelianos, Rotas also credits 
nearly the entire enterprise to him and diminishes Eva’s 
role in the making of the first festival. He has very little 
understanding for the poet’s “metaphysics,” according to 
the theater historian Yiannis Sideris (1976:358), who 
became the critic of the critic when he quoted and 
commented on extensive parts of Rotas’s review 
(1976:358'360). But Rotas went on to reprint the 
“offensive” piece in full in the first volume of his 
Theater and Language (1986:1:33-52), thus joining the 
Greek fashion of republishing old reviews.

For Rotas, the Aeschylean Prometheus, the battered 
but defiant educator and culture-bringer (as opposed to 
Hesiod’s trickster Prometheus), was an ideal vehicle to 
deliver sociopolitical commentary and to converse with 
the lower classes— an opportunity that the Sikelianous, in 
his eyes, had badly missed when they projected a heavy 
symbolism onto Prometheus that was profoundly 
Nietzschean (Garland 2004:169; Van Steen 2002: passim). 
The modern Greek exemplum of the leftist Prometheus was 
established in the 1920s by such pioneering poets as Kostas 
Vamalis; it was affirmed by successive generations of Greek 
radicals, who made many returns to this male archetype 
from their “own” legacy. They did so precisely during the 
years that the German Democratic Republic (1949-1989) 
experienced its “Antikewelle,” or the intense presence of 
ancient (Greek) themes in East German literature and 
thought.3 Internationally, Prometheus became the icon of 
the leftist “committed” culture and, in particular, of the 
Marxist European literature of the 1950s and 1960s 
(Ziolkowski 2000a:562; Hall 2004:174-175).

Kostas Vamalis, the well-known Demotic poet and 
translator, created the most important early Marxist and 
Russian-imported Prometheus to appear in Greek literature,
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when, in Alexandria of 1922, he published the first version 
of The Burning Light (To fos pou kaiei). The “burning light” 
of the title is the revolutionary firebrand of Reason; its 
hero, Prometheus the fire-bringer, is in the vanguard of an 
unstoppable Marxist drive. The image of the strong 
revolutionary leader-ideologue that Vamalis broadcast 
through Prometheus influenced many Greek writers. By 
1933, the Prometheus of Varnalis projected a “new and 
totally anthropocentric vision, both iconoclastic and 
belligerent,” in the words of Yorgis Yatromanolakis 
(1996:157). Currently, scholars indeed refer to the second 
and thoroughly revised version published in Athens in 
1933.4

But the earlier version did anticipate the Delphic 
Festivals and may have shaped Rotas’s expectations about 
a Prometheus revived on stage. By the late 1950s, Rotas 
wrote his own Marxist Prometheus play, which he 
published in 1966 under the title Prometheus or The Comedy 
of Optimism (Hasapi-Hristodoulou 2002:2:887-891). Even 
though the play is quite unremarkable, the hero still 
symbolizes indomitable strong will (Hasapi-Hristodoulou 
2002:2:891, 1136). His “optimism” is the proclaimed 
optimism that, in the Marxist worldview, stands opposed 
to bourgeois pessimism (see also below). Marxists saw a 
bourgeois society in decline and, in the Delphic Festivals, 
they saw a misuse or abuse of their emblem Prometheus, 
who should have championed the working class 
(“proletariat”) against the capitalist establishment. Thus, 
they firmly positioned the Delphic Festivals in a political 
context and failed to approach them from an aesthetic 
perspective, because, for them, art was necessarily linked to 
its sociopolitical roots.

Hence Rotas’s fierce accusation that Sikelianos had 
confined himself to being the “esthete” only, with no 
connection to or interest in the rest of Greek society.
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Even worse, as a representative of the bourgeois and elite 
establishment, Sikelianos had exploited art and had severed 
art production from the “proletarian” base of Greek society. 
Thus, the Prometheus play, the Delphic Festivals, and 
their makers and contributors were caught in the class 
conflict between “proletariat” and bourgeoisie, a linchpin 
of Marxist political theory. A nd Rotas was not even the 
most vocal critic of his time.

Play it again, “ S .”

The most vocal critic o f the first Delphic Festival 
was the author who signed with the initial “S .” to a two- 
part article in the communist newspaper Rizospastis of 
mid-May 1927 (also Sideris 1976:356-357). This article, 
“Social Critique of the Delphic Festivals,” appeared on 15 
and 16 May, or within days of the event, and thus predates 
Rotas’s social critique and nearly all other reviews.
Because, however, it is least engaged with the actual 
stage performances or with any other of the activities 
staged at Delphi, it figures here as a last review for 
discussion and a possible reaction to the Right’s political 
and cultural discourse of the late 1920s and 1930s.

A s mentioned above, Rotas had followed the Marxist 
tenet that art should express its social context and should 
not be perceived or practiced in purely aesthetic terms.
In the opinion of the vocal Left, the bourgeoisie’s 
manipulation of art production was therefore yet another 
act of the superstructure’s exploitation of the lower class. 
The writer for the Rizospastis presented similar ideas in full 
verve and added a sweeping historical perspective, which 
took him (her?) far away from the specifics of the first 
festival— and from the conventions of the theater critique.
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For the author, the Delphic Festival was a case in point to 
prove the “mystification” in which the Greek bourgeoisie 
and its representative Sikelianos had engaged. But the 
festival was also the bourgeoisie’s act of admitting to its 
debilitating mode of “gloomy pessimism” (15 May 1927): 
the events constituted the waning elite’s nostalgic 
and failed attempt at reviving a past culture of great 
achievement, that of Greek antiquity. The elite engaged 
in such retrospective efforts because it lacked creative 
powers of its own. Its ultimate aim was to artificially extend 
its own declining life, or to resuscitate itself, by exploiting 
art (15 May 1927).

For the author, the Delphic Festival was a prime 
example of “sterile and scholastic ancestor worship,” and 
Sikelianos’s rhetoric was bent merely on manipulating 
historical truths and inevitable societal developments (15 
May 1927). The journalist’s diatribe was so steeped in the 
antibourgeois Marxist prejudice that he could conceive 
of the elite only as an unproductive, loquacious, and 
superfluous societal body, which lived in and forcibly 
created its own utopian world. He dealt a frontal blow 
to Sikelianos when he characterized him in the opening 
line as a “high'flying and obscure idealist” (15 May 1927). 
Sikelianos’s initiative had no clarity to it and remained 
disconnected from real life. The speech that the poet 
delivered after the first Prometheus performance was 
confused and incomprehensible. Prone to obscurantism 
and mystification, Sikelianos “typifie[d] . . .  all the spiritual 
manifestations of the dominant capitalist establishment 
of the entire world, but especially of the Greek bourgeois 
class” (15 May 1927).

The author’s closing paragraphs bring his ambition 
of history-writing, his perspective on widespread cultural 
pessimism, and his Marxist justification together:
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The Greek capitalist system finds itself today in 
this situation: . .  . incapable . . .  o f developing 
an original intellectual culture.

This weakness then engenders the nostalgia for 
antiquity and causes the drive toward idealist 
reenactments o f ancient Greece. The utopia, in 
its Delphic guise or in whichever other form, 
functions as a balsam o f consolation for the 
ruling class. G iven that the real world is so 
disappointing, the world o f the illusions 
constitutes the only way out. (Rizospastis, 16 
May 1927)

Theater of the Right: “The Drive Toward Idealist 
Reenactments”

Much of what S. states strikes us as dated and a tad 
paranoid. Also, his underlying assumption seems to be that 
cultural innovation and spontaneity are the specific 
provinces of the Left. But instead of disregarding his and 
others’ comments, could we see them as a defense against 
contemporary trends in conservative dramaturgy or theater 
in the hands of the Right? Evidently, Greek Marxist writers 
and critics of the 1920s and 1930s saw art either undermine 
the ruling capitalist order, when art became a political tool 
in their own hands, or they saw it bolster the dominant 
ideology, when the latter made art “subservient” or severed 
it from its societal context.

But when the dominant class came to overlap with a 
fascist ruling class, as in Italy and Germany, then the use 
of art by the right-wing bourgeois ideology grew far more
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complex. The question of whether the Sikelianous 
subscribed to the growing fascist-bourgeois movement of 
the 1920s and 1930s is an uncomfortable one, but it still 
needs to be asked. W hat would S. have looked for in the 
couple’s theory and practice to convince himself that this 
international movement drove their Delphic initiative, 
despite their proclaimed interest in the Greek peasant 
population and its arts and crafts? Even more important, 
what would he have found that remains hard to contest?

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, many expressions 
and markers of the Delphic Festivals may have been 
received as relevant and contemporary, or even as 
ideological common ground, but they could be interpreted 
in a negative light by today’s students of that formative 
and formidable era. One obvious example lies in the 
“fascist-style oaths” to which the— otherwise anonymous—  
author of an article in the June 1930 issue of the periodical 
Noumas briefly referred. He or she also spoke with sharp 
derision of the “fantasy” of the “Archangelic Krisnamourti,” 
or Angelos’s vision (Anon. 1930a: 141; also Kaloyiannis 
1984:265).

For S., Sikelianos could not be original: the self-styled 
visionary was merely creating a dramatic illusion to uphold 
a social and political illusion. His Prometheus performances 
were mere “ idealist reenactments” (S., Rizospastis, 16 May 
1927), which emerged in many other contemporary 
forms as well. Was the author thinking of some of the 
historicizing stage events and the “drive toward . . . 
reenactments” of ancient Rome that Mussolini was 
mounting? Did he claim that Sikelianos’s “histrionics” 
took after the theatrical and meta-theatrical mechanisms 
of the fascist regimes?

A t the time of the first Delphic Festival, Mussolini, 
who identified with Julius Caesar (Wyke 1999), was busily 
appropriating imperial Rome (Falasca-Zamponi 1997; Foss
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1998; Stone 1999). Mussolini took a propagandists interest 
also in the productions o f classical Greek tragedy staged at 
the ancient theater o f Syracuse in Sicily. After seeing the 
1924 open-air performances there, he was so enthused that 
he prepared to found the N ational Institute for Ancient 
Drama (Sideris 1976:356; Garland 2004:170; Van Steen 
2002:387-388). Some of those who attended the first 
Delphic Festival and watched the revival tragedy 
Prometheus had their eyes on fascist Italy’s “achievements”. 
Sideris noted that, when the 1927 athletic games were 
finished, a prominent Greek archaeologist by the name 
of Alexandros Filadelfeus walked down into the ancient 
stadium, eulogized the Sikelianous, and urged that the 
Delphic Festivals become a national Greek institution: he 
invoked the example of Mussolini (Sideris 1976:356).

In the 1930s, Nazi Germany notoriously appropriated 
classical Greek tragedy and culture at large. Am ong many 
other mass events, Hitler staged the 1936 Berlin Olympics 
and exploited the propaganda potential of the modem 
Games to the full, in his foreign and interior policies alike, 
to show off and vindicate the fascist ideology. The tell-tale 
“ancient-style” torch relay was invented for the occasion, 
to give historical— Greek— depth to the values of the Nazi 
regime. In the same year, director Lothar Miittel staged a 
production of Aeschylus’s Oresteia, which he transformed 
into an Aryan manifesto, “symbolic of the eventual victory 
of the Aryan races over the Untermenschen” (Garland 
2004:171). This propagandistic Nazi staging o f the famous 
trilogy uncritically supported law and order, depicted 
mankind’s progression from darkness to light, and affirmed 
the eventual triumph of the Aryan race, which was 
symbolized by the (male) Olympian dynasty.

The theater historian Erika Fischer-Lichte agreed 
that, in the 1930s, the Nazis used and abused concepts 
of the peoples’ theater of M ax Reinhardt, whose early 
twentieth-century mass productions left a deep impact on
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Greek theater directors and actors as well. Even though 
the origins o f mass events themselves may well lie much 
further in the past, Fischer-Lichte summed up the German 
connection: “The idea of theatre as a festival, or peoples’ 
theatre to which Reinhardt had given shape and expression 
through two productions [i.e., Sophocles’ Oedipus the King 
and Aeschylus’ Oresteia] was devalued and perverted into 
an instrument of Nazi propaganda” (1999:258)6.

Events of the late 1920s through mid-1930s made it 
manifest that mass sport and spectacle were becoming the 
wave of the future and that the totalitarian politicians were 
the first to take advantage of a mass stage for themselves 
and their politics. Competitive sporting spectacles (or 
disguised exercises in disciplinary and military training) 
and dramas-made-national were typically designed to 
bolster the power of regimes, parties, or up-and-coming 
individuals. Open-air events, from mass rallies to historical 
reenactments, were used and manipulated also by Ioannis 
Metaxas, the Greek dictator of the late 1930s and a 
bounteous admirer of fascist-style public discipline. Greece 
had sent a delegation of athletes to the 1936 Olympics in 
Berlin and, as the Games were going on from 1 through 16 
August, Metaxas formally established his “Regime of the 
Fourth of August 1936.”

A ll international media attention, however, had turned 
to Olympia, the Greek point of departure of the torch run. 
The torch-lighting ceremony that kicked off the relay took 
place on 20 July 1936 in the ancient stadium of the site of 
Olympia (Mandell 1987:129-133). In other words, Metaxas 
consolidated his hold on domestic Greek power in the days 
leading up to the opening ceremonies o f the Berlin 
Olympics and as the Nazis promised more German funds to 
advance excavations at the ancient site of Olympia.7 
Moreover, he celebrated what was the fortieth anniversary 
of the revival of the Olympic Games in the “old” Olympic
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Stadium at Athens with a theatrical display of scenes of 
Hellenic glory through the ages (Yalouri 2001:39-40).
The dictator thereby left conventions in place for staging 
such Greek “historical” reenactments in narrativized 
and mythified forms.

As if the rediscovered ancient Greek aura or 
spectacular Olympic auspices of his rule were not 
(ominous) enough, Metaxas proclaimed his foundation of 
the “Third Hellenic Civilization,” modeled after Hitler’s 
Third German Reich. Like Mussolini and the National 
Socialists in Germany, M etaxas, too, experimented with 
new spaces (stadiums and other vast arenas) and with 
contemporary techniques or quasi-fascist trappings to 
represent and engage the masses: he orchestrated mass 
“choruses” marching, speaking, and chanting in unison, 
and exploited loudspeaker and radio broadcasts. M etaxas’s 
enthusiasm for and exhilaration at the co-optive totality 
of mass public stagings, especially marked on celebratory 
occasions and national anniversaries, rings through many of 
his diary entries, published in no less than eight volumes. 
See for instance, his entry on 25 March 1938:

W hat a dream that was yesterday and today!—
Yesterday at the Pedion tou Areos with the 
N ational Youth. My work! . ..  Ceremony.
Enthusiasm. Apotheosis. The army’s parade 
splendid. In the afternoon, a parade o f . . . the 
N ational Youth . . .  -  The phalanxes o f EON 
had no end to them! A ll in uniform! A bout 12 
to 14 thousand! The impression on the people 
was stunning! (1987:299)

Metaxas craftily transformed theatrical spectacle into 
a mass culture and hegemonic apparatus. Even though his 
concerted efforts to develop a power base through a strong 
Greek youth movement eventually failed, Metaxas
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sponsored youth theater companies to produce patriotic 
and moralizing plays, preferably on national holidays 
(Vasileiou 2004:59-61). Most of the plays they staged 
were— well-publicized— versions of a rather limited 
repertoire of modern Greek works that proffered a 1930s 
“canon,” as it were, of school and amateur plays: typically, 
the rather mediocre playwrights embraced themes of Greek 
continuity and some specialized in showing key scenes of 
Greek history through the ages.8

While it may be hazardous to draw inferences from 
the mass events that characterized primarily the 1930s, 
it remains true that mass propaganda and the roots of mass 
spectacle originated in the 1920s with Mussolini 
well before the first Delphic Festival took place. N ot 
surprisingly, therefore, some participants in the 1927 
festival not only recognized but also invoked the potential 
of institutionalized revival tragedy modeled after Italian- 
fascist mass spectacle. Did the Sikelianous inspire, promote, 
or resent this kind of thinking? Were they themselves 
swayed by the resonance of the grand open-air productions 
staged at Syracuse? Did they encourage or discourage this 
“drive toward . . . reenactments” (S., Rizospastis, 16 May 
1927)? Also, is a connection between the Delphic Festivals 
and the Aryan ideology of German Nazism premature or 
too far-fetched? Did Sikelianos give his ideological 
opponents any ammunition of the kind that radicalized the 
social critique of Rotas and the Rizospastis ? Some of these 
questions may be answered with a disturbing “yes.” The 
link between the Delphic Idea and Aryanism can also be 
confirmed. But let us break down these difficult questions 
and dark answers into smaller parts and pieces of evidence.

M odem  scholars have generously bestowed idealism 
and pacifism on the Sikelianos couple. In her writings,
Eva made explicit claims to such idealism, as when she 
described the slow progress toward Angelos’s wish of 
founding the Delphic University:
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We had hoped to bring from many countries,—  
and by that time [1930] we knew better who 
they were, “non-attached,” the men-of-good- 
will, the “Overseers” , the Epoptai, to form 
Summer Schools every year (connected with 
local Greek Gam es and exhibitions, and with a 
Festival every three years) which, little by little, 
would have formed a permanent Nucleus, a first 
bulwark against dogmatism and fanaticism all 
over the world. (1993:136)

Eva made an attempt at determining the role of the 
military, but did not leave her definition unchanged (see 
below):

The army is dedicated to the propagation of 
fear and distrust, to constant practice in the 
efficacy o f destruction. (1993:137)

David Wiles invoked the Sikelianous dismay at various 
worldwide setbacks, such as the First World War and the 
failure of the League of Nations, the rise o f Italian fascism, 
and the plight of the Greek refugees from A sia Minor after 
the Great Catastrophe (2000:183). Others have seen the 
couple’s efforts inspired by the struggle against capitalism 
itself, aggressive commercialization, and industrialization 
that alienated the masses. But what did contemporaries 
see and read that has fallen through the cracks of theater 
history-writing? Is there enough to worry S. and us? Did the 
Sikelianous leave their fellow-Greeks convinced that they 
were not interested in developing theater as a political art, 
as Mussolini and later Hitler were doing when they created 
political ritual and involved the masses as actors? Do the 
Delphic productions constitute a variant of the fascist-style 
“aestheticization of politics” -  in the definition and 
proposed “politics of art” of Walter Benjamin, the
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“Frankfurt School,” and the contributors to the 1930s mass 
culture debate (Benjamin 1968:243)? Was S. one of the few 
who was aware— and alarmed— early on that festivals like 
the Delphic Festivals could easily be transformed into 
choreographed, proto-fascist mass spectacles, which became 
tools in the hands of the political Right?

Dangerous Nietzsche—Dark Sikelianos?

Nietzsche had written powerfully about the Apollonian 
and the Dionysian constituents of ancient Greek drama, 
which together formed the unifying “community of 
tragedy” (Heilke 1998:22-27, 56-59, 81, 106-107).
The Sikelianous applied those constituents not only to 
their Aeschylean productions but to the Delphic Festivals 
as a whole. They opened the Prometheus productions with a 
musical performance of the Hymn to Apolio that is 
preserved in the rare inscription with musical notations 
currently held in the Delphi museum. In the Nietzschean 
vision, Apollo and Dionysus had shared the site of Delphi 
in a harmonious arrangement that symbolized the balanced 
marriage of logos and sacred mania. The couple therefore 
arranged for actors to reenact the myth of A pollo’s victory 
over the female serpent Python (as described in the 
Homeric Hymn to Apollo, 356-374), to show the fusion of 
opposites, such as the Olympian and the chthonic, the 
celestial and the terrestrial, the male and the female 
element (Wiles 2000:183-184).

For the Sikelianous, the resulting unity of the 
Apollonian and the Dionysian had fostered the spread 
of knowledge in antiquity through the channels of oracles, 
a pan-Hellenic religion, and shared institutions, which 
had transcended the spiritual as well as the territorial 
boundaries o f the classical poleis or city-states. In ancient
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Delphi, the principles of athletic, political, and ideological 
unification and of harmony between body and mind had 
expressed themselves in the Pythian Gam es and in the 
protection offered by the Amphictyonic League. This 
alliance guarded and administered Delphi and represented 
a collective effort o f several city-states. In the conviction of 
the Sikelianous, the post-WWI era was precisely the time 
to give new life to those old but very valuable ideals of 
unity and political dialogue.

Nietzsche has generously been credited as one of the 
formative philosophical influences on the Sikelianous, but 
did he also leave the traces o f his political and racial 
ideology? Sikelianos published a series of seven long- 
forgotten articles in the newspaper E lefthero Vima of 
December 1927 (reprinted ed. Savvidis 1980:67-118).
The theater critic Alkis Thrilos singled out this series for 
its “dense cloudiness” (1928:264) and mentioned its topic 
almost in passing: according to Sikelianos, mankind, 
through the achievements of the superior Aryan race, has 
conquered several “eternal truths.” These— unexplained—  
eternal truths were known in Greek antiquity but have 
since languished in oblivion. The Delphic initiative, 
Sikelianos claims, can and must make these truths manifest 
again. Moreover, these truths stand opposed to the inferior 
values of the Semitic race (summarized by Thrilos
1928:264).

Sikelianos unabashedly connects the Delphic Idea 
with all the superior qualities (creativity, courage, altruism, 
wisdom, intellectual acumen, moral discipline, and so on) 
derived from the “logic” of Aryanism— and does so at 
length and on numerous occasions (1980:72, 88-91, 102, 
108). He does not shy away from a few blatantly racist and 
anti-Semitic statements either, as he welcomes the rise of 
the Aryan ideology and the expansion of one of its “comer 
stones:” the Delphic Effort (1980:89-90, 102 [quotation]).
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For those seeking to establish racial links between the 
valiant Aryans and the ancient Greeks, Hitler and some of 
his state-sponsored scholars provided plentiful “evidence” 
that the Aryan or Nordic master race had achieved its full 
potential only when it reached and founded the ancient 
Greek world.10

Nietzsche left his most formative influence, perhaps, 
on the choreography of Eva, who consumed his Birth of 
Tragedy (Palmer-Sikelianou 1993:106; Van Steen 2002:375 
and passim). In fact, Eva may well be called the person 
most keen on applying Nietzsche’s ideas in The Birth 
of Tragedy to the actual creation of m odem  tragic 
performances. For Nietzsche, Greek tragedy had emerged 
out of the creative force of music -  an idea he may have 
taken from Richard Wagner. Nietzsche rejected language- 
based theater and argued that the tragic chorus, the 
embodiment of the primeval Dionysian principle, should be 
restored to its full force to convey collective, true emotion 
(Wiles 2000:184). Gathered in the circular ancient theater, 
thousands of people at once could become both recipients 
and channels of this emotion, which would make them one 
in spirit, according to Nietzsche’s concepts o f Oneness, or 
primordial unity (“das Ur-Eine”) (Palmer-Sikelianou 
1993:222-223, 225).

