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THE LIAR'S TALE 





�ntrodu[tion 

The Kaiser Family Foundation reported that plrysicians routinely give mislead­
ing statements to insurance companies in order to secure patient reimbursement 
for treatments the physicians believe to be necessary. And most physicians 
believe that, if such lying did not occur, substandard care would be routine, 
because insurance companies are so loath to approve expensive treatments. 

-The New Republic 

Many categories of responses which are misleading, evasive, nonresponsive or 
frustrating are nevertheless not legally ''false'' [including] literally truthful 
answers that imply facts that are not true. 

-Legal brief filed by Presidenr Clinron's lawyers to a committee 
of the Arkansas Supreme Court which recommended that he 
be disbarred for "serious misconduct" 

P A I R  O F  U N I V E R S I TY S T U D E N T S  F A K E  A N  

ugly demonstration of hate, hanging a black doll from a 

noose in a tree. The students are black. Their fabrication 

is exposed; nevertheless, it is thought worthwhile as a 

means of highlighting the issue of race relations on campus. One 

way of looking at the incident is to call it a piece of theater, a drama­

tization of something that might have happened; and, as in all forms 

of art, the fiction seems more significant, more important, even more 

loyal to life, than mere fact. The fraudulence of the hoax is a petty 

consideration alongside its larger intent to highlight a piece of social 

injustice. 

Alternatively, one could call it a barefaced lie. 

College authorities tend to take the view that fictitious dramati­

zations masquerading as plain fact are more effective than truth in 

jolting the university body into facing up to malignancies in their 

midst. Falsehood in a good cause has a value that reality lacks. 

"There are things much more important than civility." A political 

journalist quotes this statement with approval, lamenting the fact 

that a revival of politeness undermines radical forms of anti­

establishment dissent. Good manners, he thinks, are a kind of men-

1 1  



12 Jnrrodu[tion 

dacity, a vehicle of falsehood, a "theater of operations" to conceal the 

wrongdoing of those in power. Similarly, it is a creeping assumption 

at the start of a new millennium that there are things more impor­

tant than truth. 

In itself, this is nothing new. Socrates was told as much twenty-five 

centuries ago by a man of the theater. But the idea that truth is a 

pigmy, a midget, a dullard, and a bore in contrast to the scintillating 

and extraordinary inventions of falsehood is more fashionable now 

than it has ever been. 

David Stoll, a professor at Middleburg College, examined an auto­

biographical account of the civil war in Guatemala by Rigoberta 

Menchu, who won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1992. A social democrat 

with no particular ax to grind, Stoll listed an impressive number of 

exaggerations and falsehoods in the book. A brother the author said 

she saw starve to death is actually alive and well in Guatemala. Her 

depiction of childhood poverty and illiteracy comports poorly with 

the fact that she attended two private boarding schools. Yet acade­

mics of high repute were furious with Stoll for putting obstacles in 

the path of justice for the oppressed and assisting the case of U.S. 

imperialism. "Whether her book is true or not, I don't care," wrote 

Wellesley College professor Marjorie Agosin. "We should teach our 

students about the brutality of the Guatemalan army and the U.S. 

financing of it." The Nobel Prize Committee also came to the rescue: 

"All autobiographies embellish to a greater or lesser extent." The 

author of a biography of Ronald Reagan, baffled by the opaque sur­

face of his elusive subject, reeling under the banal and trite materials 

of the presidential diaries, invents a fictional narrator as a way of pro­

viding the human drama, the prodigality of meanings, that bare 

facts are unable to supply 

To refuse to embellish is to rule out possibilities, which are the 

source of new meanings. Four centuries ago Montaigne wrote that, 

while there are an infinite number of falsehoods, there is only one 

Truth. When art takes hold of history, it may rearrange it in order to 

liberate ideas more illuminating than those life grudgingly dispens­

es. A new dramatic genre, "theater as metabiography," puts Freud in 

a room with Salvador Dali and has Orson Welles converse with 
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Vivien Leigh. Though these encounters may have taken place under 

other circumstances, facts can always do with a little improving. In 

metabiography, we are told, "lives are transformed, abstracted and 

mythologised in pursuit of more essential truths." 

Psychoanalysis was based on the idea that falsehood and illusion 

are useful clues to understanding the mystery of human personality. 

Freud took with many a pinch of salt what his patients told him 

under the heading of unvarnished fact, but he held the view that lies 

are often more informative than literal truths. In an odd way, they 

are privileged information. 

The emergence of modernism, a movement that lasted for more 

than half a century, coincided with a time of widespread disillusion 

with political action. Modernism tended to prize the arts as superi­

or to the sciences; what is more, the arts aspired to be at least the 

equal of the Philistine world of politics and commerce in their power 

to remake society. Modernism was a lineal descendant of the art for 

art's sake cult of the late Victorian era, one of whose practitioners, 

Walter Pater, talked about "aesthetic truth," a new sort of veracity fit 

for a world of civilized artifice, a world where the given truths of 

nature recede and the inventions of culture require us to search for 

truth by an entirely different route. Picasso wrapped this thought in 

a famous paradox: "Art is the lie that makes us realize the truth." 