With Nietzsche, Eva found “drama poised between an 
awareness of chaos and a will to form, between process and 
structure” (in the words of Vassilis Lambropoulos 2006:81). 
Eva’s work with the chorus was also imbued, however, by a 
strained, Nietzschean emphasis on the aesthetics of group 
movement. She stressed circular and centripetal 
movements that had to draw the public into the “sacred 
circle” of the ancient theater at Delphi. O n a semi-mystical 
plan, the Delphic orchestra was, for Eva, part of the ur-form 
of the dynamic circle that transfers energy and inspiration 
to its spectators-turned-participants. Admirers of Nietzsche 
considered the Greek open-air theater to be the ideal
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ritual place for all social classes to gather and experience 
the Dionysiac ecstasy of classical tragedy and to commune 
with the universal truths (Wiles 2004:262). Eva was 
seeking theatrical solutions, among others, to the aesthetic 
and social challenges posed by the masses on stage and in 
the audience.

To later observers and historians, however, Eva’s chorus 
might reflect some of the characteristics o f the political 
culture of 1930s and, in particular, of the “mass ornament” 
-  to use the famous term minted by Siegfried Kracauer. 
Author o f the famous essay “The Mass Ornament,” 
Kracauer was a cultural historian, critic, and sociologist 
who fled Germany when the Nazis came to power. He 
recognized the political force of bodies of gymnasts or 
actors working in unison to represent the unity of the 
national community. The stage-management o f the masses 
as represented by a welbtrained chorus could thus hold 
the promise of a new order and of society’s regeneration in 
body and mind. Sikelianos himself was fascinated by the 
archetype of the young athletic Greek male, embodied in 
the ancient ephebe (Papadaki 1995), and had scores of 
young men participate in the Pythian Games, the athletic 
component of the Delphic Festivals, which largely empha
sized, however, military feats and manly prowess. Many of 
these young men were Greek army recruits, accustomed to 
physical training in true military fashion. This arrangement 
enforced the idea of army service as a performance.

Pacifism with the Assistance of the Greek 
Army: “ Love at First Sight”

Despite their proclaimed antimilitarism and pacifism, 
the Sikelianous accepted the Greek army’s help on 
numerous occasions. Any outside observer who noticed 
the recruits, the army trucks, the tents, and all the other
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equipment might have come away with the impression that 
the Greek army and therefore the state played a very active 
role in the making of the Delphic Festivals. Eva felt that 
she was being compromised by the army’s generous and 
consistent support, and she reflected on some such 
occasions in her autobiography. She recounted how Yiorgos 
Kontoleon, a gifted architect and friend, selected thirty 
men to perform the Pyrrhic dance at the first Delphic 
Festival: they had to practice their steps while wearing 
heavy, hand-made, ancient-style armor. W hen these men 
proved to be unreliable, Eva took the advice to approach 
the commander of the First Army Corps in Athens. To her 
surprise, the army embraced her initiatives and was more 
than willing to help. The commander was “immediate in 
his response,” and needed “[n]o explanations, no 
persuasions” (1993:111). Eva later recalled:

He told me to send Mr. Kontoleon to choose 
the men, and that I could have as many as I 
liked. This same general came to the Festival 
and saw the Pyrrhic Dance. He sent word to me 
afterwards that if we ever gave another Festival 
I could have his whole Army Corps.

This request for men for the Pyrrhic dance 
occasioned my first meeting with officers of 
the Greek Army. N ot long after this my second 
occurred. A  number o f small matters had 
accumulated which depended on the Minister 
o f War. I needed many tents, several trucks to 
carry all the paraphernalia o f the Festival from 
the harbour o f Itea up to Delphi, more men for 
the Stadium, old cannon balls to produce 
thunder at the end o f the play . . . The 
Minister, Mr. Mazarakis, whom I had never 
seen before, sat in the centre o f the room near 
a large desk which had a semicircle o f electric
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bells just beyond his blotter. . . .  I told Mr.
Mazarakis the things I needed. His answer was 
to ring all his electric bells one after another. 
Immediately a line o f officers came into the 
room. They saluted him and then stood at 
attention. He then turned to me and said:

“Madam, these gentlemen are in command 
o f the departments from which you require 
assistance. Will you please give your orders?”
(1993:111, 112)

The Greek army’s no-holds participation realized the 
national potential of the first Delphic Festival. The 
commitment of the armed forces was reaffirmed at the time 
of the second festival (Palmer-Sikelianou 1993:112, 133).11 
Eva went ahead, accepted the military’s assistance, and 
disregarded the philosophical dilemma posed by her 
extensive use of its exceptional resources. The Greek army 
did not let go of the legacy of the Delphic Festivals even 
when, after 1930, many others did. Again, Eva reminisced:

Life was peaceful. One day a knock at the 
garden gate: it was an officer who had been sent 
down from Thrace, twenty-five hours journey, 
by General Vlachos, Com m ander-in-Chief of 
the Greek army on the borders o f Thrace and 
M acedonia. Would we come up to Thrace?
Would we lend all the equipment o f the 
Delphic Stadium? A nd would Anghelos speak 
to the officers of the border forces of Greece?
T he army wished to institute games in our 
honour.

A gain the army! And, as before, with complete 
spontaneity. . . . W hat, for them was this
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unpredictable, irrelevant attraction o f an 
impetus which seemed, on the surface, 
contradictory to their very reason for living?
Delphi is engaged in an effort to make peoples 
see each other, cross national borders, with love 
in their eyes. . . .  Nevertheless, from the very 
beginning, the army was the only organized 
unit in Greece which responded with lightning 
rapidity to the Delphic Idea. (1993:137-138)

Did Eva remain blissfully ignorant of the Greek army’s 
right-wing nationalist mission? She continued to sublimate 
its interest, involvement, and impact:

They [Greek military men] instantly recognized 
the Delphic Effort as being profoundly Greek. .
. . It was as if they had found their own.
(1993:139)

It was as if it [the Delphic Idea] were already 
part o f their [Greek military men] inner 
consciousness, it was like love at first sight. . . .
This action [by the Greek army] was so 
spontaneous, so impersonal, and from so 
many different quarters, that one is tempted to 
seek for reasons beyond the phenomenon.
(1993:138)

Angelos accepted the invitation to speak to the Greek 
military forces stationed in Thrace. His speech of 1931, 
delivered in katharevousa, was reprinted in the collection 
Pezos logos, or “Prose” (ed. Savvidis 1980:286-308). He 
opened with praise for the army’s participation in the 
Pythian Games of the Delphic Festival of the year before. 
Displays by military recruits, many dressed as ancient 
Athenian hoplites, had “enhanced” the second festival not
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only with an entire third day’s worth of activities, but also 
with overtones of Greek national pride (Frangou-Kikilia 
1984:25-26). Angelos then pointed up the discrepancy that 
many perceived between his pacifist aims and his use of the 
army (1980:286). He, too, sublimated a— rather strained—  
rationale: he argued that the presence of the young male 
recruits fitted his ideals in that they embodied his vision for 
regeneration (1980:286). He then placed the “sacred” 
Greek army at the service o f the Orphic ideal: the army’s 
location in Thrace, land of the mythic Orpheus, was to 
support the spiritual connection (1980:287, 308). Angelos 
explained the terms of Greek superiority, derived from 
classical times, through Aryanism. He credited his country’s 
military with protecting the ancient Greek heritage, but 
also with behaving as a proper heir to that rich tradition.

Eva’s memory of Angelos’s speaking engagement before 
the army divisions of Thrace led her to make her own 
claims to exceptionalism for the Greek character:

[T]he Greek people have a few subconscious 
Apollonian characteristics . . . This . . . leads 
one to feel that Greece, today, comes nearer 
than any other country to being something 
more than itself. T hat is to say, that to be a 
nationalist in Greece binds one, almost 
irrevocably, to being also a super-nationalist. It 
was this super-nationalism o f the Delphic Effort 
which made the officers o f the Greek Army 
immediately feel at home . . . .  They [the 
Greek military men] did not know that 
super-nationality is a profoundly Greek 
characteristic which once had been consciously 
developed, and might be again (and this was 
the subject o f A ngelos’s speech to all o f the 
officers o f Thrace and M acedonia . . .) and that 
this is today one o f the things which makes 
Greece worth fighting for, and worth dying for. 
(1993:139-140)
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In the above passage, the reader may want to try 
replacing “super” with “iiber,” or “Apollonian” with 
“Aryan.” The result is startling and transforms the passage 
into a transparent gloss on the— partly Greek-grown—  
Aryanism that her husband practiced. W ithin the same 
context, Eva seemed to believe that the “religion of 
A pollo,” which she explained as the “history of the Delphic 
Sanctuary,” was a sufficient safeguard against any tenden
cies toward aggression or militarism. This “religion,” she 
asserted, was the only one in Europe’s history to remain 
“completely innocent of military aggression, and also of 
domineering priest-craft” (1993:138). She posited the 
“fundamental lack of fanaticism of the Greek people,” her 
master race, not only as a superior asset, but also as a viable 
object of study and emulation, and as another safeguard of 
pacifism and world unity (1993:138 [quotation]-139). 
Needless to say, when claims to ethnic exceptionalism 
become claims to racial supremacy, it is rather naive to 
deny that militant or militaristic nationalism is not far 
behind.

The International Drive Toward Mass Spectacle

Rotas and the author of the critical article in the 
Rizospastis may have had reservations about the right-wing 
turn that they saw mass spectacle take in leading countries 
in Western Europe and about the mounting pressures 
on the Delphic Festivals to follow suit. The act of 
orchestrating military men and the masses came easy to 
Sikelianos, who publicly espoused the Aryan ideology and 
the prominent role of the military. But did any of the 
attendees who came from Western Europe make the 
explicit connection or help to solidify it? Let me single 
out one foreign visitor for his long-standing, external
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perspective. Gabriel Boissy, a French writer and theater 
critic, attended both the 1927 and the 1930 festivals at 
Delphi.12 He was one of those foreigners whose presence 
and keen interest flattered many Greeks, among them 
Achilleas Mamakis, the author of the two long articles that 
appeared in the newspaper Ethnos of 3 and 4 May 1930 
(see above). Eva welcomed the responses of critics such as 
Boissy, who themselves embraced the festivals’ potential for 
orchestrated mass spectacle:

Gabriel Boissy, with most o f our old friends, had 
arrived. A nd what is one to say about these 
critics? They really were not critics in the usual 
sense. They told us our faults, but they did it in 
a spirit which was not critical at all. It was 
almost as if they had forgotten their function, 
and had become visionaries like ourselves. And 
one wonders: Was this extraordinary response, 
this almost apostolic mission of the Press, in 
regard to Delphi, due to the fact that we our- 
selves were ultimately concerned with the play?
It was not an end in itself, but an instrument, 
used consciously, to reach a goal infinitely 
beyond. (1993:135)

Boissy’s repeatedly quoted suggestion that the Delphic 
Festivals be moved to the ancient theater o f Epidaurus was 
not a criticism of the setting at Delphi. It was, rather, 
his expectation that the mass potential of the stage 
productions might be better realized in a much larger 
outdoor theater (Boissy 1930a and 1930b; translated in 
Ethnos, 3 and 4 May 1930; also Sideris 1976:404, 408). 
Boissy also urged that the Delphic Festivals be held “at 
least every two years” (Ethnos, 3 May 1930); in other 
words, that they become a national Greek institution.
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In the mid'1930s, Boissy advocated again for mass 
spectacles to be staged in vast outdoor ancient theaters, 
but by then his comments served the French Right. In his 
capacity of cultural correspondent for the right-wing weekly 
Le Flambeau, he envisioned a stage for an idealized France 
that would find form and content in the massive theaters 
preserved from classical times (Irons 2005:283-284). The 
open-air mass spectacle, defined as the theater of the 
future, was to revive the stage practice of the ancients. This 
“restoration of the theater” to the heart of the community 
would “unite the people in common celebration of past 
heroism” (Irons 2005:284).

Boissy and the Sikelianous shared a vision, but the 
French ideal was unabashedly serving right-wing politics 
through the 1930s. To the Sikelianous credit, however, 
they saw the revival of classical theater as a medium, not as 
a purpose per se, and did not let themselves be swept up in 
the maelstrom of excitement about mass spectacle. This 
singular position hampered and curtailed the couple’s 
fundraising efforts after the second Delphic Festival 
(1993:136-137). Paradoxically, because the Delphic 
Festivals did not continue, the Sikelianous could remain 
true to the Delphic Idea as a comprehensive spiritual pro
gram, whose political implications seemed to fade over the 
years.

A t a crucial historical turning-point, they steered 
clear of the typical 1930s institutionalized drama festival 
or orchestrated mass spectacle that, both in Greece and 
in Western Europe, was subjected to growing state 
interference of the Right (Van Steen 2002:388). In Nazi 
Germany and in fascist Italy, mass spectacle soon led to 
mass integration on a totalitarian model. The Delphic 
Festivals at most made for the discovery of “nationalist 
capital” in ancient drama— in terms derived from Pierre 
Bourdieu. International interest in this Greek national
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capital was duly noted in the Greek press, with To Vima 
in the lead, throughout the 1930s and especially under 
Metaxas (Vasileiou 2004:59-61, 62-63, 294-295; also 
Anon. 1930a:141 and 1930b:142).

In 1937, for instance, Yiorgos Vlahos, president of 
the Board of the N ational Theater and a long-time 
advocate for the nationalistic mission and make-over of 
Greek revival productions of ancient drama, publicly called 
for the creation of a standing and state-sponsored classical 
chorus, which was to undertake also the choral parts of 
productions staged at future Delphic Festivals (Vasileiou 
2004:294; Van Steen 2007:155-158). Vlahos thus proposed 
an essentialist treatment for revival tragedy, which 
resonated well, however, with the agendas of contemporary 
Greek and international politics and established theater 
practice— but also with the tenets of the racial as well as 
cultural superiority of the Greeks based on the strong- 
as-ever continuity argument (Vasileiou 2004:296).

Angelos, however, who had dabbled in the long-lived, 
more abstract concepts of the Aryan philosophy, 
specifically refused to compromise the autonomy of his 
chorus and stagings (Vasileiou 2004:294 n. 8). Eva, who 
had followed her husband on the path of proclaiming 
Greek racial supremacy, soon felt the pressure of political 
and ideological ramifications, as authoritarian patterns 
began to encroach more and more on the field of cultural 
production. Under the circumstances, the Sikelianous 
made the right decision to stop when it was still possible to 
forge a purer legacy for the festivals. Years later, Eva reflect
ed on the difficult months following the second Delphic 
Festival, which had started to suffer under the weight of its 
own success:

We were struggling again . . .  for the com ple
tion of the Delphic Plan. The performance of

31



great drama had done its work . . .  it had set 
moving the spirit o f Upward Panic. But the 
artistic success o f the second F estiv a l. . .  
made the next Delphic step more than ever 
important. The very insistence o f the Greek 
Governm ent, and o f our patrons in Athens, 
that we continue the play for its own sake 
showed clearly enough that the M eans was in 
danger o f becoming an End. The time had 
come when the Delphic work had either to 
stop, or be debased. (1993:137)

Conclusion

Although the Delphic Festivals have often been 
criticized for being elitist and aristocratic, they nonetheless 
gave the impetus to a theatrical revolution in the modem 
Greek reception of ancient drama. The sharpest criticisms 
were voiced in 1927, when the festivals and the underlying 
Delphic Idea appeared new, outlandish, and too complex. 
Some detractors went on a Marxist-leftist attack less 
against the actual stage productions than against the 
bourgeois establishment and its firm hold on Greek 
political, social, cultural, and intellectual life. By 1930, the 
Greek public’s interest and pride in the festivals’ worldwide 
prestige had overtaken the lingering critical voices, which 
mellowed out.

More important, however, than the negative 
comments and the occasional vitriolic rants, is that the 
critics’ writings established a history and continuation 
of reviewing revival productions of ancient drama. Featured 
in an array of older journals or brand-new periodicals, 
revival tragedy became the kind of modern Greek theater 
that continued to be subjected to critiques infused with
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socio-political as well as aesthetic impulses. This more 
“systematic” reviewing also allowed the first history of 
Greek theater that included revival drama to be written: 
Sideris, Greece’s first prominent theater historian, devoted 
an exceptional number of pages to the stage productions of 
the Delphic Festivals (1976:320-426), which he composed 
in a direct exchange with the reviews that the various 
performances received. Sideris created a usable past, as it 
were, not only for Greek theater itself, but also for the 
history of Greek theater in an age of cultural and 
intellectual turmoil.

Studies of Hitler’s Germany and Mussolini’s Italy in 
the 1930s have stressed the importance of mass theater as a 
response to the anxieties brought on by modernity (Irons 
2005:293). The critical reception of the Delphic Festivals 
may provide insights that advance the analysis of how 
Greek theater of the late 1920s and 1930s interfaced with 
the challenges of the mass age. The right-wing vision of 
mass theater espoused by Boissy, for one, and the Aryan 
strand in Sikelianos’s Delphic Idea reveal important and 
perhaps unsettling areas of ideological common ground. 
However, the case of the Delphic Festivals and of the 
Sikelianous also reveals how easily ideological uses of the 
classical past could be condemned as abuses when, with the 
benefit of hindsight, they could be seen to prepare an evil 
like militarism or fascism— only considered evils well into 
the 1930s and 1940s, if not even later. Thus, our closer 
look at the phenomenon of the Delphic movement and 
also at its negatives may contribute to the further study 
of the modernist fault lines of Greek cultural and political 
history of the interwar era and of the relative value of 
various traditions o f reception at large.
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Notes
1 For a short biography of Eva Palmer-Sikelianou, see 

Glitzouris 2001:661-663.
2 For perhaps the most detailed technical study of Eva’s 

choruses, see Glitzouris 1998.
Among the best-known exponents of this A ntikevoelle 

were Heiner Muller and Christa Wolf. Some of the works 
by Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956) predated the founding of the 
G .D .R., such as his Antigone of 1948. Muller became 
known for his critiques of contemporary East German 
society by way of ancient drama and myth. W olf’s name 
stands for feminist revisions of classical female figures 
(Cassandra and M edea). On W olf’s Cassandra, see further 
Komar (2003:107-118) and Van Dyck (1998:118-120, 
138-139).

Yatromanolakis’s evaluation, too, pertains to the 
1933 edition of The Burning Light. On the similarities and 
differences between the two versions, which were published 
more than ten years apart, see Yatromanolakis 
(1996:156-159). Nietzsche, who identified with the 
Aeschylean Prometheus, influenced Varnalis and even 
more so Kazantzakis (whose trilogy Prometheus dates back 
to 1944). Each of them took the Prometheus figure into 
new and different directions. In the ninth chapter of his 
Birth of Tragedy (1872), Nietzsche compared the myths of 
Prometheus and Adam. He regarded Aeschylus’s 
Prometheus as an active, male creator and artist of 
a— simultaneously— Apollonian and Dionysian nature, 
whose liberating wisdom came at the price of eternal 
suffering (under the tyrannical Zeus). Nietzsche concluded 
that the human race might achieve its loftiest goal, but 
only by actively committing sacrilege and then bearing all 
the consequences, including the misery inflicted by
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offended deities (Ziolkowski 2000b: 116Ί17). He famously 
called Aeschylus’s tragedy a “hymn to impiety” and its 
hero’s “offense” the “virtue” of “active sin,” which, for him, 
commanded pride and dignity (ch. 9). See further 
Yatromanolakis (1996:154) and Beaton (1994:115-117). 
See also Heilke (1998:38-41); Porter (2000a:45, 155) and 
(2000b:218-219, 236, 275, 281-282); Silk and Stern (1981: 
passim ); Wiles (2000:183-185).

5 The bibliography on Nazi aesthetics and politics is 
large and growing. See, however, Flashar (1991:164-180) 
for the connection with Germany’s revival tragedy. For 
recent insightful discussions of the 1936 Olympics from 
various national perspectives, see Kruger and Murray 2003. 
Such studies build on the path-breaking analysis of the 
1936 Games and the “fascist aesthetic” by Richard 
Mandell, who also coined the phrase “Nazi Olympics” in 
his 1971 book by that title. In the preface to his 1987 
edition (xvi-xvii), Mandell stated: “the beautification of 
mindless, masculine physical power is, in fact, highly 
supportive and perhaps a part of totalitarian ideology.”

6 Katie Fleming raises important theoretical points 
about our own recurring characterization of “abuse” where 
fascist and Nazi appropriations of the classical tradition 
are concerned: the label of “abuse” lacks theoretical 
justification and further impedes a better understanding 
of the historical and ideological contexts of interwar 
totalitarianism and of its sympathizers’ participation in 
far more diverse modes o f relating to the past, which may 
have been far removed from ideological and political 
opportunism (2006). She states, in particular:

The honors of this [Fascist and Nazi] period of 
European history force the use of the idea of 
“misappropriation" and abuse, and the surety of the 
postwar moral consensus against fascism renders it 
fairly secure. To criticize fascist uses of the past as
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misappropriation is, at first sight, a straightforward 
affair: we are none of us, surely, fascists. . . .
[T]he use of a vocabulary of “misappropriation" 
and “abuse," while still seen as politically and 
morally necessary, might nevertheless be 
theoretically and intellectually unnecessary. The 
challenge posed by fascism’s use of the past, then, 
lies in our engagement with it: simply to dismiss, 
explicitly or implicitly, the appropriation of antiquity 
in the fascist regimes of the twentieth century as 
abuse is to understand neither the dynamics of that 
appropriation nor, ultimately, the regime that made 
it. (2006:129, 137)

7 Kruger 2003:32; Mandell 1987:284. For those who 
reject any link between the Delphic Festivals and the 1936 
Olympics, there is the unfortunate fact that Koula Pratsika, 
the Greek dancer and choreographer who functioned as 
Eva’s right hand, acted as the female “high priestess” at the 
torch-lighting ceremony that opened the Nazi Olympics. 
Kitroeff 2004:101, 109.

8 Vasileiou 2004:61 n. 162, 326-327, 341-343,
364-366; Van Steen 2005:343-344. Vasileiou explains the 
success formula that made for the decades-long popular 
attraction of the didactic, “historical,” and patriotic 
modern Greek plays: these works fictionalized Greek 
history by resorting to the tried components o f fictional 
drama itself, such as adventure plots and “pitiless 
persecutions” of the good heroes by the bad ones; they 
bestowed divine justice on the good guys and delivered 
paradigmatic punishment to the enemies “of different 
nations and religions” (2004:122). On the all- 
encompassing, insidious power of the Metaxas 
propaganda mill, see recently Petrakis (2006).

9 On the Pythian Games and the Amphictyonic 
League, see recently Weir (1998) and Sanchez (2001), 
respectively, both with extensive bibliographical references.
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10 Recently affirmed by Katie Fleming (2006:133) and 
Heather Pringle (2006:44-45, 143). The latter studied some 
of the state-sponsored scholarly circles of the Nazi regime 
and their pet “scientific” projects. See also Mandell 
(1987:151) for an example of how the foundation myth of 
Greece as the work of Nordic immigrants entered the 
rhetoric surrounding the Nazi Olympics. The constructed 
nature of the Aryan 'Dorian Greek connection is, o f course, 
a prominent theme in the (much-maligned) first volume of 
Martin Bernal’s B lack Athena. Bernal traces the origins of 
this construct back to its roots in older, neo-humanist 
German scholarship (late eighteenth century -  nineteenth 
century), which predates by several decades the abuse 
that Hitler and some contemporary classicists made of the 
artificial link (1987:292-294, 330-336, 388-392, and 
passim). Twenty years after the publication of Bernal’s first 
volume, classicists can better fathom that Enlightenment 
and Romanticist thinkers invented an ancient Greece in 
the image of their own spiritual but idealized forebears. 
Angelos Sikelianos, too, envisioned an expressly “Doric” 
university at Delphi, where the superior Apollonian 
intellectual spirit would be revived and the Delphic 
generation of “neo-Dorians” would be reborn (Sideris 
1976:403; Anon. 1930b: 142 [last quotation]). It must be 
repeated, however, that the association of the Doric or 
Spartan Greeks with Aryanism and with “racial and 
national purity” was not Sikelianos’s original idea— or 
even Hitler’s— but was commonplace in the contemporary 
social ideology (Fleming 2006:133). On the widespread, 
uncritical admiration for Sparta in the 1930s, see further 
Cartledge 2004:169-170.
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1 In 1930, Eva was once more impressed with the 
efficient assistance of the Ministry of War:

. . . this time it was Mr. Sophoulis, whom I had 
never seen before.

“The Army knows,” he said, “what Angelos and 
Eva Sikelianos have done for Greece. She had only 
to appoint a  time with me, and come to tell me 
what she wants.”

I was both embarrassed and overjoyed. Again the 
army! Why?

. . . The army took over the whole responsibility of 
the Stadium. (1993:133)

12 For further references to international reviews of and 
reactions to the Delphic Festivals, which were translated 
and published in To Vima, see Vasileiou 2004:45 n. 98. 
Vasileiou’s own discussion of the Delphic Festival produc
tions is, unfortunately, limited to less than five pages 
(2004:45-46, 283-284).
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Stoic W arriors: The Ancient 
Philosophy Behind the Military 
Mind

Nancy Sherman
A version of this essay was published in the book Stoic 
Warriors (Oxford University Press, 2005)

Sound Bodies and Sound Minds

Aren’t these ...[guardians] athletes in the greatest contest? 
Then our warrior athletes need a more sophisticated kind 
of training. They must be like sleepless hounds, able to see 
and hear as keenly as possible and to endure frequent 
changes of water and food, as well as summer and winter 
weather on their campaigns, without faltering in health.

-Plato, Republic 403e2-404b2

You want to look like that ? .. .Then you best be prepared to 
make the necessary adjustm ents...First off, I would have to 
start eating 5 meals a day, plus special protein shakes.
Then, I would have to adopt the double-split, three on, one 
off exercise program. It meant twelve workouts per week 
instead of three...But above all, they said, it meant, “The 
Three D’s....D edication, Determination, Discipline,” that’s 
bodybuilding.

-Samuel Wilson Fussell, Muscles, 1991, 53
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A New Breed of Warrior Athlete

On a sticky Sunday morning in June in the D.C. area,
I drove my daughter to a triathlon at a Navy base some 
two hours south of our home. The event (3/4 mile swim, 
six mile bike ride, and three mile run) drew a lot of 
military athletes, but also civilians interested in the same 
exhilaration of hard, physical activity. A s I helped my 
then 21-year-old daughter unload her bike, I found myself 
gawking at the sculpted bodies that surrounded me, 
especially those of the men: v-shaped torsos and six-pack 
fronts, well-developed biceps, broad, muscular shoulders, 
necks thickened and well-defined pectorals, thighs pumped 
and strong like stallions’ legs. For the most part, I found 
the bodies beautiful. I had become used to taut and 
well-muscled bodies at the Naval Academy, and as one 
sitting squarely in middle-age and amongst many who have 
already arrived, the well-kneaded, non-saggy body seemed 
even more attractive. Still, I knew most of these fit bodies 
were the product not just of youth or nature, but of vigilant 
labor -  hours of biking, swimming, or running logged in 
each week. For some, additional hours had to have been 
spent at the gym in weight training.

Many participants had woken up at 3 a.m., or earlier, 
to arrive for the 7 a.m. start time -  something some did 
regularly as part of the weekend triathlon circuit. But 
despite the hour, people were cheery and chatty, even the 
most serious-looking athletes. Am ong them were two 
U S N A  triathlon team members, who meticulously greased 
their bodies with “G lide,” so that they could slide into their 
full-length wet suits and slither out of them the moment 
they hit the shore and dashed for their bikes. Side by 
side with this spirit of camaraderie was a subtle, but 
unmistakable, combat element. It came not just from the 
military types who flocked to this navy base, and whose
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bodies have long been thought of as “war machines” -  
equipment that is part of the armor and weaponry of the 
military mission; indeed, bodies that are a public invest
ment. It also emerged in the logos on equipment that 
civilians brought with them: racing bike tires emblazoned 
with the words “speed weaponry,” a t-shirt that showed a 
muscle-builder in combat fatigues and the caption “take no 
prisoners,” another t-shirt with a more light-hearted, 
revised army slogan: “be all you never were.” The scene 
confirmed something quite noticeable these days -  that the 
fitness of the classic warrior has become a model for many 
Americans who themselves, for the most part, have had no 
military experience and little appetite for it.

The phenomenon has become conspicuous in the 
tony gyms and fitness programs that have mushroomed 
throughout the American landscape. In my neighborhood 
alone, there is “The Fitness Corps,” “The Sergeant’s 
Program,” “Basic Training,” and “The Fitness Force.”
They are our local boot camps. In these programs, 
well-heeled men and women pay good money to subject 
themselves to self-fashioned drill sergeants who adopt just 
the sort of abuse that real military drill sergeants are now 
under pressure to abandon. Indeed, at 5 a.m. in my 
neighborhood, fitness sergeants are kicking the butts of 
saggy middle-agers who themselves willingly accept the 
abuse.

One winter, my husband became a self-appointed 
victim. He would wake up before sunrise to endure the 
boot camp he managed to escape during the Vietnam years. 
One morning, he apparently lagged in his warm-up run 
around the park. The drill sergeant didn’t fail to notice 
and instantly ordered him to pay for his sloth by doing 20 
push-ups on the frosty ground. A s if this wasn’t enough of 
an indignity, the sergeant then barked out: “Presser, you 
little piece of shit, do them like you mean them, or else 
you’ll do 20 more.”
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It is not just men who subscribe to civilian boot camp. 
Women too flock to fitness corps, to be all you can be and 
everything you weren’t. One women’s workout group in 
our neighborhood has a four “d” slogan: drill, discipline, 
dedication, dignity. A t a local 8-K charity race I ran (my 
only competitive race in some 25 years of running), it was 
just those fitness drill sergeants, many of whom I am sure 
are former military men and women, who goaded the 
runners on from the sidelines to run harder and faster than 
we thought possible: “Push it out, push it out,” they yelled; 
“make it happen; hey, ho, hey, ho !” they chanted in 
military cadence. If Jane Fonda’s best-selling 1983 workout 
video first launched the fitness craze, military-minded 
trainers are keeping it alive and well.

Still, the American fascination with the military image, 
even if primarily its body image, is something not to be 
taken for granted. Before the events o f 9/11 and the 
widespread mobilization of permanent and reserve troops in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, many argued that there was a 
growing gap between the military and civilian worlds.1 
Indeed in 1997, Tom Ricks, Pentagon correspondent and 
author of Making the Corps, argued in that book that this 
gap is widening as the result of a number o f factors: the end 
of the draft in the early 70’s and an all-volunteer army with 
lengthened periods of enlistment; a swelling in non-middle 
class recruits at the bottom end of the chain of command 
matched with a growing professionalization within the 
officer class at the top; a new partisan conservatism among 
officers that no longer reflects the partisan divisions in the 
general public. Add to this the diminishing number of 
R O T C  units on campuses, the dwindling number of 
Congressmen who have served in the military,2 the 
military’s own prolonged “Vietnam hangover” (its sense of 
civilian betrayal during that war), and one gets a fairly 
vivid picture of weakened links between those who wear 
uniforms and those who don’t.
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Ricks’s own experience comes from covering Marine 
boot camp at Paris Island. After 11 weeks of immersion in 
deprivation and drill, recruits were not simply alienated as 
they returned to their largely working-class communities, 
but disgusted. They were disgusted at the corpulence and 
unkempt lives they left behind; they were disgusted by flab.

Yet, it is not just Marine recruits who harbor these 
views. Increasingly, many civilians do, and some of it is 
self-directed. Indeed, for those tired of pleats of adipose and 
middle-age sag, modified boot camp seems to offer an 
attractive tonic. In a country of extremes, it is the antidote 
to Homer Simpson gluttony and lassitude.

This renewed interest in hard control of the body may 
sound Stoic in spirit, especially in terms of its emphasis 
on self-toughening through severe training and drill. 
Epictetus, in particular, routinely employs athletic 
metaphors to capture the dedication and discipline 
needed for Stoic training: we are to be like the “ invincible 
athlete” who continues to prove himself even after “he 
has been victorious in the first round,” even if it is “burning 
hot,” even if there are naysayers who try to bring him 
down. N o one can be “an Olympic victor...without 
sweat.”3 “Remember that god, like a wrestling master, has 
matched you with a rough young man.”

But training and discipline, whether physical or 
mental, is one thing. Attachm ent to the body is another. 
And Epictetus himself will argue, in Stoic fashion, that 
while we have a duty to care for the body, ultimately, our 
bodies should be regarded as indifferents, as not themselves 
intrinsic elements in our good.

This can be difficult advice to swallow. For we 
non-Stoics tend to view ourselves as embodied, and our 
identities as a function of our bodily existences. We may 
over-exaggerate that identity and become obsessive in our 
care and cultivation of the body, but a healthy sense of self 
does not leave the body behind. Soldiers who return from
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war with bodies maimed and disfigured lose more than just 
a physical part of themselves. They sacrifice a fundamental 
part of what shapes their sense of self and good living -  
mobility, full and independent use of arms and hands, 
sightedness and hearing, and in many cases, a fitness for 
competitive physical adventure and risk that made the 
military attractive to them in the first place. And they 
return home having to live with the fact that they may 
have inflicted comparable losses on others. The bitter irony 
of war is that the fittest risk becoming the most disabled.
A s we shall see, cutting edge technology has transformed 
the lot of veterans, with many more surviving the sort of 
severe injuries that would have killed them in recent past 
wars. Even so, they still must adjust to a new kind of life, 
lived with a new kind of vulnerability and set of 
compensatory skills.

Now, in a sense, the Stoics address fragility o f just 
this sort. We are vulnerable to disease and disability, 
whether through war, sickness, or old age. We need lessons 
for preparing for this, indeed, hard training and drill, if we 
are not to be totally undone by life’s tragedies. W hat we 
shall be exploring in this essay is whether Stoic teachings 
about our relationship to our bodies offer sage counsel.

We come to this by first considering in greater detail 
the current American fascination with images of the 
warrior body and attendant dangers of overly ambitious 
bodily control and idealization. This takes us to Stoic 
images of the body and its discipline, and to a 
consideration of Stoic views of our relationship to our 
bodies. How might Stoic consolations help a soldier face 
the gruesome casualties of war? Underlying our remarks is 
a striking paradox about which there has been a stunning 
silence: a warrior’s body is, in many ways, a public 
investment, and yet the sacrifices he or she makes are 
harrowingly private. C an  Stoic doctrines help in facing 
those losses?
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The Hardened Body (and Fussell’s Muscles)

Americans are extreme about their bodies. On the 
one hand, there is an epidemic of adult and juvenile 
obesity, with nearly two-thirds of adults overweight, and 
nearly one-third obese.5 Jumbo clothes, seats, beds, roller 
coaster lap straps, coffins, and so on are all out there to 
accommodate the epidemic. Jumbo portions of food 
continue to feed it. On the other hand, there is a 
conspicuous rise in interest in muscularity and reduced 
body fat. There is a desire to take control of the body, to 
make it hard, angular, and warrior-like, through both 
exercise and an obsessive interest in the latest diets and 
diet supplements. Both trends are out there, and no doubt, 
there are complex sociological, psychological, and 
hereditary factors that may help explain who is in which 
camp.

It should not surprise us that one’s own body is, in 
principle, a primary locus of self-control. If all goes well, at 
an early age we learn bladder and sphincter control, and 
these are no small personal or social achievements. In due 
time, we become responsible for the care and feeding of our 
own bodies, and for our fitness. A nd when, at different 
points in cultural and social trajectories, our bodies become 
our own, we may be given autonomy about how to dress it 
up or dress it down— both in terms of the muscles and 
clothes we wear, but also, in some cases, body art work, 
piercing, and cutting.

The athlete/warrior body has long been idealized for its 
hardness. Painted A ttic amphorae, awarded to victors in 
the Panathenaic Olympics, show well-muscled runners, 
with cleanly articulated pectorals and the striped ripple of a 
taut chest. The bulge of muscles is unmistakable, despite 
the flat perspective of A ttic style. The ancient Olympics 
are celebrations of the union of military and athletic
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events, and the union of military and athletic bodies.
For post-Renaissance moderns, M ichelangelo’s David is 
probably the best-known athletic warrior body. Forearms, 
biceps, and pectorals are chiseled, and it seems not just in 
marble; his chest bears the lines of washboard “ab” muscles. 
Yet in this great statue, physical control is at once mental 
control. With his left hand curled upward toward the 
leather catapult on his shoulder and his right hand by his 
side gripping a stone, David is poised for action and for 
military strategy. His piercing gaze emits determination and 
focus against an assumed Goliath.

But David, himself, is no Goliath, nor is his body.
A nd yet in our own culture, G oliath bodies of oversized 
muscle and heft seem to compete for the image of hardened 
strength and discipline. Indeed, some researchers claim that 
among boys and young men there is an under-recognized 
body obsession analogous to anorexia in women. They dub 
it “bigorexia,” a species of body dysmorphic disorder (BDD) 
that focuses on fear of not being big enough in muscle size. 
“People with anorexia nervosa see themselves as fat when 
they’re actually too thin; people with muscle dysmorphia 
feel ashamed of looking too small when they’re actually 
big.”6 So argue the authors o f The Adonis Complex. In their 
book, we meet men like Scott, who is lifting weights at a 
Boston gym and fixated on turning his body into a perfect, 
physical specimen:

To a casual observer, Scott seems like a perfect 
picture of fitness and health. Five feet nine 
inches tall, with shortly cropped dark brown 
hair and handsome facial features, Scott 
weights 180 pounds and only 7 percent body 
fat, making him leaner than at least 98 percent 
of American men his age. Beneath his worn 
gray sweatpants and sweatshirt, he has the 
proportions of a Greek statue. He has a 31-inch 
waist, a “six-pack” of sculptured abdominal
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muscles, a 46-inch chest, and shoulders as big as 
grapefruits.7

Though massively built, Scott sees himself as puny. “I 
know it sounds silly,” he explains, “but there are times that 
even on hot summer days, after getting a bad shot of myself 
in the mirror, I’ll put on heavy sweatshirts to cover up my 
body because I think I don’t look big enough.”8 On days 
when Scott can’t work out, he feels trapped, and starts 
bench-pressing furniture in his home. His preoccupation 
with muscle-building has led to a break-up with his 
girlfriend: she was tired of being third fiddle to his diet and 
workout schedule, though in his fantasies, the only reason 
she would leave him was to find a bigger guy.

Consider another vignette from a friend who is a 
psychotherapist. W hen I asked her about male body 
obsessions, she told me about her patient, Bill, a gay, 
35-year-old who used to routinely come to sessions wearing 
heavy sweaters to cover what he viewed as a flabby body.
To her eyes, she said, he was a trim man, in relatively good 
shape. But he was obsessed about his body fat percentages 
and during the clinical hour would often grab his waist area 
to measure for any rolls. A t home, he reported, he would 
do it more scientifically, with calipers. Another 
psychotherapist friend told me of a patient who was 
obsessed with developing a muscle builder’s body, to which 
end he often worked out three times a day and took muscle 
enhancing anabolic steroids over a period of years. 
Workouts and therapy, however, could not relieve his low 
esteem and severe depression, and ultimately, he committed 
suicide.

Perhaps the most gripping story of bodybuilding, and 
what may seem at first glance the most Stoic, comes from 
Samuel Fussell, in his memoir Muscle. Fussell is an unlikely 
bodybuilder, for he is the son of two university professors 
of English, and himself a student of American literature.
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(His father, Paul Fussell, is the noted author of WWI 
literary themes, including The Great War and Siegfried 
Sassoon’s Long Journey.) As Sam  Fussell tells the story, he 
came to bodybuilding, at age 26, as a way of making himself 
invulnerable. He had just moved back to New York City 
after spending a year of study in Oxford and before 
beginning graduate school. A nd then suddenly “and 
spectacularly,” as he puts it, his health began to deteriorate. 
He recognized that living in the city created absolute terror 
in him, and that it had manifest in a kind of somatic 
breakdown. In his mind, he needed to find an armament. 
Bodybuilding was the answer. A nd the specific inspiration 
came in the form of “Ahnuld:” “It was in this aisle, in this 
store, in September of 1984, that I finally caught ‘the 
disease.’ Here it was I came across Arnold: The Education of 
a  Bodybuilder, by Arnold Schwarzenegger.” In moving prose, 
Fussell describes his reaction to the cover of the book:

As for his body, why, here was protection, and 
loads of it. What were these great chunks of 
tanned, taut muscle but modern-day armor?
Here were breastplates, greaves, and pauldrons 
aplenty, and all made from human flesh. He 
had taken stock of his own situation and used 
the weight room as his smithy. A  human 
fortress— a perfected defense to keep the enemy 
host at bay. What fool would dare storm those 
foundations?9

With Arnold as his model, Fussell set out on a 
bodybuilding mission to make himself “larger than life,”
“less assailable,” “and when it came down to it, a little 
less human.”10 His six-foot-four body, once 170 pounds, 
eventually turned into a machine (he doesn’t actually give 
us his final weight) that could bench press a “one-rep best” 
at 405 pounds, squat 545 pounds, and pump out ten reps
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with 315 pounds on the incline bench. His weightlifting 
and food regimen were merciless. But for the kind of 
“thickness” and “muscle maturity” he aimed for, daily 
anabolic steroidal injections were essential.11 Pumped up 
with iron, he became a competitor in the California 
bodybuilding championships, with poses (the book has a 
centerfold of photographs) that make him look like Goliath 
to Michelangelo’s David. But what is most stunning about 
Fussell’s story is that bodybuilding was for him a way to 
leave behind his humanity. W ith maniacal control, he uses 
it to create a rite of passage that might just lift him out of 
human frailty: “I hated the flawed, weak, vulnerable nature 
of being human as much as I hated the A dam ’s apple which 
bobbed beneath my chin. The attempt at physical 
perfection grew from the seeds of self-disgust.”12

Now, not all bodybuilders are as articulate or literary 
as Fussell, or as self-reflective. But most may, at some level, 
resonate with the idea that muscles are an armament that 
can make one invincible. We need to be careful here. We 
are not talking about the muscles one builds to ward off 
osteoporosis, or to develop a strong pitching arm or to stay 
lean and strong and fit for moderate exercise. N or are we 
talking about muscles built for the line of service -  for 
becoming a Ranger or Seal or Royal Marine Commando. 
Rather, we are talking about muscles as a complete end in 
itself. So Fussell says in the first line of his memoir: 
“Bodybuilders call it ‘the disease’ ...because it is a complete 
commitment to all matters pertaining to iron.”13 It is an 
exclusive commitment that crowds out all others in one’s 
life. In The Adonis Complex, many of the young men 
interviewed were like Scott, discussed above -  they could 
not be committed to their Adonis bodies and maintain 
ordinary family life, romantic relationships, or a job. Fussell 
is insightful on the point. Bodybuilding, unlike his past 
bookish pursuits, taught him that he could finally become 
the person he dreamt of being. Perfection was possible,
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it just depended what “you’re willing to give.” “If it meant 
feeling safe and protected, I was willing to give up 
everything,” he writes. A nd so, he gave up his job, his 
Upper East Side apartment, and his non-body-building 
friends. Arnold directed his new bunker mentality: “As 
they say, if you stick around cripples— mental or physical—  
long enough, pretty soon you’ll learn how to limp.”14

I dwell on muscle-building and, in particular, Fussell’s 
remarkable self-portrait, because it seems to carry with it a 
whiff of Stoicism. Muscle massing is done in the service of 
limiting vulnerability, of “keeping an enemy at bay.” It 
involves a metamorphosis of the body into something 
staggeringly (albeit grotesquely) idealized. It involves 
control, austerity, and denial. It invokes the will, in an 
extreme and straightforward way. It is the will defying 
human limits. Stoicism, too, is a philosophy about 
disciplined control and perfectionism. A nd its practical 
focus is in limiting our vulnerability to goods and 
circumstances that lie outside our dominion. More 
specifically, our happiness, the Stoics argue, cannot be 
vulnerable to what lies outside our vigilant control. To this 
end, Stoic practice aims to help us cultivate the kind of 
mindset whereby one might be able to endure the cruelest 
torture and survive the most devastating psychological 
deprivations.

But the program Sam  Fussell undergoes, to transform 
the body into an invincible fortress, is not, strictly 
speaking, in line with ancient Stoicism. For the body, in 
the Stoic view, can never be a proper object of full control 
(the muscle-builder’s dependence on anabolic steroids is a 
telling concession to this), nor, for that matter, an object 
of worship. We may invest in it, but like our material 
possessions, or indeed, bodily adornments -  muscular or 
otherwise -  it can break, become damaged, and cease 
functioning, or, at least, cease functioning smoothly or
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with grace. And it can be used for good or ill, as an 
instrument of benefit to self and others,15 or of destruction 
(dramatically so in the case of suicide bombers, where the 
expendable body is itself is a part of the operation of the 
weapon). In these ways, the body is neither a permanent 
good nor an unequivocal good, in the way that virtue, the 
Stoics allege, alone is. With this as preface, we are almost 
ready to turn to Stoic images of the body and assess the 
plausibility of their views. But first we prepare the way with 
some background to help us locate the Stoic conception.

Stoic Images of the Body and its Discipline

The Stoics argue that human flourishing, i.e., our 
happiness or well-being (what the Greeks call eudaimonia), 
is not a matter of the state of one’s body, even its global 
condition of being healthy or diseased. Rather, as we have 
noted before, the body and its states constitute what the 
Stoics call “indifferents,” that is, external goods, outside 
our full control, to which happiness is indifferent, so to 
speak. In making this claim, the Stoics will agree with 
Aristotle, and most of the ancient tradition, that human 
flourishing is marked, above all else, by a sense of 
completeness and self-sufficiency. But they part company 
with Aristotle in giving a narrow reading to the meaning of 
those terms. Happiness is complete and self-sufficient in 
the sense that it must be strictly within our control. If it is 
to be the highest and most final or complete kind of good, 
and if it is to have the permanence and stability befitting 
such a good, then it must be protected against the 
vicissitudes of life that come from loving and losing, from 
being healthy and infirm, from being subject to nature’s 
plenitude and famines, the caprice of tyrants, thugs, or
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captors. It cannot, as Aristotle holds, be a mix of virtue and 
external goods. Rather, happiness must be a matter of 
virtue alone.

The Stoic view, with its retreat inward to the virtuous 
state of the psyche, is itself rooted in a Platonic reaction to 
Homeric or archaic values. In the world of the Iliad and the 
Odyssey, the good and happiness are, in no small degree, a 
matter of fortune and status, of tangible honor, measured in 
war booty, strength, and wealth. These are largely external 
goods, tied up with the gods’ will and with the caprice 
of war’s victories and losses. Socrates’ radical move, 
transmitted to us through Plato, is to shift virtue and 
happiness inward to the soul or psyche -  to make honor a 
matter of virtue, and virtue largely achievable by a training 
of the soul. Virtue alone becomes sufficient for happiness, 
without dependence on external goods or luck. It is this 
position, in essence, that the Stoics return to and embrace.

It is against this backdrop that we should read 
Epictetus, a fairly orthodox Stoic, when he claims: “In our 
power are moral character and all its functions; not in our 
power are the body, the parts of the body, possessions, 
parents, brothers, children, country and associates in 
general.” And again:

When you wish your body to be sound, is it in 
your own power, or is it not? —  “It is not.”
When you wish it to be healthy? —  “Nor this.”
When you wish it to be handsome? —  “Nor 
this.” And to live, or die? —  “Nor this.” Our 
body, then, is not our own, but subject to every
thing stronger than itself.16

The “paltry body,” Epictetus continues, is an external, 
to be compared to a petty estate or reputation.17 It is 
something you may think you possess, but it can be easily 
taken from you by disease or death. It is a mere matter or
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clay, “a corpse,” that must be animated and directed by a 
separate, life giving substance in order to function properly.

In this view, the body is itself an external, which, in 
virtue of its needs and desires, is encumbered by a further 
layer of externals. So, hunger, thirst, and sexual urges direct 
us outward and make us dependent on what we find and 
lose:

For seeing that we are on earth, and confined 
to an earthly body, and amongst earthly 
companions, how was it possible that in these 
respects we should not be hindered by external 
things?18...

Is your poor body, then, enslaved or free?...Do 
you not know that it is a slave to fever, gout, 
eye-disease, dysentery; to a tyrant; of fire, and 
steel; to everything that is stronger than itself?
-Yes, it is a slave. How then can anything 
belonging to the body be unhindered?19

You ought to treat your entire body like a poor, 
overburdened ass, as long as it is possible, as 
long as it is allowed you; but if it pressed into 
public service and a solider should lay hold of 
it, let it go. Do not resist or mutter, otherwise 
you will get a beating, and lose your poor ass 
just the same. When this is the way in which 
you should conduct yourself with regard to the 
body, consider what is left for you to do about 
the things that are procured for the sake of the 
body. If the body be a little ass, those other 
things become bridles, pack-saddles, shoes, 
barley, fodder for the ass. Let these go too; 
dismiss them more quickly and more cheerfully 
than the little ass itself.20
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We, as bodies, are little donkeys, weighted down by our 
worldly loads. We hold tight to those material loads, 
though they enslave as much as nurture. So, too, we long 
for our old body’s shape, beauty, and fitness after indignities 
like those that combat serve up. But that is a kind of 
enslavement. It is for reasons like these that the body is to 
be regarded as an indifferent that does not contribute to 
our happiness. And also, as we have said, it is excluded 
from happiness because it is not an unequivocal good. 
Reissuing a Platonic argument,21 the Stoics argue that goods 
like physical health and strength can be used for good or 
ill, in a way that genuine virtues cannot. We can use our 
healthy bodies or strength to rescue innocents 
who are trapped or to impede their safety. But true courage 
or kindness can only be used for fine ends. They are 
unconditionally good. So Epictetus asks, “Is health a good, 
and sickness an evil? No, man. What, then? Health is good 
when used well, and bad when used ill.”22

This general view of the body seems unduly harsh. 
Cicero registers a blunt complaint in his interpretation 
of the view: the Stoics “show concern for nothing but the 
mind, as if human beings had no body.”23 “W hen it comes 
to a happy life,” the Stoics simply argue that “the amount 
of bodily advantage has no relevance at all.”24 We can 
add to this criticism, that even if it is plausible to think 
of goods like physical strength and fitness as only 
conditionally good, they are nonetheless not typically fully 
outside our ministry. Muscle-building, in Fussell style, 
illustrates in an extreme way the body as object not just 
of self-discipline, but of obsessive control. A nd this control 
can produce highly tangible results. O f course, the most 
diligent effort never guarantees intended results. But this 
does not make us, for the most part, thoroughly helpless in 
the face of our bodies. Our habits of diet, hygiene, and 
fitness all are factors that contribute to physical well being, 
even if they are not sufficient for it.
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Epictetus is concessive about these commonsense 
points. The Stoic notion of “what is appropriate” and in 
accord with nature (ta kathekonta, which becomes officia, 
or “duties,” in Latin), requires that we care for our bodies.25 
But the accent note always falls on recognizing the 
limitations of our efforts, and that the effort and not the 
result is what matters. Death and disease, disfigurement and 
disability are conditions we must learn to face with equa
nimity. The more frequently and matter-of-factly we 
remind ourselves of our fragility, the more prepared we will
be to face adversity. So someone might ask: “But what if my
friends should die?”

What else could that signify except that men 
who are mortal have died? Do you at once wish 
to live to be old, and yet not to see the death of 
any one you love? Do you not know that, in a 
long course of time, many and various events 
must necessarily happen? That a fever must get 
the better of one person, a highwayman of 
another, a tyrant of a third? For such is the 
world we live in; such are those who live in it 
with us. Heat and cold, improper diet, journeys 
by land, voyages by sea, winds, and all kinds of 
accidents destroy some, banish others, and send 
one on an embassy, another on campaign.26

Such are the facts of luck and circumstance. We are 
ultimately all vulnerable.

But it is crucial to note that dispassionate care of the 
body need not entail indifference. A nd it does not in 
Epictetus’s considered view. With regard to “appropriate 
action,” he insists, “I should not be unfeeling like a 
statue.”27 And so he says, following Stoic tradition here, 
that it would be foolish to fail to supply the body with the 
nourishment and care that is suitable to it,28 or to avoid the 
advice of a good doctor when it is warranted. This is to say 
we should care for our bodies in ways that are overall
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advantageous, or “in accord with nature” -  selecting and 
de-selecting accordingly. W hat we should not do, however, 
is what most of us do -  invest in our bodies in a way that 
amounts to emotional attachment.

Epictetus’s most colorful reflections on the body form 
part of a criticism of Cynicism and its anti-conventional 
views about cleanliness. It is worth pausing over these texts 
for a moment, both because of their didacticism about 
bodily hygiene and their touch of comic irony in a work 
that can, at times, be unduly severe. Here we imagine 
Epictetus clearly in high performance mode before his 
teenage male audience. A  lecture like this one might 
even wake up the most bored listener.

We begin with his harangue against the Cynics for 
their public displays of nudity, and for their failure to 
appreciate the social and moral utility of a good bath. The 
practitioners, he laments, have evidently gone astray, for 
their leader and founder of the movement, Diogenes, was 
himself a man who “walked about radiant with health, and 
would draw the attention of the crowd by the very nature 
of his body.”29 Even Socrates, the model for the Cynic sage 
and notorious in historic depictions for his neglect of 
worldly matters of the body, glistened with cleanliness after 
just a few ablutions: “But Socrates rarely bathed,” they all 
say.

Yet his body looked radiant, and was so 
agreeable and pleasing, that the most handsome 
and noble were in love with him, and desired to 
sit by him rather than by those who had the 
finest features. He might have never washed or 
bathed if he had pleased, yet even the few baths 
he did take had their effect.30

This is high polemic. Socrates, the near-God for Cynics 
and Stoics alike, radiated with just a few baths. If the
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ethereal Socrates deigned to take baths, then we lesser 
mortals ought to as well. Moreover, in Socrates’ case, the 
occasional bath seems to have had some positive effect in 
successfully courting his beloveds. A s a Graeco-Roman, 
Epictetus is unlikely to teach through paederasty. But he 
seems to think he can attract his young listeners by 
reminding them of Socrates’ practice!

In other passages, Epictetus weaves together, with a 
similar sense of comic irony, related claims about the body. 
The following claims are implicit in the texts and worth 
untangling: 1) discipline of the body prepares one for 
discipline in general; 2) duties of bodily care are social 
duties as well as duties of respect to self; 3) appreciating 
bodily beauty can be an indirect path to appreciating inner, 
psychic beauty. We can briefly take up each in turn.

With regard to the first point, Epictetus states 
“Whatever means are applied to the body by those who are 
exercising it, may also be valuable for [character] train
ing.”31 The point underlies his repeated metaphors, dis
cussed earlier, for framing character training in terms of 
athletics. But here the point is not just metaphorical: 
the very same qualities cultivated in athletics -  e.g., 
stick-to-it-tiveness, drive, concentration, dogged 
commitment, stand one well in other arenas.32 They 
are the same habits of mind.

Epictetus goes on to sketch his version of the 
teleological function of a hygienic body. In a roundabout 
way, he takes us to the second claim of care for bodies as 
grounded in social duties to others: Our bodies have 
mucous discharges. Nostrils are among the channels that 
dispel the humors. If we sniff up those discharges, we are 
violating the course of nature. A nd too, we violate our 
natures when we leave food between the cracks of our 
teeth or leave dirt to cake on our bodies “as the result of
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perspiration and the pressure o f our clothes ” or fail to 
make use of “water, oil, our hands,” and soap and towel to 
remedy the problem. Now, an imaginary interlocutor will 
protest, but “why should I?” Epictetus appeals first to a not 
very informative nature argument: “I will tell you again. In 
the first place [because one is] to act like a human being.” 
But then he adds a social dimension: “and, in the second, 
so as not to cause distress to those you meet.”33 In short, we 
may fail in our social duties to others when we neglect our 
hygiene:

You think you deserve to have your own smell?
So be it. But do you think those who sit by you 
deserve it too, and those who recline by you, 
and those who kiss you? Go away, then, to some 
wilderness or other, where you deserve to be, 
and spend your life alone, smelling yourself; 
for it is right that you should enjoy your 
uncleanness alone. But since you are in a city, 
what sort of person do you suppose you are 
showing yourself to be, to behave in such a 
thoughtless and inconsiderate manner?34

N ot bathing is a social offense. This may explain why 
the Cynics’ popularity started to trail. It may have been 
the stench. If you really want your philosophy to attract 
listeners, then while you shouldn’t have to give invitations 
(“what physician invites anyone to be cured by him”35), 
you still may need to engage in a little bit of “image 
control.” The Cynics should have known better than to 
sport a “consumptive” and “thin and pale” body or bear 
the “figure and visage of a condemned man.” W ho’d want 
to take up that kind of life-style?36 A  groomed and 
non-odiferous body is a social “must” for anyone who wants 
friends and admirers.
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But who does not avoid a man who is dirty, and 
smells and looks unwholesome, even more than 
a man who is befouled with dung? The stench 
of the later is external and adventitious, but 
that which arises from want of care comes 
from within, as though from a kind of inward 
putrefaction.37

Epictetus’s final concession to spending time on 
bodily hygiene hinges on the idea that the activity, even 
if ultimately misplaced, can indirectly lead one to the more 
worthy end of cultivating a beautiful soul. The young 
disciple who is preoccupied with the body at least has 
some vision of beauty. “With that as a starting point,” 
Epictetus optimistically suggests, “all that is necessary to 
do is to show him the way” toward more appropriate 
objects for his devotion. Transference and growth are 
possible here in a way that is simply more problematic for 
one who lacks any aspiration to beauty, whatever its form:

But if he should come to me befouled, dirty, 
with whiskers down to his knees, what can I say 
to him, what sort of comparison can I use to 
draw him on? For what has he ever concerned 
himself with that bears any resemblance to 
beauty, such that I can redirect his attention, 
and say, “Beauty is not there, but here?” Would 
you have me say to him, “Beauty lies not in 
being befouled, but in reason?” For does he in 
fact aspire to beauty? Does he show any sign of 
it? Go and argue with a pig, that he should not 
roll in the mud.38

Epictetus’s point, reminiscent of that of Diotema 
in Plato’s Symposium,39 is that even if beauty’s proper home 
is not a body, to care about it in bodily form can jumpstart 
a dialectical progress upward. Still, Epictetus, like Diotema,

67



warns that bodily beauty is no more than a starting point 
for a more noble kind of beauty. Moreover, to remain 
obsessively fixed on one’s physical beauty, however 
produced— by nature, grooming, physical workouts, 
or muscle enhancers— is narcissistic folly:

In conclusion, whatever means are applied to 
the body by those who are exercising it, may 
also be valuable for training [in general]...; but 
if their aim is mere display, these are the traits 
of a man who has turned to externals, and is 
hunting after something other, and is seeking 
for spectators to exclaim: “What a great man!”40

Taken to an extreme, it becomes an “Adonis 
Com plex.”

The texts are full of sarcasm, but still didactic: 
regarding the body as an indifferent is not to be “unmoved 
as a statue.” It still involves, practically speaking, its own 
form of commitment. Seneca puts the matter aptly: “I do 
not maintain that the body is not to be indulged at all; but 
I maintain that we must not be slaves to it.”41 Becoming a 
slave to the body, even if, paradoxically, through relentless 
exercise of the will, is not a Stoic posture.

More positively, the Stoic position that we have 
been drawing from Epictetus can be summed up this way: 
The body, and its care and fitness, are conditional goods 
that have significance in the good person’s life. More 
specifically, a physically fit and well-groomed body can tell 
us something about a person’s own level of self-respect and 
about her regard for others that surround her. A nd it can 
reveal habits of discipline and care that may well generalize 
to other arenas of life. Finally, devotion to physical beauty 
may be an important step in cultivating aesthetic beauty in 
other places where beauty is less ephemeral. These, taken 
as a package, are not unreasonable arguments to consider in 
assessing the place of a fit body in our lives.
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Still, how satisfying are these claims if Stoics ultimately 
deny fitness and physical well being a proper place in a 
conception of flourishing? One way to press this question 
is to explore further the relation of “ indifferents” to virtue. 
This will help us ask ultimately, how Stoic consolations 
might address the concerns of combat soldiers and combat 
veterans who risk life and limb in putting themselves in 
harm’s way.

The Indifferents and Happiness

We can frame our present question in this way: in 
what sense is the strong and healthy body an object of 
our rational concern if it is not a part of our happiness? 
T hat goods such as health and a fit and strong body are 
“preferred” goods is a Stoic concession to the fact that they 
are not unimportant, even if they don’t make or break one’s 
happiness. The crucial qualification is that they do not add 
to the overall goodness of virtue. That is, virtue and health 
are not worth more than virtue on its own, and the absence 
of such external goods does not mar happiness.42 Cicero 
argues by analogy: A  drop of honey does not make the 
Aegean Sea any sweeter; a penny does not add to the 
riches of Croesus; taking only one step on the road from 
here to India does not get one substantially closer to one’s 
goal; turning on an artificial light when one is already in 
full sunshine adds little to the overall illumination (here, 
consider using a flash on a camera in broad daylight).
In a similar way, external goods don’t contribute to the 
goodness of virtue.43

And yet that these externals have preferred or selective 
value bears some weight in our rational deliberation.
But in what way? Why should we choose virtue plus health 
or virtue plus bodily fitness if it makes us no happier than
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virtue alone? W hat is the selective advantage of externals 
if they don’t contribute to happiness? The Stoic defense is 
complex, and a full examination of texts would take us 
too far afield. Still, a few remarks are important for 
clarification.

One way of conceiving of the Stoic defense is to claim 
that not all of the objects of our rational deliberation and 
concern have the same kind of value.44 To be concerned 
with happiness as an end, the Stoics argue, is to be 
concerned with virtue in the sense of what a person can 
bring about through his own powers and rational agency. 
Accordingly, they will argue, happiness is not virtuous 
action, i.e., an external act, described as it is for Aristotle, 
as an actualized choice requiring favorable circumstances 
and more or less success in hitting one’s target. Rather, 
happiness is virtuous activity in the leaner sense of skill and 
effort, of doing all one can to act from the right motives 
with external objectives in mind (that itself is a successful 
performance in their view), whether or not one 
successfully achieves the objectives. Cicero gives the 
example of an archer. “O ne’s ultimate aim is to do all in 
one’s power to shoot straight.” Living the life of virtue is 
a skill like this. Achieving that aim, like being a good 
archer, is compatible with missing the immediate target or 
external objective. “To actually hit the target,” he adds, 
is “to be selected but not sought.”45

“To select,” in Stoic idiom, is shorthand for going for 
goods as preferred indifferents -  i.e., something we value 
as having natural advantage though do not seek or choose 
as part of happiness. The wise person will make such 
selections, preferring health to disease, fit sensory and 
mental faculties to deficient ones, wealth and freedom to 
penury and slavery.46 He will view them as important and of 
rational concern, but nonetheless distinct from the value of 
our happiness, and their absence as not detracting from 
happiness.
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But to this we might object, can’t we conceive of a 
kind of happiness that combines goods of different scalar 
values, and perhaps even ranks those goods within 
happiness, with external goods conditioned by (or 
hierarchically ordered by) virtue or wisdom? In this sense, 
for the sage, at least, the use and possession of external 
goods will always be constrained by conditions implicit in 
virtue.47

In many ways, this is Aristotle’s view.48 A s we noted 
earlier, happiness is a composite, in his view, of virtues plus 
the external goods and luck necessary for the full exercise 
of virtue and valuable simply in their own right (as in the 
case of friendship) for human forms of good living. To be 
virtuous but to have catastrophic bad luck or deprivation, 
such as the fate of a Priam who loses his country and tens 
of sons in battle, is to suffer ills that “crush and maim” 
happiness.49 Still, Aristotle equivocates on the point. If 
virtuous activities characterize the goodness of life, then 
the person who lives virtuously, doing nothing hateful and 
mean, may not reach the height of happiness, but at least 
he will not be miserable, in the sense of morally wretched. 
“For the person who is truly good and wise, we think, bears 
all the chances of life becomingly and always makes the 
best of circumstances, as a good general makes the best 
military use of the army at his command.”50

It is this latter Socratic point that the Stoics isolate 
and ultimately stress. Isn’t the part of happiness that 
we prize most not prosperity or luck, but how we bear 
up and make the best of ourselves, whatever the 
circumstances? Isn’t real happiness, then, as they push 
the argument, the strength and dignity we show in 
facing whatever hand we are dealt, and the stability and 
equanimity with which we pursue our desires in those 
circumstances? Aristotle himself lays stress on the point 
when he says, “the good...is something of one’s own and 
not easily taken from one.”51 Most people can agree with
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this. But still we are probably unwilling to go all the 
way with the Stoics and argue that virtue exhausts 
our happiness.

And yet even so, we might hold that if we are truly to 
work at finding happiness, then it is better to err on the 
Stoic side— better to design a life in which we are 
empowered rather than helpless. A nd if and when we are 
truly victims of misfortune or oppression, we must still try 
to find some measure, however slight, of dominion and 
resilience. These are Stoic sentiments and Epictetus 
expresses them powerfully, again, through an athletic 
metaphor:52

Consider which of the things you proposed ini' 
tially you have mastered, and which you have 
not, and how it gives you pleasure to remember 
some of them, and pain to remember others, 
and, if possible recover the things that you have 
let slip. Those competing in the greatest con- 
test should not fade out, but take the blows too.
For our competition is not to do with wrestling 
or the pancration—where success or failure can 
make all the difference to a man’s standing— 
and indeed make him [and in the world’s eyes] 
supremely fortunate or unfortunate—but over 
real good fortune and happiness.

W hat then?
Even if we fail here and now, no one stops us form 

competing again; we don’t have to wait another four years 
for the next Olympics, but as soon as a man has picked 
himself up and renewed his grip on himself and shown the 
same enthusiasm he is allowed to compete. A nd if you give 
in again, you can compete again, and if once you win, you 
are like someone who never gave in. Only, don’t let sheer 
habit make you give in readily and end up like a bad 
athlete going around beaten in the whole circuit like quails 
that run away.53
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A s Tony Long has argued in his masterful commentary 
on Epictetus’s Discourses, the above passage is crucial in 
understanding Epictetus’s conception of happiness. The 
contest of life has as its prize our own individual happiness. 
We compete against ourselves, not others. A nd we 
compete, over and over, through repeated opportunities for 
achievement. To be defeated need not mean that we are 
out of the race. Life gives us new contests and new 
opportunities in which happiness can prevail.

Epictetus’s tone is optimistic. A nd yet following 
traditional Stoic doctrine, he leaves open the door for a 
“well-reasoned exit” (eulogos exagoge) through suicide, in 
extreme circumstances when one can no longer have the 
happiness that consists in practicing virtue.54 Still, Epictetus 
is far less intrigued by suicide than, for example, Seneca, 
who famously commits suicide at the order o f Nero.55 
Epictetus follows his master Socrates in holding that no 
one should leave the prison house of the soul unless G od56 
has given the signal.57

I cannot take up the complex issue of the Stoic view of 
suicide here. W hat I wish to stress, however, is Epictetus’s 
general view that our happiness rests on our achievement 
of (virtuous) agency, and not, as we moderns tend to think, 
on a feeling or reaction of prosperity or satisfaction.58 The 
point, as I have said, appeals to many of us. But still, it 
must not blind us to the real, and not merely imagined, 
fragility of human agency, and to the brute fact that at our 
strongest moments, we are only finitely strong. Human 
agency is always vulnerable and the frailty of our bodies is 
a constant reminder of that.

With this as background, I turn to the issue of physical 
injury and disfigurement. W hat of the men and women 
returning now, as I write, from war in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
who are amputees at the elbow or knees, or blinded, or 
have hollow sockets in place of eyes and nose? W hat is 
the contest for happiness like for those who are no longer 
able to touch their children with hands and fingers, or see a
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loved one’s face, or walk when they used to be the most 
physically elite among soldiers? The moral and 
psychological questions of how to cope with injury, and in 
these cases, a radically new embodied identity, can shift 
quickly, in Stoic teaching, to more abstract metaphysical 
themes of the value of external goods in relation to more 
stable goods like virtue. But the moral and psychological 
questions remain. It is time to explore these questions by 
taking up a number of concrete cases. C an  modified 
versions of Stoicism provide consolation for those who face 
severe physical loss?

“The Biceps I Left in Iraq”59

In the current wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, soldiers 
survive their wounds in a way that was simply impossible 
in previous wars. But that survival, due to high-tech body 
armor and helmets, can still be survival with a new body 
identity— as an amputee, as a person without vision 
or hearing, as a burn victim. A nd while there may be 
prosthetics for amputees and plastic surgery for bum 
victims, there are no prosthetic eyes for the blinded60 
(just as there are no prosthetic repairs of sexual identity 
for the millions of noncombatant women who become 
victims of wars’ genocidal rape).61 These losses are brute 
reminders that technology goes only so far, and that leaving 
a war zone with missing limbs or disabled and violated body 
parts are still catastrophic losses. A  soldier may joke that he 
has left his biceps behind in Iraq, but if it means not just 
that his hope of being Mr. America is dashed, but his hope 
of still being able to hug, or drive, or open the refrigerator 
door in the usual way, then more than just biceps have 
been lost.

Much can be said intuitively about the injury to bodily 
identity caused by different kinds of physical losses. In an
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obvious way, there are aesthetic injuries that come with 
disfigurement and deformity. But just as fundamental are 
identity shifts having to do with restrictions of capabilities 
and functions that define a good life, in general, and a 
given individual’s good life, in particular.

In what follows, I want briefly to consider two 
anecdotal cases in which soldiers seem to appeal to 
Stoicdike sensibilities in facing risk and bodily injury.
But in each case, more than just resoluteness is at work.
In addition, each expresses an empathic connection toward 
others (and self) in facing loss. We are reminded here of 
Shakespeare’s mythic Stoic warrior, Coriolanus, who learns 
he can be a tough warrior and still show compassion:
“Sir, it is no little thing to make mine eyes to sweat 
compassion.”621 argue in Stoic Warriors that an 
attenuated form of empathy finds a place within some of 
the Stoic texts. But for now it is important simply to note 
that connectedness to others, in addition to a steely will, 
can be a factor that contributes to resilience.

“Baptized in Fire and Blood”

Army Capt. David Rozelle63 went into battle in Iraq 
wearing a belt buckle with the inscription: “Brave rifles! 
Veterans! You have been baptized in fire and blood and 
have come out steel.” The words are from General Winfield 
Scott’s 1847 address to cavalrymen during the M exican 
American War. Two months after deployment in Iraq, a 
mine blew off Rozelle’s right foot, and he became duly 
baptized in blood and steel. With the help of technology 
and a relentless will, Rozelle returned to combat service 
as commander of an armored cavalry unit, just days within 
the anniversary of losing his foot. His artificial leg and foot 
fit into a standard-issue combat boot. Rozelle was and still 
is an athlete/warrior. His recovery was a matter of grueling
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workouts -  four hours a day of physical therapy, swimming, 
weight lifting, mountain biking, skiing. Some six months 
after his injury, he went skiing in the Rockies, using a 
prosthetic ski boot. Even without a foot, he passes other 
swimmers in a pool. Rozelle is tough, but he is also honest 
about his loss. “There are times I definitely feel disabled... 
at least once a day,” he says, “I miss my foot.” He is in 
regular email contact with other amputees and has visited 
hospital units to encourage amputees to pull through: “I 
sat in rooms with guys and cried with them,” he says. “I 

think I’ve made a difference with a few.” He is committed 
to “plain talk” about life as an amputee, something he 
never got when he first lost his limb.

Now, in some sense, we can view Rozelle as coming to 
regard his body as an indifferent. For if that means that he 
is not overly invested in having his foot, and that he can 
carry on in its absence, then, in a sense, he exhibits Stoic 
sensibilities. He is flexible about his body image and ready 
to adapt to changes to it. And yet, we should not idealize 
this dispassionate stance. He is no sage— he acknowledges 
his loss, he “misses” his foot, and he spends a fair portion 
of his time helping others to acknowledge their loss. In 
this sense, he may believe that having a functioning, 
flesh-and-blood foot is not at the core of his happiness, 
but it still affects his happiness, and had he no prosthetic, 
his adjustment might have been far different. W hat is 
also striking about Rozelle as a kind of Stoic warrior is his 
combination of steely will and empathetic compassion.
He is all about brawn and will, but also about humanity 
and the anguish of suffering war’s indignities: “These guys 
with no arms who have to go home and learn to live again? 
Shoot, I’ve got it easy.” In Rozelle, there is an optimism 
and “can do” spirit we associate with Stoicism in its 
various stripes, but there is also a willingness to accept 
vulnerability, all too often obscured by the austere lines
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of orthodox Stoicism. And, too, there is a profound sense 
of solidarity with other warriors, with those still deployed 
and with those who have returned home bearing the scars 
of war’s hell.

“Unscathed”

Major Phil Ashby offers another subtle mix of tough 
and gentle Stoicism. His story is the subject of his gripping 
memoir, Unscathed. Ashby served as a rugged Commando of 
the British Royal Marines, and later as a Marines Mountain 
Leader, arguably the longest and toughest special force 
training in the British military. Though trained in the 
Arctic and Scotland and Norway to lead warfare efforts in 
extreme cold weather conditions (and out of uniform, a 
rugged, Scottish, mountaineering/Outward Bound type), his 
most perilous trial came in tropical terrain, in Sierra Leone. 
There, on May 6, 2000, while serving as an unarmed U .N . 
observer helping to implement disarmament, he and three 
others were taken hostage as civil war erupted. After three 
days into the siege and increasing worries that they would 
be beheaded, Ashby, in command, made the decision for 
the four to attempt an escape. With limited battery power 
in his satellite phone, he had to decide whom to inform of 
the escape plan and the likelihood of his not making it (he 
estimated his survival chances at 20%). He called a team 
leader, himself imperiled in a crisis and unable to offer 
command advice. He then made three calls to the U K — to 
his father who told him he loved him, to a training mate to 
whom he gave funeral details, and to his wife, Anna, to 
whom he said it might be “goodbye.” “I couldn’t think of 
enough ways to tell her how much I loved her and was 
missing her and it was hard to hang up. Our final message 
to each other was the same: ‘Take care of yourself. I 
love you.’”64 The conversations relieve a burden and 
emotionally fortify him for his escape.65
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Ashby’s Stoic image is a complex one. In Stoic mold, 
he finds room to exercise strength and a robust will in the 
most constricted and adverse circumstances. His escape in 
Sierra Leone is, as he puts it, a way of trying to survive 
rather than “simply do[ing] nothing and waiting for the 
worst to happen.”66 His resilience rests not only on his own 
strength and resourcefulness, but in the lifeline he finds in 
others— his father, his best friend, his beloved Anna. But 
there is a further point to make that is critical given the 
focus of this essay. A nd it is a point that emerges only 
in the final pages of his memoir. Ashby, the invincible 
mountaineer and “extreme” military athlete, does not, in 
the end, escape from Sierra Leone physically unscathed. He 
returns to the U K  with “a tiny part of Sierra Leone” having 
broken through his “defenses.”67 More precisely, a 
tropical virus attacks his spine, leaving him with significant 
neurological damage and physical and mental impairment. 
Ashby is under no illusions about how this is likely to affect 
his future:

In some ways, I would rather have had a 
concrete, visible injury that I could point to 
and come to terms with— even a missing limb.
Not knowing exactly what is wrong with you, 
or how bad or good it is going to get is mentally 
as well as physically debilitating. It sounds 
big-headed, but I was used to being one of the 
best at whatever I set out to do and the thought 
of not being able to work hard and play hard is 
a pretty desperate prospect.68

To return to our earlier discussion, Ashby’s worry is 
that the “contest” of life that he knows best and that has, 
in a sense, defined good living for him —  namely a life of 
extreme physical challenge and risk —  is no longer one in
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which he can ably compete. N o doubt there are other 
challenges, other competitions in life, Epictetus will say, 
against which to test one’s excellences and agency. And 
some of these will themselves be physical challenges, as 
Rozelle’s story of recovery suggests. Still, Ashby’s voice 
ought not to be silenced. For him, like so many military 
men and women, “being able to work hard and play hard” 
is precisely a matter of having an exemplary body that can 
be routinely tested in grueling ways. To be deprived of that 
contest is no small change in the terms of one’s happiness 
and conception of self.

We have seen that physical and mental resilience in 
the face of vicissitudes, such as those Ashby and Rozelle 
face, tend to give Stoicism its appeal. But we have also 
seen that Stoicism can become harsh quickly. A s Epictetus 
puts it, our bodies are paltry things that enslave us with 
disease and disability. We must be able to find a kind of 
happiness that is neither enhanced by clingy possession 
of positive bodily states— health and strength, bodily 
integrity and fitness— nor marred by their opposites—  
disease, disfigurement, physical fragility. It is this last claim, 
perhaps, that is the most difficult to accept. For even if we 
embrace the Epictetan point that much of our happiness 
has to do with our own attitudes and efforts in facing the 
contest of life, we are still likely to hold that severe bodily 
injuries— the loss of limbs, sightedness, facial features and 
more— losses combatants and noncombatants in war zones 
routinely endure as the price of war— alter our sense of 
identity and our very chances for happiness. This is not to 
deny that some manage well under such circumstances. 
And indeed we admire and are inspired by those who seem 
to find happiness despite severe bodily harm. But not all 
find that happiness, and toward them (whether they are 
others or ourselves) compassion is appropriate, not Stoic 
reproof.
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Notes
1 See Ricks (1997) and Feaver and Kohn (2001).
2 A s I write in the fall of 2004, 154 members of the 1 0 8 ^  
Congress have had some military service, some 14 fewer 
than in the 107th Congress. The House has 118 veterans; 
in the Senate, 35 Members are veterans. The steady decline 
in numbers can be attributed, in part, to the end of the 
draft in 1973. Accessed 30 September 2004 from 
< http://senate.gov/reference/resources/pdf/RS21379.pdf>
3 Discourses 1.18.21 (Using Hard trans. in G ill’s [1995] 
edition throughout.)
4 Ibid., 1.24.2, and see 3.10.7.
5 According to statistics from the National Institutes of 
Health (based on the National Health and Nutrition 
Examination Survey) in 1994, 22.3% of Americans were 
obese compared to 13.4% in 1960. By 2000, that figure 
had gone up to 30.5%, making almost one-third of U S  
adults obese. Add to that the 34% of Americans who are 
overweight but not yet obese, and nearly two-thirds of U .S. 
adults are overweight. Statistics on obesity are determined 
through the Body Mass Index (BMI). The algorithm is this: 
Multiply an individual’s weight (in pounds) by 700, divide 
by height (in inches), and then divide this again by height 
(in inches). Individuals are considered overweight if their 
BMI exceeds 25. They are considered obese if that number 
exceeds 30.
6 Pope et al. (2002): 10-11.
7 Ibid., 7.
8 Ibid., 9.
9 Fussell (1991): 24.
10 Ibid., 25.
11 Indeed, authors of The Adonis Complex argue that 
pathological preoccupation with muscle size could not 
have reached its present proportions without anabolic
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steroids. A s medical researchers and clinicians, they argue 
that the dangers of anabolic steroid use ought not to be 
underestimated. Medical hazards include increased risk of 
heart failure, stroke, and prostate cancer; psychiatric risks 
include irritability, depression, aggressive and violent 
behavior (“roid rage”), and dependence on other addictive 
and performance enhancing drugs. The present concern 
is not that actors or elite athletes may use anabolic 
steroids (they have been using them since the sixties and 
seventies), but that ordinary boys and men not in the 
limelight but keen to achieve the same Herculean image 
will turn to them. In 1988, the Journal of the American 
Medical Association reported the results of a survey of 3,403 
twelfth-grade boys in forty-six public and private high 
schools. According to the study, 6.6 percent of boys 
reported that they were using or had used steroids. In 1993, 
an independent study conducted in Georgia and published 
in the New England Journal of Medicine reported almost 
identical findings. While anabolic steroids were banned at 
the N aval Academy during my time there, Creatine, a 
muscle growth supplement that increases lean body mass, 
was not. It was sold over the counter -  towers of white 
Creatine jars regularly on display at the Midshipmen store. 
Academy officials were concerned about its widespread use, 
but it was not on the ban list and coaches found it hard 
to keep athletes away from it.
12 Ibid., 138.
13 Ibid., 19; italics mine.
14 From Arnold Schwarzenegger’s Posedown!, as quoted in 
Fussell (1991): 73.
15 For the Platonic legacy of this point, see Meno 87c-88a 
and Euthydemus 280e; cf. Diogenes Laertius 7.94, 7.103; 
Discourses 3.20.4·
16 Discourses 4.1.66.
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17 Ibid., 2.2.10.
18 Ibid., 1.1.9.
19 Ibid., 3.22.40-41. 
“ Ibid., 4.1.78-80.
21 See note 14 above.
22 Discourses 3.20.4.
23 On Moral Ends 4.36. (Using Woolf trans. in 
Annas’s 2001 edition throughout.) Interestingly, from a 
metaphysical point of view, the Stoics were physicalists in 
their conception of what mind actually is; it is pneuma, or 
breath, an animating, fine material.
24 On Moral Ends 3.43.
25 For a very helpful discussion on the notion of “what is 
appropriate” in Epictetus and its distinction from notions of 
“what is good,” see Long (2002): 115-16, and especially 
126-7. For more on Epictetus’s usage of the field of “what is 
appropriate” and its nuanced differences from early Stoic 
usage, see Inwood (1985): 115-26.
26 Discourses 3.23.27.
27Ibid., 3.2.4, but note, the specific context here is things 
that are appropriate with respect to social relations. Again 
see Long (2002): 115-16.
28 Ibid., 2.22.5.
29 Ibid., 3.22.86.
30 Ibid., 4.11.19.
31 Ibid., 3.12.16; see also 4.11.5-9.
321 have been reminded of this by conversations with Joe 
Lang, former director of athletics at Georgetown, with 
whom I worked closely for several years on a university 
wide athletics review. Fie encourages young people to go 
into sports, not simply so that they can become athletes, 
but so that they can become individuals who have 
internalized the rigors of discipline and focus. The point 
was not missed on Jim Stockdale in his years as a POW. 
Even in leg irons, with a broken leg and in solitary prison,
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he forced himself to do more than a hundred sit-ups each 
morning. Controlling his own body, in the face of relentless 
torture and deprivation, was his way of reinforcing the 
rigors of self-discipline and mental alertness. Strength of 
soul resembles “the strength and sinews and effectiveness 
of the body,” Cicero, at one point, tells us (Tusculan 
Disputations 4.13.30).
33 Ibid., 4.11.13-14.
34 Ibid., 4.11.15-16; see also 4.11.32-3. The overall tone of 
the passage brings to mind Joel Feinberg’s classic (and 
humorous) work on offensiveness (1984).
35 Discourses 3.23.27.
36 Discourses 3.22.8-7; 4.11.23-4.
37 Ibid., 4.11.18.
38 Ibid., 4.11.28-29.
39 Symposium 21 Iff. The progression, as Socrates reports 
through the mouthpiece of Diotema, is a gradual one: From 
love of individual bodies one moves to love of bodies in 
general; from love of bodies in general one moves to love of 
the inner beauty of a soul and then to souls, as a whole, 
and their intellectual products. From here one is ready to 
grasp the idealization of beauty in a Platonic Form, that is, 
beauty in its fullest perfection.
40 Discourses 3.12.16-17.
41 Epistles 14-1; see also 71.33.
42 Contrast Aristotle at Nicomachean Ethics 1.10 1100b25-7. 
(For Aristotle references, I am using Jonathan Barnes’ 1984 
edition throughout.)
43 On Moral Ends 3.45.
44 See Irwin (1986) on this.
45 On Moral Ends 3.22.
46 For the classes of indifferents as in accord and not in 
accord with nature, see Diogenes Laertius 7.102; also 
Cicero, Tusculan Disputations 5.29.
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47 This view might still accommodate the Stoic notion that 
our natural attractions and repulsions toward the 
indifferents are part of a causal, developmental story of 
acquiring virtue. On this view, expounded well by Glen 
Lesses (1989), indifferents are instrumental means for 
virtue, and gain their value derivatively, as part of a causal 
story of development. More precisely, preferred and 
non-preferred indifferents are “nature’s starting points” (On 
Moral Ends 3.22). We select them in acting on our 
earliest instincts toward self-preservation (Ibid., 3.30-23; 
also Diogenes Laertius 7.104-9) e.g., in the case of bodily 
qualities, selecting life, health, strength, good condition 
and soundness of bodily organs, beauty, and so on, and 
rejecting death, disease, weakness, unfitness, mutilation, 
ugliness, and so on. (Contrast this, say the texts, with truly 
indifferent or neutral states of affairs e.g., whether we pick 
up a twig, or hold a pen or a scraper. Here we have no 
natural attractions or repulsions to guide us.) But with the 
full development of reason (characteristic of a sage), we 
come to recognize these goods for what they are -  mere 
starting points that lead us to what is truly valuable and 
“in accord with nature” -  namely reason itself and its 
exercise in deliberating about respect to indifferents and 
virtue (On Moral Ends 3.21). A s Cicero analogizes, it as 
if an old friend introduces you to someone to whom you 
then become closer and value more. But even if we go 
with this developmental story, we might still hold that the 
old friends, i.e., indifferents, retain some place, properly 
conditioned, within one’s mature conception of happiness.
481 defend this view in Sherman (1989).
49 Nicomachean Ethics 1.10.1101a8.
50 Ibid., 1100b32-1101a7.
51 Ibid., 1.5 1095b26.
521 am grateful to Tony Long’s exposition in 2002, 195-6 for 
calling this passage to my attention. I use his translation 
here.
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53 Discourses 3.215.1-5.
54 For major texts, see Von Arinin (1924): 3.757-768.
55 Dio Christostom 62.25. For a helpful discussion of the 
Stoic view of suicide and careful reading of the texts, see 
Englert (1996) with Nussbaum’s comments; also Griffin 
(1994) on Romans and suicide. It is worth recalling here 
the suicide of Zeno, the founder of Stoicism: “A s he was 
leaving the school, he tripped and fell breaking a toe. 
Striking the ground with his fist, he quoted the Niobe,
“I come, I come, why do you call me?” and died on the 
spot through holding his breath” (Diogenes Laertius 7.28, 
replacing “dost” and “thou” for “do” and “you”).
56 Epictetus has often been interpreted as putting forth a 
monotheistic view of God. I concur, however, with Long 
(2002) that the monotheism of Judaism, Christianity, 
and Islam, is not a Stoic doctrine. Just what the points of 
comparison are with our own m odem  religious perspectives 
is a complex matter. A nd Long rightly warns that we are 
likely to fall victim “to either over-assimilation or excessive 
differentiation” (143). But a few points can be noted here 
briefly: when Epictetus speaks of G od or Zeus or Nature
or the gods, he is has in mind a providentially organized 
view of the world and a pantheism in which we, humans, 
partake of divine or cosmic reason. For more, see Long 
(2002): 143-206.
57 “But while I am employed in your service, what 
would you have me be? A n official or a private man, a 
senator or a common man, a soldier or a general, a teacher 
or the master of a household? W hatever post or rank you 
assign me, as Socrates said, I will die a thousand times 
rather than desert it. Where would you have me be? A t 
Rome or at Athens, at Thebes or at Gyara? Only remember 
me there. If you send me to a place where men cannot live 
in accordance with nature, I shall depart this life, not
out of disobedience to you, but in the belief that you are 
sounding the signal for my retreat” (Discourses 3.24.99-
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101). For further discussion of Epictetus on suicide, see 
Long (2002): 203-4, 206, 264.
58 Ibid., 196. Note that Aristotle may not think of 
eudaimonia, i.e. happiness, as a primarily a feeling of 
contentment, but he does think that is a life blessed with 
some prosperity or lucky charm (daimon) and that true 
virtue, the major component of happiness, yields a 
derivative kind of pleasure.
59 From Patrick O ’Driscoll, “Amputee still ‘fit for duty’ in 
Iraq.” Honolulu Advertiser.com 10 May 2004. Accessed 16 
July 2004 from
< http://the.honoluluadvertiser.com/article/2004/May/10/mn
/mn02a.html.>
60 “I went crazy when they first told me I couldn’t see ...I ’d 
trade both arms and both legs for my eyesight. T hat’s how 
much it means to me.” These are the words o f Pvt. Sam  
Ross, a paratrooper blinded by a bomblet in Iraq, May
2003. See Dean Reynolds, “High Costs of War.” A BC- 
NEW S.com  8 March 2004. Accessed 16 July 2004 from 
< http://abcnews.go.com/sections/W NT/US/war_wounded_ 
04308.htm l>.
83 For testimony here, see the accounts in Barstow (2000). 

William Shakespeare. Coriolanus, A ct 5, Scene 3.
63 For Rozelle’s story, see Patrick O ’Driscoll, “Amputee still 
‘fit for duty’ in Iraq.”
64 Ibid., 185.
65 Ibid., 185.
66 Ashby (2002): 162.
67 Ibid., 251-6.
68 Ibid., 255.
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Albion, Rome, and Athens: 
Political Ideals and American 
Democracy

Sanford Lakoff

During the visit of Queen Elizabeth II last year, the 
columnist David Brooks remarked that whereas Britons 
are constantly reminded of their storied past by the glitter 
of monarchy, we Americans, who have no such living links 
to our past, are more disdainful of history. (He might have 
added that, having committed an act of lese majeste in 
1776 by rejecting royal rule, we must now make do with 
Burger Kings and Dairy Queens!)

Brooks is surely right. W hen we say “that’s history,” 
we mean to dismiss whatever is “old hat,” “horse and 
buggy,” “yesterday’s news,” or, in the current teenage usage, 
no longer “cool.” We may wax nostalgic about the country’s 
pioneering origins, admire the practical wisdom of the 
founding fathers, and even reenact Civil War skirmishes, 
but as an art critic once observed, the tradition that is 
most venerated in American culture is the “tradition of 
the new.” The dollar bill proudly proclaims that ours is 
novus ordo seclorum, a “new order of the ages.” Henry Ford, 
a prototypically irreverent specimen of “can do” Yankee 
inventiveness, blithely declared that “history is bunk.”

This characterization holds for the serious reading 
public no less than for the hoi polloi. American book-buyers 
relish biographies of tycoons, presidents, generals, and 
celebrities, and gripping accounts of military engagements 
from Bunker Hill to Baghdad, but, with rare exceptions
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(like the works of Barbara Tuchman or Garry Wills), more 
general historical studies are likely to be targeted to the 
academic rather than trade market.

Among the possible reasons for this depreciation of 
history may be that ours is a relatively young country and a 
nation of immigrants, many of whom came to this “New 
World” anxious to shuck off the constraints of the Old.
But whatever the reasons, a refusal to be bound by the 
burdens of the past is surely a deep-set feature of the 
American character.

In some ways, our collective amnesia is psychologically 
healthy. In the Middle East, where historical narratives are 
a fixation, ancient hatreds are nursed and serve as warrants 
for holy wars. Europeans must struggle to keep memories 
of national animosities and stereotypical caricatures 
from spoiling their vision of a united, all-but-borderless 
continent. Even though more than half a century has 
passed, many Japanese stubbornly refuse to admit that 
during World War II their army committed atrocities in 
China and forced women into prostitution. By contrast, 
Americans treat history like a palimpsest, overwriting 
everything. We have shrugged off the memory of the 
Malmedy massacre and the Bataan death march and now 
favor German and Japanese cars and eat bratwurst and 
sushi without a twinge of remorse.

We readily acknowledge and apologize for the sins of 
the more distant past as Indian removal, slavery, nativism, 
and patriarchalism, but feel no need to pay reparations for 
the wrongs committed by previous generations. None of 
that happened on our watch! Instead, we focus on the need 
to move on by trying to realize ideals previously honored in 
the breach. Campaigning in New Hampshire, Hillary 
Clinton quoted Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. as saying that 
“we are guided by the fierce urging of now.” We interpret
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the old Indian treaties, so often travestied, to let tribes 
build gaming casinos in otherwise Puritanical precincts, 
and we elect and appoint to high office people whose 
color, ethnicity, or gender would once have all but disquali- 
fied them. Reared under the new politically correct 
dispensation calling for respect for diversity, the great 
majority of young Americans are, thankfully, free of 
prejudices that were once commonly held.

But ignorance is not necessarily bliss when it keeps 
us from becoming aware of who we are and how we have 
come to hold the beliefs that united us as a people.
The fact is that American political thinking has been 
profoundly shaped by three strands of historic influence. 
These can be summed up as the legacies of Britain, the 
Roman republic, and ancient Athens. More specifically, 
these influences are British individualism, Roman 
pluralism, and Athenian communitarianism. Together 
they make up the compound form of autonomy or 
self-government that is the essence of modern democracy. 
The first two are better appreciated than the third, 
which is why in particular I welcome an opportunity 
to address this neglect before you who are devoted 
to the preservation of the Hellenic heritage.

In this respect at least, history is by no means bunk. 
Indeed, only by understanding this triple inheritance can 
we appreciate how our democracy today benefits from their 
dialectical interplay and, conversely, how it suffers when 
any one of them is exaggerated at the expense of the 
others. I want to suggest here, as strongly as I can, that 
the synthesis of these historical influences helps keep 
our democracy supple, resilient, and stable, and makes it, 
despite its flaws, a model worthy of being emulated.
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The Three Strands

British Individualism

The first of these strands can be identified as British 
individualism. The Americans, Tocqueville remarked, were 
that portion of the “English race” who were commissioned 
to explore the forests of the New World.1 That observation 
points to the initial primary source of American political 
thinking. While some of the first colonists came from other 
parts of Europe, most emigrated from Britain, and their way 
of life, their non-conforming Protestantism, their taste for 
Georgian architecture, and their discomfort with arbitrary, 
unrepresentative authority were all British in inspiration.
In 1775, Edmund Burke gave his remarkable speech on 
conciliation. Had it swayed his parliamentary audience, it 
might have changed the course of history by making the 
British Empire into a commonwealth of nations while that 
would still have mattered. To promote conciliation rather 
than confrontation, Burke urged the British lawmakers to 
appreciate that the American demand for freedom was an 
inheritance from their mother country:

The people of the colonies are descendants of 
Englishmen. England, Sir, is a nation which 
still, I hope, respects, and formerly adored, her 
freedom ...They are therefore devoted not only 
to liberty, but to liberty according to English 
ideas and on English principles.

“They augur misgovernment at a distance,” he added in 
pungent prose, “and snuff the approach of tyranny in every 
tainted breeze.”2 Burke was exactly right. The liberty of 
the individual, first expressed by and for the benefit of 
barons in Magna Carta and finally flowering in the
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seventeenth century in the theory of natural rights and the 
social contract, became the foundation of American liberal 
democracy. N o idea is more central to Anglo-American 
political thinking.

Individualism arose with the collapse of the medieval 
synthesis, earliest in Britain because its manorial economy 
was weakened by the advance of technology and com
merce. The production of surpluses and industrial goods, 
coupled with Britain’s naval supremacy, allowed for the 
benefits of trade and the creation of the imperial system.
As serfs were replaced by yeoman farmers, a new class of 
property-owning gentry arose, some villages became towns, 
and some towns became great cities. Craft guilds spawned 
nascent industries, and with them a new middle class 
whose wealth came from mines and factories rather than 
land worked by tenants. Laboring people were drawn out of 
Oliver Goldsmiths’ deserted village into the dark Satanic 
mills of Blake and the urban slums and workhouses of 
Dickens.

These great changes undermined the traditional social 
structure and with it the ideology that romanticized and 
sustained it. A t first, the rise of commerce and industry 
enhanced the role of central authority, as mercantilism 
emerged, and with it the control o f prices, wages, and the 
structure of the guilds. A s wealth accumulated in private 
hands, and the new science of economics touted the 
superiority of the free market to mercantilism, the emerging 
middle classes demanded protection of the right of property 
and struggled to free itself from monarchial absolutism, 
with its privileged trading companies, impediments to free 
trade, and deference to the old landed nobility. The rise of 
capitalism, as the system based on the private ownership of 
property and free exchange, inspired a belief in the virtues 
of individual liberty rather than feudal subordination 
and regulation. The demand for economic liberty was 
reinforced and broadened into a larger demand for liberty
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of conscience, speech, and thought by two other no less 
consequential developments. One was the advance of 
scientific understanding, which yielded a new view of the 
cosmos and physical laws governing the material universe. 
The other was the change in religious thinking identified 
with the Protestant Reformation.

The combined result of these developments was a long 
period of intellectual and political turmoil out of which 
arose the belief in the liberty of the individual as the basis 
of political order. The demand for liberty did not emerge 
only because of its intellectual or philosophic appeal, but 
also out of pragmatic necessity. Economic progress required 
it, as did the advance of science, and in matters of faith the 
alternative was toleration and liberty of conscience or 
bloody wars of religion.

Although many continental thinkers began the effort 
to revamp political theory to take account of the changes, 
British political thinking came to predominate. It did so by 
rejecting the customary notion that the authority of the 
monarch was somehow ordained by God and rested on a 
social hierarchy in which the landed aristocracy and the 
clergy were the handmaidens of royalty. In this effort, the 
most important early British thinker was Thomas Hobbes 
in the seventeenth century.

Hobbes was no enemy of monarchy, but he sought to 
give it a stronger basis of legitimacy than the claim of 
divine right by contending that life without absolute 
authority such as kings were best fitted to exercise would 
be far more intolerable than any tyranny they might be 
accused of because it would be a condition of perpetual 
civil war. He sought to show this by a thought experiment 
in which he imagined people living in a state of nature, 
that is, a state without civil government. The very notion 
of a state of nature implied not only the absence of settled 
government but also the dissolution of the whole fabric
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of medieval society, with its corporatism, in favor of the 
assumption that society would be composed of isolated 
individuals. In such a state, he suggested, life would be so 
precarious that driven by fear, especially the fear of violent 
death, all rational individuals would agree to enter a 
compact in which they surrendered their rights to do as 
they wish in order to achieve security. Hobbes thus justified 
what he called the “leviathan state,” a condition in which 
all individuals agreed to accept the absolute rule of a 
sovereign power, in exchange for nothing more than a 
guarantee of security.

Hobbes’s way of thinking was too radical for both his 
royal patrons and the champions of parliament. But 
although he was much criticized, his new mode of analysis 
could not be easily ignored. The best evidence is the debt 
John Locke owed him when he wrote his two treatises on 
government. Although Locke famously referred to “the 
judicious Hooker,” an Anglican divine, and studiously 
avoided mentioning Hobbes, there is good reason to 
suppose that he did so to give himself cover lest he too be 
accused of promoting materialism, atheism, or hedonism. 
Just as Hobbes had done, Locke posited a state of nature, 
in order, as he said, to ascertain the true origins of civil 
government. But the Lockian state of nature was in 
origin far more Arcadian than the Hobbesian. It was not 
automatically a state of war. Conceivably, he argued, 
individuals could live together peacefully without civil 
government because as creatures capable of reason, they 
could come to know the law of nature, a moral law that 
ordained principles of right conduct under the authority of 
God.

The natural law implied as a corollary certain rights. 
These natural rights included not only the right to be 
secure in one’s life (since G od as its creator was the sole 
determiner of when it should end), but also the right to 
self-determination (hence the right to liberty) and to 
appropriate the goods needed to sustain life from the
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bounty of nature. These goods became the property of the 
person who acquired them, either by himself or by his 
servant (a jarring note in an otherwise egalitarian state of 
nature), giving rise to the right of property. Life, liberty 
and estate were therefore the rights of nature. But the 
state of nature, Locke reasoned, would have serious 
“inconveniences” especially the lack of a common judge, 
that could turn it into a state of war. To remedy these 
inconveniences, reason would suggest the need for a 
social compact, whereby individuals would not surrender 
their rights but create a civil government to protect 
them. To assure that this government would not become 
tyrannical, it would have to be one in which the 
compactors were equally represented and the grant of 
authority would be revocable.

The Lockian formula, also developed with slight 
variation by Algernon Sidney, who blended it with 
republicanism, was exactly what the American colonists 
needed to challenge royal authority. From Hobbes to Locke 
and Sidney and then to Jefferson and Paine went the 
message of natural rights and the social contract -  more so 
in America than anywhere else at the time. The reason it 
appealed so strongly was surely the virtual absence of 
feudalism in the New World, where there were neither 
aristocrats nor peasants but rather what Tocqueville 
described as “equality of condition.” Louis Hartz has 
shown that in the absence of a feudal past, America 
embraced “irrational Lockianism” not as one ideology 
competing with others, but as the ideology of the 
revolution, so taken for granted that it was thought of 
as Americanism, and competing ideologies, whether 
aristocratic conservative or proletarian socialist, were 
stigmatized as un'Am erican.3
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In effect, the American colonists said to the mother 
country “ if it’s good enough for you, it’s good enough for 
us.” They rationalized their revolt by referring to the 
natural rights-social contract thinking that emerged in 
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, especially in 
the writings of John Locke, and the revival of classical 
republicanism by the “Commonwealthmen” — Milton, 
Harrington and others -  who inspired and rationalized the 
W higs’ Glorious Revolution in 1688 that constitutionalized 
the monarchy and paved the way for parliamentary 
democracy. The Americans followed in their footsteps 
by rejecting monarchy and creating a republic. But the 
most lingering, defining influence on American thinking 
was the Lockian belief in individual liberty, reinforced by 
the growing popularity of the ideas of Adam  Smith, the 
father of classical economic theory who made famous his 
belief that the invisible hand of the market was far more 
likely to produce prosperity for all than the stultifying 
interventionism of mercantilism, which was a tool for 
privileged royalty rather than liberty.

Jefferson remarked that in writing the Declaration 
“I turned to neither book nor pamphlet,” but as Samuel 
Eliot Morison wrote, commenting on this statement, there 
was no need for him to do so because “the principles and 
language of John Locke’s Second Treatise of Government 
(1690) were so much a part of his mind that unconsciously 
he thought and wrote like Locke.”4 Although republicanism 
continued to exert an influence, what came to be known as 
liberalism became dominant in the nineteenth century.5

The influence remains so enduring that it could well 
be considered defining. Every American president, from 
Washington to Lincoln to F.D.R. and Kennedy, and lately 
to George W. Bush, has seen the American mission to be 
the defense and propagation of the liberty of the individual. 
American political thought, lately expressed in the
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philosophical writings of John Rawls, Robert Nozick, and 
others has been similarly preoccupied with the primacy of 
liberty. Progressives or liberals may differ from conservatives 
in their view of the role of the state in promoting liberty, 
but they disagree less about the end than about the means.

Roman Pluralism

The second strand is that of Roman pluralism.
The influence of the Roman Republic is well-known to 

American historians. From the neo-classical architecture 
of the Federal style to the architecture of our mixed 
constitution, with authority divided between a senate and a 
popular assembly, this nation came to birth with the 
example of the Roman Republic very much in mind. 
Hamilton, Jay, and Madison signed their contributions to 
the Federalist Papers with the name Publius, after Publius 
Valerius, one of the founders of the Roman republic, who 
was also known as Publicola, or “friend of the people.” As 
Bernard Bailyn observed, the cavalcade of Roman history 
was a fixation among the rebellious colonials:

They found in their ideal selves, and to some 
extent their voices, in Brutus, in Cassius, and 
in Cicero, whose Catilinarian orations the 
enraptured John Adams, aged 23, declaimed 
aloud, alone at night in his room. They were 
simple, stoical Catos, desperate, self-sacrificing 
Brutuses, silver-tongued Ciceros, and terse, 
sardonic Tacituses eulogizing Teutonic freedom 
and denouncing the decadence o f Rome.
England, the young John Dickinson wrote from 
London in 1754, is like Sallust’s Rome: “Easy to 
be bought, if there was but a purchaser.”
Britain, it would soon become clear, was to 
America what “Caesar was to Rom e.”6
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To the Americans of the revolutionary generation, 
the memory of that first republic far outshone any interest in 
either ancient Athens or Sparta -  except insofar as they were 
examples to be avoided. To appreciate the initial 
fixation on Rome rather than Athens, no more is necessary 
than to look around the nation’s capital. Congress meets 
on Capitol Hill, with its Capitol building and rotunda.
The “hill” may be a symbolic glance backward at the Pnyx, 
but if so it was an unconscious imitation. The neo-classical 
architectural style of our public buildings here and in the 
state capitals, complete with marble and columns, is 
deliberate and unmistakable, even though sometimes 
incongruously an Indian sentry is posted atop the capitols, as 
though still on the lookout for pale-faced invaders, and 
tobacco leaves are chiseled into the marble facings. 
(Interestingly, the first portraits of Indians showed them to 
be not just noble savages but noble Romans, complete with 
togas, on the naive assumption that as primitive peoples they 
were at the stage Europeans had been at the time of Rome.)

American political language is shot through with 
Latinisms. Even though our word for politics is from 
the Greek, most of our political terminology is either 
Anglo-Saxon or Latin in derivation: liberty (from libertas), 
equality (from aequalitas), president, president pro tern, 
referendum, senator, candidate, nominee, federalism, 
municipality, justice, jurisprudence, consul, veto, magistrate, 
patronage, legislature, legislative sessions, sine die, and 
innumerable legal provisions like habeas corpus and the writ 
of mandamus used in Marbury v. Madison. Our veterans are 
called legionnaires. Our national slogan is e pluribus unum 
and we sometimes indulge in other Latin tags like Salus 
populi suprema, a translation of the Roman “republic.” In the 
frieze atop Langdell Hall at Harvard Law School, the 
inscription reads “Non sub hominess, sed sub deo et leges.”
“Nolo mi tangeri” is the motto of our oldest infantry 
regiment.

97



The Founders, when they took pseudonyms for 
self-protection, signed themselves Cato, Cicero, Brutus, and 
Agricola, never Cleisthenes or Pericles. And some of those 
who call themselves Republicans with a capital R still insist 
that this country is a republic, not a democracy, mistakenly 
supposing that Rome had representative government, tilted 
toward propertied oligarchy, not the presumably demagogic 
direct self-government of democratic Athens or its bizarre 
reliance on rotation in office. While some Americans are 
still schooled in Latin, as all the educated elite once was, 
most of us would be altogether baffled to be told that we 
believe in isonomia, isegona, and the pursuit of eleutheria.
We would undoubtedly say with Shakespeare’s Julius 
Caesar, “It’s Greek to me.” Sometimes, the terminology is 
interchangeable, as when we say tyrant for dictator or 
despot, and we refer to our legislators as solons, but, for the 
most part, Roman usage holds sway.

Indeed, some of our foreign critics still think of us as 
the new Romans, belonging to an empire relying on its 
engineering and military prowess to spread its sway over the 
world, unlike the Hellenes, who thrived on intellect and 
art. W hen I taught at the University of Toronto, around 
1970, the mail one day brought a flyer from a Canadian 
nationalist in Saskatchewan peddling an anti-American 
tract he had written called The New Rome. Since it came 
with a stamped, self-addressed envelope, I couldn’t resist 
the temptations, so I sent it back with the form inscribed, 
“Too late, we are already within the gates. Signed, Quintus 
Sextus Washingtoniensis, proconsul for southern Ontario.”

The reason Rome was so much on the minds of the 
founding generation is well appreciated. A s historians 
like J.G .A . Pocock7 and Gordon Wood have shown, the 
founders looked to Rome and the revival of republicanism 
in the Italian city states, as restated by the Whig 
“Commonwealthmen” of England (among them Milton 
and Harrington) because they were afraid that their bold
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experiment in popular government might fail, just as the 
ancient republic failed, and for the same reasons. First, 
because the civic virtue that republics required could 
succumb to corruption and factionalism, second because 
the republican form had proven impossible to maintain 
under the expansion it ironically made possible. 
Montesquieu had emphasized the importance of virtue to a 
republic (as honor was the principle o f aristocracy and fear 
of monarchy), and he had also attributed the decline of the 
Roman republic to imperial expansion, which required 
monarchy.

The Framers of the constitution were therefore 
preoccupied with the need to build formal institutions 
that would create a mixed government -  one that would 
protect against corruption by dividing power, creating 
several branches of government to check each other. They 
followed the English example in creating representative 
institutions to allow for the size of the country and to 
prevent overweening central government. For them, Cato’s 
Letters, a Whig pamphlet, struck just the right critical 
warning, and Montesquieu’s identification of virtue as 
the principle needed by republics was a cardinal rule. They 
came to think of George Washington, the father of the 
country, as a latter day Cincinnatus, who had left the plow 
to lead the army of the revolution and relinquished power 
after serving as president.

It is certainly not the case that well-educated early 
Americans were ignorant of the heritage of ancient Greece. 
John Adams and Thomas Jefferson read all the classical 
authors, Greek as well as Roman, though Adams sheepishly 
admitted that he had taken Plato for a friend of popular 
government until he had actually read The Republic. But 
for their political bearings, they looked to Rome, for 
reasons that are easy to discern. Rome had done more than 
experiment with popular government. It had achieved it
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and maintained it for a long time. That experience was 
transmitted through the Roman Empire, even though 
the institutions that survived from republican times were 
only a shell of what they had been. Indeed, what 
Montesquieu saw as the degradation of the Roman republic 
into the empire, what M achiavelli had also lamented, 
became the schoolbook of the Framers. How to avoid 
factions ? Make sure there are enough of them to check 
each other. How to avoid dictatorship? Hamstring the 
executive. How to avoid the struggle of the orders? 
Institutionalize it by creating a bicameral legislature so 
there would be no need for plebeians to fight for a Lex 
Hortensis and all the rest. How to avoid a proletariat? 
Create a nation of farmers. How to avoid slave revolts? 
Here, of course, the Framers hesitated to draw the lesson 
they knew from Rome because they needed to preserve the 
unity of the colonies, and the result was that they sowed 
the harvest of the Civil War.

The Roman republican model the Americans sought 
to emulate thus puts a premium not only on civic virtue 
but also on civil pluralism. It is based on the assumption 
that individual citizens become effective in influencing 
affairs of state only as they organize into groups. In Rome, 
there were two major such groups, or, as they were known, 
“orders:” the patricians and the plebeians. To later 
observers, beginning with Polybius, the “struggle of the 
orders” and the mixed constitution it produced was the 
guarantor and matrix of Roman republicanism and the 
foundation of the Roman idea of liberty -  the idea that 
tyranny or despotism was best prevented by power-sharing 
among the major groups in society. “The government of 
Rome was admirable,” observed Montesquieu, the most 
revered writer on law and politics of the eighteenth 
century. “From its birth, abuses of power could always be 
corrected by its constitution, whether by means of the spirit 
of the people, the strength of the Senate, or the authority
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of certain magistrates.”8 Liberty, according to Montesquieu, 
required divided government: “To prevent the abuse of 
power, ‘tis necessary that by the very disposition of things 
power should be a check to power.”9

The Roman republic collapsed, not just because a new 
“order,” the proletariat -  a Latin word that literally means 
those who own nothing but their offspring -  had been left 
out of the social bargain, but also because the republic 
expanded so far and wide that the power of the Caesars, 
founded on the loyalty of the enlarged Roman legions, 
became too great a force to be contained. The republican 
form of government, based on the direct participation of 
citizens, proved unsuitable. Unlike the Greeks, who 
restricted citizenship to natives, the Romans made 
citizenship available to those among their captives they 
thought deserving, which is to say, who were willing and 
able to serve in its legions.10 This policy helped the republic 
expand its boundaries, but it also contributed to its fall and 
replacement by the empire of the Caesars. The subsequent 
fall of the empire could conceivably have been avoided 
had the Romans transformed it into a commonwealth, 
extrapolating their domestic pluralism to create a 
federation of empires.

The American Founding Fathers sought to learn from 
the Roman experience. They counted on the patriotic 
fervor forged in the battles of Bunker Hill and Concord 
and Lexington and in the campfires of Valley Forge to 
foster the spirit of civic virtue that had animated the 
Roman republic. The first constitution, the Articles of 
Confederation, created a federal system that was initially a 
league of independent states, though they soon recognized 
that the Congress would be hamstrung unless the states 
ceded some of their authority to it. Because they recognized 
that it was physically impossible for an enlarged republic 
to rely on direct participation, they modified Roman 
republicanism to allow for representation. To protect
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against Caesarism, they made sure to subordinate the 
military to civil authority, making the President the 
commander-in-chief of the armed forces.

Finally, they made a virtue out of a Roman vice, 
arguing that the best safeguard against the corrosive effects 
of factionalism that had weakened the Roman republic 
was the multiplicity of interest groups to be found in so 
large and diverse a society as this one. In Federalist Ten, 
James Madison argued that factions -  groups of citizens, 
whether a minority or a majority, activated by interests 
adverse to those of others -  are both natural and 
potentially beneficial. “Liberty is to faction,” he wrote, 
“what air is to fire -  an aliment without which it instantly 
expires.”11 The best remedy for the evils of factionalism was 
therefore not to try to outlaw interested groups, but 
to have so many that they would check each other -  or, 
as John Kenneth Galbraith would later put it, exercise 
mutually “countervailing power.”

Indeed, Arthur F. Bentley, an early twentieth-century 
political scientist who founded the study of interest groups, 
observed famously, “When the groups are stated, all is 
stated. A nd I mean all.”12 However much he may have 
exaggerated, there can be no doubt that interest groups 
continue to exert considerable influence -  at times to an 
overbearing and corrupting degree -  on policy outcomes 
both domestic and foreign. In our checks and balances and 
our interest group pluralism, we remain very much under 
the influence of the Roman model.

Athenian Communalism. and American Nationalism

A  third influence, less well appreciated, is Greek, 
and more particularly, Athenian. This Athenian influence 
emphasized loyalty to the community in preference to 
individualism and pluralism, and it was that identification
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with the society rather than with individualism or pluralism 
that came to the fore as Americans embraced a spirit of 
nationalism, especially in the aftermath of the Civil War.

The historical importance of the Greek polis in 
providing a basis for democratic community, not only 
in Am erica but wherever democracy is adopted, is of 
paramount importance. The polis arose as an advance 
over tribalism, a way for people of varying kinship affilia
tions to live together peacefully. It represented, as one 
classical scholar noted, the triumph of social justice over 
private vengeance. “The mature polis becomes the means,” 
wrote Humphrey Kitto, “by which the Law is satisfied 
without producing chaos, since public justice supersedes 
private vengeance; and the claims of authority are 
reconciled with instincts of humanity.”13 The reforms 
of Cleisthenes, who created the democratic constitution 
of Athens, were designed to stabilize this transition by 
promoting loyalty to the community over loyalty to the 
family and the larger kinship unit, the tribe. One way he 
did this was to create ten artificial tribes, mingling citizens 
from different families, in order to provide a counterweight 
to their kinship affiliations. It is hard to exaggerate the 
historical significance of this transition and its continued 
bearing. As we have lately been compelled to appreciate, a 
major reason democracy has proven so hard to achieve in 
the Middle East and Africa is the tenacity of tribalism.

Greek influence on American thinking came into play 
later than British and Roman influence, as the country 
underwent democratization and especially as a sense of 
national unity welled up in the wake of the Civil War. The 
modem Greek struggle for independence struck a chord 
among early Americans, as the theft of the Elgin marbles -  
however it justified Byron’s outrage -  rekindled interest in 
Greek art and artifacts. A t first, the Greek influence on 
America was mainly architectural: the discovery of the 
monuments of antiquity in the early nineteenth century
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made the Greek Revival all the rage. But as the franchise 
was broadened and political power shifted to populist leaders 
like Andrew Jackson, the Athenian example came to be 
viewed more favorably than it had been by the founding 
Federalists, who were leery of popular government.

The Founders might have taken the Athenian model 
more seriously if Aristotle’s constitution of Athens, only 
discovered in the beginning of the twentieth century, had 
been known to them, but even then it would probably not 
have been as influential as the histories of Rome. The 
Greek democracies, after all, were small city-states, 
considered unstable, whereas the Roman republic had 
expanded, though it too was only a cautionary model, like 
the Italian city states. A t first, one might say, Athens was 
treated like a crazy aunt to be locked in the attic, if you 
will forgive a pun. This attitude was in keeping with what 
the founding generation learned from Plato, whose Republic 
and L am  denounced democracy as a way station en route 
to tyranny. By giving equality to equals and unequals alike, 
by making even art a function of a “theatrocracy,” by giving 
rein to opinion rather than knowledge, democracy 
undermined the rule of the wise and led to the rule of 
greed. Follow that example, the Founders thought, and we 
will wind up with a tyranny of the majority and that, 
Tocqueville added, with Napoleon Bonaparte in mind, 
would become a tyranny of one man, a Caesaristic despot. 
The framers did not buy Plato’s remedies, either rule by 
philosopher-king or Guardians or a nocturnal council, 
complete with noble lies or the myth of the metals.
Without realizing it, they strove for Aristotle’s idea of the 
polity or mixed constitution, the golden mean between the 
extremes that would prevent revolution by giving all social 
classes a stake in the system.

Even when democracy began to emerge, as the suffrage 
was extended and the Jacksonians took office, there were 
few explicit references to Greek models, but there was a
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sense that the spoils system was somehow a return to 
rotation in office, in the sense that now everyone was 
eligible for office. This was, of course, consistent with 
the pejorative connotation attached to the Athenian 
experience, thanks to the survival of ancient texts by 
philosophers critical of the very democracy that had 
nurtured them! The more explicit reference to Athenian 
civilization on the part of slaveholders was in the same 
spirit. They tried numerous rationales to defend the south’s 
peculiar institution. One of them was that the Bible had 
sanctioned slavery. Another was that Africans were not 
only different but inferior, destined to be slaves. Another 
was that slavery was a harmonious, organic relationship, as 
contrasted to the dog-eat-dog style of capitalism, as George 
Fitzhugh argued in Cannibals All, A  Sociology for the South. 
And they tried one other rationale, which of course was 
that Athens had achieved a great culture because slavery 
allowed for the leisure that enabled a creative class of citi
zens to flourish. Leisure, as was later said, was the basis of 
culture; the very word meant contemplation. The slave, as 
Aristotle had laid down, was merely an animate tool, des
tined for this role by nature and not just by the conven
tions of conquest.

Even before the Civil War, a growing sense of 
community expressed itself in the jingoistic nationalism 
of manifest destiny, but this chauvinistic manifestation of a 
continental imperialism was too much at odds with the 
country’s founding values to become a lasting and 
acknowledged credo.

The first sign of a very different interest in Athenian 
democracy occurred during the period in the early decades 
of the nineteenth century that has been called Am erica’s 
Greek Revival. Archeology had revived interest in Greece 
just as modern Greece began its struggle for independence 
from the Ottoman Turks. This was the period celebrated by 
Byron who died fighting for Greek liberty, by Keats in his

105



“Ode to a Grecian urn,” and Shelley in Hellas: “We are all 
Greeks -  our laws, our literature, our religion, our arts have 
their roots in Greece. But for Greece, Rom e...would have 
spread no illumination with its arms, and we might still 
have been savages.” In Germany, the romantics, led by 
Holderlin, also celebrated the glory that was Greece and 
lamented its fall. The Elgin marbles had been plundered, 
removed from their place on the Parthenon to the British 
Museum in 1806, where they helped stimulate a new 
appreciation for all things Greek. American architecture 
shifted from Roman to Hellenic models. From about 1820 
to 1850, the Greek revival became “Am erica’s first national 
style of architecture” in homes as well as public buildings. 
Thomas Strickland’s Second Bank of the United States in 
Philadelphia is an adaptation of the style of the Parthenon, 
with north and south Doric porticoes. Lyceums were 
created in American cities were workingmen and others 
could hear speakers discussing current events. The Young 
Men’s Lyceum in Springfield, Illinois, where Lincoln gave a 
major address calling for a respect for law rather than mob 
rule, was designed to provide a place where young men 
could hone their skills as orators.

The Athenian influence came to a head in the 
Gettysburg addresses of Lincoln and Everett -  the former 
magnificent, the latter only grandiloquent -  with their 
parallels to Pericles’ funeral oration. Lincoln’s exquisitely 
crafted speech, though at first little noted, became a critical 
event in American history because it gave meaning to the 
Civil War, reaffirming and restating the essential national 
goals and rationalizing the struggle against secession and 
slavery. Until then, the United States was confused about 
its identity, still very much a nation of separate states, 
regionally divided with only a fragile sense of national 
unity, the division exacerbated by the increasingly sharp 
disagreement over the morality of slavery.

Gettysburg was the battle that had saved the union as 
Marathon had saved Greece. A s Garry Wills has skillfully
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shown, both Lincoln’s address, and the much longer but 
unremembered address by Edward Everett, were modeled 
on Pericles’ famous funeral oration of almost 2400 years 
earlier. They were similar in rhetorical style, imitating the 
Greek Epitaphios Logos, or Funeral Oration. Plato said that 
the twin tasks of the Epitaphios are to extol the dead and to 
exhort the living. But this revival of the ancient tradition 
was much more than a mere imitation in style; it amounted 
to a recognition that the A thenian model was now as 
important as the Roman model had been previously. As 
Wills puts it, the conception of “America as a second 
Athens was an idea whose moment had come in the 
nineteenth century.”14 The constitution was a doctrine 
reflecting the Roman acceptance of class inequality, but the 
Gettysburg address returned to the egalitarian promise of 
the Declaration of Independence, now explicitly extended 
beyond the white race. In a very real sense, the end of the 
Civil War, followed by the adoption of the thirteenth, 
fourteenth, and fifteenth amendments, restored the spirit 
of the Declaration to the center o f the American political 
ideal, whereas the Constitution had made it peripheral to 
the need to create a federal union, even at the price of 
allowing slavery. Lincoln was very much aware that he 
was appealing to the Declaration against the compromises 
embodied in the Constitution, in effect rewriting the 
Constitution to make it not only the shield of the Union 
but of a nation dedicated to universal emancipation.

W hat happened at Gettysburg was to a considerable 
extent the consummation of an intellectual rediscovery of 
ancient Greece. The historian George Bancroft translated a 
study of ancient Greece by a teacher of his at Gottingen 
that became the standard text at Harvard, glorifying the 
Periclean age. American adulation of Greece anticipated 
the new, more positive view of Hellenism that would occur 
in England under the influence of the historian George 
Grote and that became known as Whig history.
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Edward Everett was professor o f Greek at Harvard. 
Among his pupils there was Ralph Waldo Emerson, who 
compared his influence on the young to that of Pericles in 
Athens. Everett had studied in Europe and had gone to the 
battlegrounds of Greece, returning to America convinced 
that a new Athens was rising here.15 He supported rallies 
for Greek independence. He was instrumental in creating 
the Mount Auburn cemetery, modeled on A thens’ 
Kerameikos. This helped popularize the rural cemetery 
movement -  the term cemetery deriving from the Greek 
word koimeterion, or sleeping place.16 He spoke at a rally on 
behalf of Greek independence attended by Lafayette in 
Cambridge and was propelled into politics, rising to the 
level of secretary of state.

Everett was well aware that Greece was marred by 
slavery. “We feel a glow of admiration,” he said before 
his address at Gettysburg, “at the heroism displayed at 
Marathon, by the ten thousand champions of invaded 
Greece, but we cannot forget that the tenth part of the 
number were slaves, unchained from the workshops and 
doorposts of their masters, to go and fight the battles of 
freedom.” He went to Gettysburg because he thought it 
was vital that Americans preserve the battlefield as a holy 
place of freedom and democracy. Fifteen thousand are said 
to have attended. He meant to create a tradition that 
would educate as well as inform. Everett spoke for two 
hours, apparently with great effect on the listeners -  far 
longer than the Greek funeral orations.17

Lincoln’s brief speech was more in keeping with 
the ancient precedent. But what set it apart from that of 
Everett is what it accomplished. By contrast with Everett’s 
florid romantic style, Lincoln’s, as Wills writes “has the 
chaste and graven quality of an A ttic frieze.” In its sense 
of polarity, it was very much like that of Pericles, who 
contrasted the one and the many, light and dark, mortal and 
immortal, Athenians and others, word and deed, teachers
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and taught, age and youth, male and female, choice and 
determination, past and present, life and death. In every one 
of these respects Lincoln’s address parallels that of Pericles. 
Wills beautifully remarks, “Lincoln opposes word to deed, 
logos to ergos, in a way even Gorgias might admire:

The world will little note,
N or long remember 
W hat we say here,
But it cannot forget 
W hat they did here.18

Wills is certainly right in concluding that Lincoln and 
not just the war itself brought forth a new nation out of the 
blood and turmoil of the Civil War, and that he did so by 
reaffirming and enlarging the promise of equality in the 
Declaration. It is that promise of equality which comes 
closest to the Athenian achievement. Yes, Athens had 
slaves, 60,000 of them by some estimates, including those 
who worked in the mines in hard conditions, and the 
Scythian archers, who were mercenaries. But just as we look 
upon Magna Carta as the first step in liberty, even though it 
only secured the rights of barons, so we look upon the 
democracy of Athens as the foundation of the communal 
autonomy that is the foundation of modem democracy.

After the Civil War and what Lincoln called America’s 
“new birth of freedom,” Athenian communitarianism 
reappeared in several forms. It was evident in calls for urban 
socialism, based on “the religion of solidarity... manifest as 
Nationalism,”19 in mral populism, and in the movement 
Theodore Roosevelt called “The New Nationalism” -  
at once expansionist abroad and calling for vigorous 
government at home. This was followed by two movements 
or collective uplifts, Progressivism and the New Deal, 
and lately by otherwise quite different calls for 
communitarianism and national unity against the threat of
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terrorism. Throughout, the spirit of Athenian democracy 
has animated the political process, allowing for dialogue and 
adaptation. The classicist Josiah Ober has described this 
spirit well, in a way that bears not only on the Athenian 
experience but on that of modem democracy as well:

Athens was a democracy, not just because the 
ordinary citizen had a vote, but because he was 
a participant in m aintaining a political culture 
and a value system that constituted him a free 
agent and the political equal o f his elite 
neighbor. Through publicly performed speech 
acts, democratic institutions were implicated 
in an ongoing process o f defining and redefin
ing the contingent truths used in political 
decision-making and o f assimilating local 
knowledges into an overarching democratic 
knowledge.20

The Upshot: Democracy as Autonomy -  Individual, 
Plural, and Communal

The net result is that American political thinking 
came to embody the three basic forms of democratic 
autonomy: individual, plural and communal. By the stan
dards of individual autonomy, society exists to promote the 
liberty of the individual, not to subordinate that liberty to 
the good of the whole or a potentially tyrannical majority -  
even a presumably moral majority. Pluralists contend that 
a free society is inevitably a strong civil society in which 
people will band together in groups, based on economic 
interest, ideology, or cultural, religious, and ethnic affinity, 
and that government should be structured so as to promote 
voluntary cooperation or give-and-take among these groups 
rather than to require their suppression or subordination to 
the will of some omni-competent state. They therefore
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often prefer consensual, federal systems of government 
to unitary, majoritarian forms; consider proportional 
representation the fairest and most appropriate form of 
election for democracy; and sometimes prefer that group 
rights be acknowledged alongside the rights of individuals.

Those who believe in communal autonomy, whether 
they are communitarians or strong nationalists, contend 
that democratic governments should aim to be guided by 
the common good, even if this means restricting individual 
liberty and the play of interest groups. In varying ways, they 
believe that the state should not be simply a night watch- 
man, but an enabler and a reflection of common purpose. 
They do not think that the ends of democracy are properly 
satisfied when individuals are allowed to fend for them
selves, to experience what Isaiah Berlin called negative 
freedom or “freedom from,” or when organized interested 
groups are allowed to twist public policy to their own 
advantage.

The interplay among proponents of these three forms 
of autonomy shapes the democratic dialogue and finds 
expression in public policy. W hen they are artfully 
blended, the policies tend to be most successful; when one 
predominates to the detriment of the others, the policy 
outcome tends to arouse resentment and dissatisfaction at 
home and -  in the case of extreme nationalism -  the kind 
of hostility abroad that the Athenians found when they 
treated the other members of the Delian league as imperial 
satrapies rather than as sister democracies.

In the twentieth century, democracy had formidable 
enemies who would cite the critiques of democracy by 
elite theorists, racists, and radicals, all of whom argued 
that democracy was inefficient as well as wrongheaded.
H.L. Mencken, the acerbic sage of Baltimore, said that 
democracy meant putting the inmates in charge of the 
asylum. Today, democracy still has enemies, notably 
militant Islamists, but these are much less formidable 
intellectually because the critique they offer is embedded
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in an abhorrent theology celebrating terrorism as 
martyrdom, and the alternative social order they propose 
is so retrograde and stultifying that it can appeal only to 
those who have not experienced the opportunities for 
fulfillment that freedom offers.

The larger problems facing democracies stem, oddly 
enough, from the ideals that are its very strengths. 
Democracy is strongest when the three ideals o f individual, 
plural and communal autonomy are in rough equilibrium. 
In that circumstance, we aim to strike a balance among 
the liberty of the individual, respect for the interests of 
groups, and a concern for the common good. But the 
equilibrium can be readily destroyed. Some argue that 
American culture suffers from excessive individualism. 
They propose that we need a strong dose of 
communitarianism (Bellah, Sullivan). Conservatives, 
who in America are “classical liberals,” say we are stultified 
by too much government. A nd still others say that what 
we need is more devolution and power-sharing, including 
proportional representation, to allow all shades of opinion 
to express themselves and form a majority.

Communitarianism, as a check on excessive 
individualism or pluralism, is welcome. But Athenian 
communalism co-existed for a time with the practice of 
ostracism. There was no respect for the rights of the 
individual that would preclude the punishment of exile, 
and that punishment was itself an indication of how 
important it was to belong to the polis. Socrates’ famous 
choice of hemlock over exile is a later example of its 
limitations from a modern point of view. During the era 
of McCarthyism, Americans made a fetish of loyalty to 
the community, stigmatizing all dissent as disloyalty or 
un-Americanism, thereby overriding the concern for 
individual liberty, oddly enough in the name of supporting 
the free world against a totalitarian enemy. Critics of the 
Bush administration claim that, in the name of national
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security, it has been willing to engage in intrusive spying 
on citizens. Taken to an extreme, pluralism promotes 
multi'culturalism, weakening the ties that bind all 
Americans to a common identity and loyalty. It produces 
a crazy quilt of varying state laws that penalize sexual 
conduct in one place but not another; it produces ethnic 
enclaves that seek to prevent assimilation and demands for 
schooling to inculcate multi-cultural diversity rather than a 
sense of national unity.

The disarray of the American system of health care is a 
good example of the problems that arise when the three 
strands of the triad are not in some sort of equilibrium.
Why is the United States the only advanced industrial 
nation without universal health insurance -  a situation that 
leaves 47 million of us uninsured and many others worried 
about losing employer-based coverage? One major reason is 
that the present system reflects the historic hold of the 
American belief in individual liberty, coupled with 
pragmatic but only partial efforts to make it more effective 
in meeting the needs of all.

In the wake of the Great Depression, some Americans 
thought that it was time to adopt a more balanced and 
realistic set of political values, one that recognized that in 
the modem world the protection of life, liberty and the 
pursuit of happiness requires active, regulatory government 
as well as individual initiative and responsibility, just as the 
New Deal had shown. As medicine was making advances 
in combating disease and prolonging life, thanks in part to 
wonder dmgs like penicillin and the Salk vaccine against 
polio, Americans began to understand that there was now 
more to doctoring than being told to take two aspirins and 
call in the morning.

As a result, health insurance became a benefit of 
employment that strong unions negotiated, and insurers 
encouraged the formation of group practice and what 
became HMOs. But when publicly funded health care for
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the elderly was proposed in the 1940s, it was fought tooth 
and nail, just as the Social Security act had been before, by 
those who argued that it would violate the most sacred 
American values. Health insurance, said the opponents, 
was not a right but a commodity like any other commodity 
that individuals should buy for themselves.

The resulting difficulties with the American health care 
system show what can happen when individual liberty is 
made a fetish rather than one element of democracy. Many 
so-called libertarians seem to care so much for 
liberty that they are willing to sacrifice the well-being of 
a majority of people in order to preserve the principle of 
self-reliance. Pluralists who suppose that devolution of 
authority to groups is desirable invite the oppression of indi
viduals by those groups -  a very real problem when wealthy 
health insurance and pharmaceutical companies can use 
their political war chests to preserve an inefficient system of 
health care that increases costs and does not cover those in 
need. They would tie the hands of government and privatize 
its functions, on the assumption that the free market is 
always more efficient than bureaucratic centralization 
and that there is a zero-sum trade-off between coercive 
government and individual liberty.

The health care problem in America will only be prop
erly addressed — though it is too complex ever to be com
pletely solved -  when communal authority leads to the 
adoption of universal coverage, plural autonomy provides 
for competition among providers, and individual autonomy 
allows us as consumers of health care to choose among 
providers with the assurance that whatever illness or injury 
befalls us, we will not be left entirely to our own devices 
and resources.

In this and many other policy debates, American 
democracy benefits when all three of the historical 
influences are kept in dynamic balance and suffers when 
they are not.
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What Does Jerusalem Have to 
Do with Athens? The Intersection 
of Greek Philosophy and Christian  
Faith in the Fourth Century

Jennifer Hockenberry

North Africa in the fourth century A.D. of the 
Roman Empire was enduring a crisis much like that of 
our own time. The region was multi-cultural in the greatest 
sense. Polytheists, Stoics, Platonists, Jews, Christians, 
Gnostics, and radical secular academics, all of different 
races and dialects, lived together and competed for 
membership in their specific philosophical groups. 
Particularly acute was the struggle between Gnostics, like 
the Manichees, and Gnostic-like groups such as the 
Donatists, and secular academics. The Gnostics believed 
they were in possession of a secret teaching from the 
Near-East that offered truth and salvation to an elect few, 
while the secular academics preached that all truth was out 
of human reach and quoted the Greek philosophers to 
prove their point. Today, Americans are witnessing a 
similar dichotomy between fundamentalist sects that 
preach a truth that defies science and philosophy and 
secular academics, who preach that truth is beyond the 
reach of human and religious pursuit. Today, I wish to 
study how the fourth century African bishop Augustine 
tried to find an intersection between Athens and 
Jerusalem, in hopes that his discoveries might prove fruitful 
as we too look for a place to stand in the modern debate.

In the second century of Christianity, a North African 
bishop named Tertullian became frustrated with the
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philosophers of his time. Their constant questioning, 
abstracting, analyzing, and systematizing, he believed, 
was robbing the Christian faith of its delicious mysterious 
beauty. He proclaimed proudly against the philosophical 
apologists: “I believe because it is absurd.” The rhetorical 
question he posed to his counterparts was: “W hat does 
Athens have to do with Jerusalem?” In other words, what 
can philosophers, with all their Greek desire to be rational, 
possibly teach Christians about their N ear Eastern faith?

Now, of course, Tertullian could have been reminded 
that Greek philosophy, especially the philosophy of the 
Platonists, had deeply informed the Gospel of John, as well 
as much of Christianity as it was popularly understood in 
those first centuries. Tertullian could have been reminded 
that many scholars in his own day saw so many 
connections between the teachings of Jesus and the 
teachings of the Divine Plato that some Christians had 
proposed that Plato must have studied with Rabbinical 
scholars and some Platonists had proposed that Jesus 
must have spoken with Platonic philosophers. Moreover, 
historians know that even after Tertullian’s public divorce 
of philosophy and theology, Athens continued to influence 
Jerusalem’s descendents. Augustine credits Platonic writings 
as those which first brought him to intellectual conversion, 
and he strongly believed that God gave reason to humans 
and expected them to use it. Much later, Thomas Aquinas 
saw Aristotle as being valuable to a broader and deeper 
understanding of both Christian ethics and ontology, and, 
like Augustine, he proclaimed that reason was a gift of 
God. Even Martin Luther, who initially insisted on calling 
Aristotle a “damned pagan,” was finally convinced by 
Melanchthon’s thesis that the Nicom achean Ethics, and 
philosophical ethics in general, had much to offer a 
Christian seeking the good life.

Tertullian’s rhetorical question has certainly been 
answered. Athens has had much to say to Jerusalem.
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Christianity owes much to Greek philosophy. But today, 
Tertullian’s question can be turned upside down. In other 
words, does Jerusalem have anything to do with Athens?
A  twenty-first century scholar can see how the 
systematizing, analyzing, and abstracting tools of the great 
minds of ancient Athens helped Christians apologize and 
dogmatize their faith. But contemporary scholars might ask 
if that faith contains anything philosophically interesting 
in itself. The Academy gave much to the church, but 
did the church give anything to the Academy? And today, 
is there anything that the church can give to the 
contemporary academy that will help both the church 
and the academy to flourish?

This paper will argue that the church did give 
something to the ancient Academy. Moreover, I believe 
the intersection between the two is a place where fruitful 
dialogue can still prosper.

To begin, in the ancient Greek and later Roman 
world, a student who had read the Symposium of Plato 
and agreed whole-heartedly with Diotima that all human 
desire is ultimately for True Beauty would have been 
frustrated within the walls of the Academy soon after 
Plato’s death. In 315 B.C. Archesilaus and later academic 
skeptics read Plato’s dialogues as maps that led the reader 
not to an answer but to a better question. The Academic, 
thus, was one who realized that to know how little one 
knew was to know the most one could know. Into the 
Roman empire, the Academics remained as great orators 
advocating the study of philosophy. But they did not 
proclaim that in philosophy one might fully find the truth 
that will satisfy the human heart. Rather, they advocated 
the study of philosophy in order that its students might 
realize that the truth one believed at present was not truly 
known to be the truth. They believed the job of the 
philosopher to be an important one: to check the hubris 
of the statesman, the craftsman, the scientist, the priest,
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and the poet. But the philosopher could not find true 
wisdom, for this was inaccessible to the human mind.

Many of today’s academic philosophers share this view. 
The discipline of philosophy is often viewed and practiced 
as an art of questioning that leads to a better understanding 
of how small human understanding is. It is not an accident 
that the dominant reading of Plato’s dialogues today is one 
that declares that the ultimate goal of the dialogue is not to 
bring about understanding, but rather to bring about a 
sense of unknowing.

The problem with the Academy’s tone, even in 
its Stoic and Ciceronian forms, is that it became, arguably, 
a proponent for apathy. While Truth was still declared a 
worthwhile goal, the inaccessibility of Truth made it less 
and less worth pursuing in the eyes of at least some of the 
public. Furthermore, despite the Academy’s project of 
training reason towards skepticism, the claim of the 
inaccessibility of truth left a market for Gnostic cults 
that claimed to teach a truth that was inaccessible to all 
but a small elite. The questions of the academics failed 
to persuade members against these cults. Their own 
arguments, that truth was unattainable through rational 
discourse, allowed members of the elite to claim that their 
truth was above reason, and certainly above the 
understanding of those not in the elite.

Today, too, the arguments of academic philosophers 
can be used to support apathy towards cultural mores. If 
truth is beyond human understanding, the best one can 
do is live comfortably within the given cultural norms. 
Simultaneously, there is an increase in neo-Gnostic or 
fundamentalist groups in all pockets of the world. Members 
of these groups claim to be elite, with assumptions based on 
truths not open to public discourse.

For a time in the ancient world, the word philosopher 
was synonymous with skeptic. But the word philosopher 
is a passionate word meaning “one who loves wisdom like a
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friend.” In the fourth century, the philosopher Augustine 
came to believe that Christian theology could explain to 
philosophers how they might be friends with Wisdom. 
W ithin Christianity, Augustine believed philosophy was 
indeed a vibrant and passionate discipline to which he 
would dedicate his life. I will present Augustine’s journey 
towards a redeemed philosophy in order to explain one 
intersection of Christian theology and Greek philosophy 
that was particularly fruitful, for this might offer guidance 
to our own post-modern Academy.

Augustine was born to an upper-middle-class family 
with a Christian mother and polytheist father. He showed 
a gift for intellectual pursuit at an early age, and his 
parents did what many upper middle class parents of 
bright children do: they advocated for him to go to law 
school in the big city. A nd it was there, in Carthage, a 
city Augustine describes as a “boiling cauldron of lust,”1 
where Augustine read a life-changing text, C icero’s 
Hortensius.

Suddenly every empty hope became worthless 
to me, and I longed for Immortal Wisdom with 
an incredible rage o f fire in my heart, and I 
began to awaken in order to return to you. . . .
How I burned, my G od, how I burned to return 
from the earth to you although I knew not what 
you might do with me! W ith you is indeed 
wisdom. The love o f wisdom has the name in 
Greek o f philosophy. It was with this love that I 
was inflamed.2

Throughout his writings, whenever Augustine speaks 
of philosophy he uses metaphors of raging fires, deep 
hungers, and aching needs. Augustine learned from the 
ancient Greeks, as they were translated by his Roman 
contemporaries, that human beings are fundamentally needy 
by nature. W hat they require to be satisfied and ultimately 
happy is understanding of the Truth. This was the view that
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Augustine preached: “In general, there is one overriding 
concern common to all philosophers..dn common, all 
philosophers strove by dedication, investigation, discussion, 
by their way of life, to lay hold of the blessed life. This was 
their one reason for philosophizing [.]”3

This understanding of philosophy is crucial for making 
any connection between Jerusalem and Athens. This view 
shows the common link between the philosopher and the 
religious person. Both search for that which will satisfy 
their neediness and make them whole.

The teenage Augustine saw the connection 
immediately. W hen he was reminded by Cicero to take 
concern for his soul and seek its happiness, he suddenly 
remembered his mother’s similar admonitions to remain 
a devout Christian. Closing Cicero’s book of philosophy, 
he reached to open his Bible in order to follow Cicero’s 
admonition to look for truth. W hen Augustine read Cicero, 
he was converted to philosophy. He saw that his worldly 
desires were not yielding real fruit. He looked for a way to 
cure his aching soul. O f course, the first place he would 
look is where his mother, using similar, although not as 
elegant, rhetoric as Cicero, had told him to look for years—  
in the Bible.

However, as any reader of the Confessions knows, 
although Augustine first picked up the Bible looking for 
wisdom, he did not become a catholic Christian at that 
time. He fell first into Gnosticism and second into 
skepticism.

A s Augustine explains, while he was “on fire for 
eternal wisdom” as a teenager, he did not see it revealed 
in the Scriptures. These seemed to him too simple in 
style and unworthy of his great intellect. He turned instead 
to the Manichees, a Gnostic group that claimed to teach 
Christianity for the intellectual elite. They spoke 
eloquently and flattered his opinion of himself as a clever 
man. Augustine spent nine years as a second-tier follower

122



Hockenberry

of the sect, which forbade procreation, the drinking of 
wine, and the eating of meat. These activities engaged the 
soul with material creation, which was the work of the 
demonic. Members of this elite group were to try to 
distance themselves from material existence and the 
rabble that reveled in it.

Augustine however began to find increasing difficulties 
with the teachings of Manu. For example, he had a difficult 
time believing that it was right for the elite to eat with 
gluttony, while believers were reproached for offering a 
bite of bread to a hungry beggar, whose sinful flesh was not 
worthy to ingest the angels that lived in the wheat. But 
most damaging for Augustine’s Gnostic faith was the 
M anichean cosmology, which simply did not account for 
the observed phenomena as well as the natural science of 
his time. Worse, when questioned, the M anichees’ scholars 
suddenly insisted that their theories were infallible and 
must be believed. Rather than continuing to be flattered by 
a group that promised to know an esoteric teaching 
unknown to common science, Augustine became skeptical 
and feared that he had been chasing empty shadows.

Suddenly, like Descartes centuries later, Augustine 
decided to forego all faith in authority and trust only his 
own rational faculties. However, less like Descartes and 
more like a fourth- or twenty-first-century Academic 
skeptic, Augustine, using his calculative reason alone, 
found that very little could be proven from a priori 
principles. Alm ost all he knew he could believe only by 
trusting his fallible senses or equally fallible authority 
figures. Thus, he found himself swayed towards the beliefs 
of those Academics who proclaimed that philosophy’s goal 
is not achievable and that wisdom cannot be found. As he 
writes in the Confessions, “For there arose an opinion in me 
that those philosophers whom they call Academics were 
more prudent than the others, for they resolved that all 
ought to be doubted, and laid down that no truth can be
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comprehended by humans.”4 Like the Academics of his day 
and ours, Augustine wondered if there was any 
achievable end to philosophy. He did not want to have 
faith in something that was false. A nd yet he could find no 
way of verifying or falsifying any of his significant beliefs.

Worse, Augustine soon discovered that skepticism 
threatened more than just his academic quest for truth. 
Indeed, he realized that skepticism in ordinary life was 
simply untenable. Even the Academics were forced to lay 
aside their doubt to put forth their doctrines. Augustine 
writes:

A nd in those books— that is the Academ ic—  
where he contends that all things are to be 
doubted, he adds of him, “without any doubt 
the most learned.” In truth, he was so certain 
concerning this thing, that he laid aside that 
doubt which he is wont to have recourse in all 
things, as if, when about to dispute in favour o f 
the doubt o f the Academics, he had, with 
respect to this one thing, forgotten that he was 
an A cadem ic.5

Skepticism was untenable even academically, and in 
daily life, skepticism would destroy common sense. 
Augustine explains:

I began to consider that I believed countless 
things which I had never seen or which had 
taken place when I was not there to see: so 
many events in the history o f the nations, so 
much about places and cities which I had never 
seen, so much that I believed on the words 
o f friends, so much on the words o f doctors, 
so much on the words o f various other 
people which unless we believed, we should 
accomplish utterly nothing in this life. Last of
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all, I fixed my attention on how firm and 
unshakable was the faith about from which 
parents was my birth, because I could not know 
this unless I believed what I was told.6

Augustine was faced with radical skepticism: the 
full realization that almost everything he knew from his 
ancestry and the stories of his infancy to geography and 
history lessons had been taken on authority. It had proven 
impossible for him to really find wisdom, to really know 
for himself what was true. Human lives are too short to 
empirically verify much of what humans need to “know” 
to survive, and the senses are often deceived about those 
things which are supposedly empirically verifiable. 
Philosophy, thus, seemed like a dead pursuit, and with it, 
all meaning-seeking.

Augustine decided, therefore, to commit himself to the 
profession of rhetoric, to the appearance of being clever, 
and to his own comforts in life: his concubine, his son, his 
work. But, despite his comfortable life, Augustine was not 
at ease. His heart continued to ache for wisdom, a wisdom 
he now believed utterly unattainable.

It was reading Neo-Platonic philosophers that moved 
Augustine forward. He claims that these Platonists, who 
differed from the Academics, offered an opinion that there 
exists some Truth, a Being which is both the ontological 
foundation of all true things and the epistemological 
foundation that causes humans to know true things. Thus, 
in knowing any true thing, including the recognition of 
how little one truly knows, one is bearing witness to the 
existence and accessibility of Truth. With this insight, 
Augustine claims to have refuted the Academics. They had 
claimed that knowledge was impossible, and yet Augustine 
was finding that knowledge occurred all the time. There 
were things he could truly know. For example, as he points 
out in his early dialogues, he could know for certain that
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either there was a world or there was not a world, and if 
there was a world, it was either finite or infinite.7 And he 
could know that if something was a tree, than it was true 
that it was a tree.8 While these trivial tautologies may not 
seem to be useful, they demand an epistemology that can 
answer how it is that these truths are known.

Moreover, as Augustine examined his mind, he realized 
that he was able to classify, order and recognize objects and 
ideas despite the fact that his mind was given nothing but a 
chaos of sense data.9 He realized that he must account for 
how it is that humans see the world in an ordered way 
instead of as a buzzing confusion of sense data, and he had 
to account for the fact that humans can learn language and 
be able to communicate with others.10

Augustine discovered that the best account he could 
give to explain his everyday experience of knowledge was 
a theory of illumination. This proclaims that it is a faculty 
of Truth that allows the student’s mind to grasp the 
tautological truths, the order of the world, and the 
teachings of a teacher or parent. Just as the eye cannot 
see without the presence of light, the mind cannot know 
without the presence of Truth. If all the human mind had 
was the conglomeration of sensory data or the buzz of talk, 
the world and the minds of others would seem a dizzying 
confusion. To explain how we see the world in an ordered 
way, how we know the most basic logical truths, and how 
we understand the words of others, Augustine knew it was 
necessary to speak of some faculty in the mind which 
illuminates sensory data. He saw this faculty as the 
presence of a transcendent Truth which illuminates each 
particular mind. In many ways, this epistemological 
solution is a direct inheritance from Greek Platonism.

Augustine, like Plotinus, asserts that by the very fact 
that some things are acknowledged as both true and known 
to be true, the existence of Truth is established. Truth is
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that which makes them true by participation and makes 
them known by illumination. This theory of illumination, 
which claimed that knowledge was knowable, better fit the 
phenomena of Augustine’s lived experience than did the 
claim of the skeptics that knowledge is impossible.

However, while Augustine credited Platonism with 
the outline of this epistemology, he preached that the 
teachings of Jerusalem enriched, and ultimately redeemed, 
this epistemology, which had not survived the knives of 
the third Academy’s skepticism. The sermons of Ambrose 
taught Augustine to see Christianity not only as the simple 
faith of his mother, but as a system with a metaphysics 
and epistemology that improved upon the dialogues of 
Plato. While Platonists speak of the Divine inspiring the 
philosopher to gaze upwards, Augustine asserts that only 
Christians speak of the Divine coming down to teach us.11 
While Platonists speak of searching for the light beyond 
the cave, Christians speak of the light coming into the 
cave to dwell with those prisoners who still lives in the 
shadows.12

Augustine explains in the Confessions that he sees 
above his mind “the unchangeable light of the Lord.”13 This 
light did not passively shine, but lifted him up so that he 
might also see it. The light conquered the weakness of his 
eyes. For Augustine, the light of illumination actively aids 
the philosopher on his journey, lifting him, nourishing him 
with food he can digest, and even speaking to him in words 
he can understand.

The light of Truth is Christ, according to Augustine.
In Christ, Truth actively seeks and helps the philosopher.
In Christianity, the believer has the Truth itself as his or 
her friendly philosophy teacher. While Plato had to be 
satisfied with dialogues with the wise, but all too human 
Socrates, the Christian philosopher has dialogues with
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God Himself. G od acts as the Socratic gadfly, giving all 
the personal attention of the human Socrates, but with the 
added benefit that instead of pointing to Truth, He is the 
Truth. Once Alcibiades cried about Socrates, “I would tell 
you under oath how much I have been influenced by this 
man’s words and even now I am still affected by them. For, 
when I hear them, my heart pounds and the tears flow.”14 
Later, Augustine speaks similarly, about God, the Truth 
itself. He writes:

You called and cried aloud and broke my barrier 
o f deafness: you trembled, shined and chased 
away my blindness: you shed your fragrance, 
and I drew breath, and I pant for you: I tasted 
you, and I hunger and thirst for you. You 
touched me, and I burn for your peace.15

God took the place of the Socratic teacher for 
Augustine. In this, Augustine was not alone. Indeed,
Peter Brown writes that the most popular icon of the 
fourth century was not Christ on the cross, but Christ the 
philosophy teacher: “On the sarcophagi of the age, He is 
always shown as a Teacher, teaching his Wisdom to a 
coterie of budding philosophers.”16

This was the image that redeemed philosophy for 
Augustine. The philosopher can love and seek wisdom with 
a real hope of coming closer to it only if the Truth wants to 
be known. If Truth is disinterested, the skeptics win the 
argument against the more devout neo-Platonists. The 
human mind is not sufficient to discover Truth on its own. 
Luckily, according to Christian teachings, the Truth 
promises to help the human seeker of truth:

We have a promise and who shall annul it?
W ho shall be our adversary, if G od is on our 
side? A sk and you shall receive: seek and you
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shall find: knock and it will be opened to you.
Everyone who asks will receive; that seeks will 
find; that knocks will have the door opened to 
him. These are your promises, and who fears 
deception when Truth promises?17

A t the intersection of Greek reason and Christian 
faith, philosophy is no longer a one-sided lust for wisdom, 
but is instead a friendship with wisdom.18

Indeed, Truth comes to speak to us, says the faith from 
Jerusalem. Truth comes to us in words we can hear with 
human ears and understand with human minds. Truth 
speaks to us in burning bushes and mighty whirlwinds, in 
angel voices and on stone tablets, and in the cooing of a 
baby in a manger and the teaching of a young man on the 
mount. In every moment, Augustine explains, in the space 
between teacher and student is the Teacher, whispering in 
our ear and shining light upon our minds.

While, of course, the brokenness of the world and 
the fallen nature of humanity prevent us from easily 
understanding the truths Truth wishes to teach, 
understanding is possible at some level due to the graceful 
teaching of the Word. Augustine returned to philosophy 
with this as his epistemology. Because he believed that the 
Truth would help him, he could enter into the discipline 
with hope and rigor. He knew he would not gain 
understanding quickly, but he believed that insight would 
occur. He knew he might fall into error for a decade or for 
decades, but if he kept questioning and looking, he could 
trust that he would be guided.

So with this model of philosophy that uses Jerusalem’s 
faith in a graceful Truth along with A thens’ passion for that 
Truth, Augustine continued as a philosopher, first as a 
layman, then as a priest and finally as a bishop. And it is 
not only Augustine who can be changed by this model. I 
can make the argument that philosophy was able to
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continue because of this connection between Athens and 
Jerusalem. In the fourth century, some believed that 
philosophy was collapsing. Many students were using 
rhetoric for their own purposes, expecting little from the 
pursuit of truth. Still others were joining G nostic cults to 
learn the secret teachings that philosophy no longer 
promised. But philosophy did not perish. It continued to 
thrive in the writings of Jewish, Muslim, and Christian 
philosophers who believed not only in the passion for 
wisdom but also in their faith that Wisdom was passionate 
for them. A s such, perhaps Jerusalem saved Athens in the 
medieval period.

The medieval period is over, its philosophy considered 
too sectarian for many contemporaries, and many scholars 
have lost hope in modernity’s promise that reason alone 
can bring enlightenment. Today, there are many academic 
philosophers who believe that philosophy has pointed to its 
own demise. The late nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
were called the twilight of philosophy by some of the giants 
in the field from Nietzsche to Wittgenstein. Today, many 
students of philosophy see the field as training in rhetoric 
and logic, rather than in truth-seeking. Additionally, the 
twenty-first century is ushering in a rise of Fundamentalism 
-  or neo-Gnosticism -  within many different religions. As 
people’s trust in science and reason fails, they turn to 
teachings that claim a higher source. Most dangerous for 
philosophy, the skeptics and the Gnostics cannot find a 
common ground for dialogue, for neither trust reason to 
solve the dilemmas. This is a problem not only for college 
professors, but also for world leaders and common citizens 
as they strive for peace and human flourishing.

There are many parallels between our time and 
the fourth century Roman Empire. Perhaps something 
in Augustine’s model can be of use to us as we struggle 
to find a place to stand in the search for a better 
understanding of ourselves and our world. Perhaps his
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arguments against the skeptics can move them to once 
again make the Greek Platonic claim that there is some 
Truth in which our opinions, as shadowy as they may be, 
do participate. This claim, that there are ideas which are 
universally conceivable, is one that allows us to engage in 
dialogue with hope. Furthermore, perhaps Augustine’s 
philosophical insight that the G od of Abraham is also the 
Great I A m  of Being Itself can move believers in 
Jerusalem’s God to see God as the Teacher who works in 
the space between speaker and hearer. Such a view allows 
conversation to flourish. One need not fear dialogue or 
debate when one believes that God continually shines 
upon the human mind to protect it from losing its way.
I think that if we can re-establish faith in conversation, 
in rational dialogue, then we have tremendous hope for 
philosophy. A nd if we can regain hope in the search for 
wisdom, we can regain hope for living deeply meaningful 
lives.

Ancient Greeks first called the base of all human desire 
“the desire for Truth.” Jerusalem first proclaimed that this 
Truth desires us. The intersection between these two is a 
promise that “Everyone that asks will receive; that seeks, 
will find; that knocks, will have the door opened to him. 
These are your promises, and who need fear to be deceived 
when the Truth promises?”19
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