In the modernist novel, lies and liars proliferate, reflecting a deep 

suspicion of the value of truth in its literal, public form. Obscurity 

becomes a trademark of modernist writing, a device that obliterates 

the easy attunement between the mind of the author and that of the 

reader and renders suspect the notion that truth is single or simple, 

that it can be communicated at all through the suspect vehicle of 

language, or even that it is desirable to do so. 

Late twentieth-century intellectual fashion carries these tenden­

cies to egregious extremes. A shift of emphasis from truth to mean­

ing, in play since the eighteenth century, acquires fantastic new 

dimensions. Art for art's sake becomes language for the sake of lan­

guage, which is now the chief focus, even the obsession of philoso­

phy. Language becomes a centrifuge, throwing out un tethered 

meanings. It loses its connection with logic, where a proposition is 
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either true or false. Words do not refer to things, or to specific con­

cepts, but only to other words. The idea takes hold that language is 

not primarily communication, that it is treacherous to the inten­

tions of the author, so that its role as a vehicle of sincerity and truth 

is fatally compromised. Deconstruction, the literary cult of post­

modernism, is a form of close reading which sees language as unsta­

ble to the core, riven by internal conflicts, breaking up into layers of 

meaning that never terminate; meaning is something that leaks, 

spills, overflows, seeps, from one text into a profusion of others. 

One author, one interpretation, is not enough to satisfy our era's 

appetite for possibilities, its preference for the new and surprising 

over the familiar and obvious. Roger Shattuck argues that what he 

calls the "Demon of Originality" demands insatiably an endless sup­

ply of interesting fictions. In the Middle Ages the word "original" 

meant that something had existed from the beginning, but in the 

eighteenth century it took on the sense of coming into existence for 

the first time, of being entirely different from anything that went 

before. An original person was bizarre, extravagant. Today, the need 

for the new is so intense as to foster a desire to annihilate everything 

that is not new. Philosophers call for an end to philosophy. Con­

sciousness, the instrument Rene Descartes trusted to deliver truth by 

subtracting possibilities, is now an obstruction, an impediment. The 

postmodern thinker Roland Barthes said that only "absolute new­

ness" gives him full satisfaction, because it weakens consciousness. 

Literal truth-telling may even be a symptom of mental inadequa­

cy, a clinical defect, a manifestation of the abnormal. Autistic chil­

dren, it turns out, are handicapped by an inability to lie, to pretend 

and conceal. An autistic child lacks a "theory of mind" by means of 

which healthy children are able to attribute certain beliefs and 

desires to other people, and thus trick them into false beliefs. There 

is a preference for sameness, an aversion to novelty, an avoidance of 

differences. Parents sometimes feel a distinct sense of relief when 

their autistic child, competent in other respects, tells his first clum­

sy lie in his teens. 

The theme of this book is that, for better or worse, lying, untruth, 

is not an artificial, deviant, or dispensable feature of life. Nature 
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engages in it, sometimes with remarkable ingenuity. Art, with its 

"telling of beautiful, untrue things," has at times so dominated the 

mind of a period thinkers could seriously argue that life may be 

understood truthfully only in aesthetic terms. The impulse to tran­

scend mere literal fact occurs throughout nature. Quite humble bio­

logical organisms evolve as a semblance, an alias; a pictorial rendering 

of some other, less vulnerable organism. Might we not say, for exam­

ple, that species of Cycloptera, insects that resemble leaves, trompe 

d'oeil masterpieces which might have been painted by a seventeenth­

century Dutch master, perfect in color, shape, and size, even com­

plete with imitation veins and fungus spots, are works of art? 

It is a seductive hypothesis that falsehood is "on the side of life," 

is the lubricant that makes society run, while truth can be harsh, 

dangerous, and destructive; too simple, too naked, for the complex­

ities of twenty-first-century society, inheritor of one of the most bru­

tal hundred years in the history of mankind. To survive in such a 

society, human beings have evolved, in Nicholas Humphrey's phrase, 

as "born psychologists," natural mind-readers, whose insights into 

the thoughts of others enable them both to ease their fears and to 

manipulate those other minds with the subtlest kinds of deception. 

The rise of evolutionary psychology, the belief in the curative pow­

ers of fiction, the need to accept what ought to be true as if it were 

true, have all contributed to an almost unprecedented tolerance of 

falsehood. 

Friedrich Nietzsche called the world cruel, contradictory, mis­

leading, and senseless, and concluded that we need lies in order to live 

with such an abhorrent reality. That lying is a necessity of life is part 

of the terrifying and problematic character of existence. We have 

come full circle from the ancient thesis that truth and goodness are 

inseparable twins. The notion embedded in our cultural attitudes is 

that humanity would never have stayed the grueling course to its pre­

sent high place on the evolutionary ladder on a diet as thin and mea­

ger as the truth. "We secrete from within ourselves," wrote George 

Steiner, "the grammar, the mythologies of hope, of fantasy, of self­

deception without which we would have been arrested at some rung 

of primate behavior or would, long since, have destroyed outselves." 
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The irony, of course, is that lying cannot hope to succeed in its aim 

unless truth is the nonnal practice of a society. In the nineteenth cen­

tury there was a sense that democracy, more than other fonns of gov­

ernment, needed truthfulness if it was to increase and flourish, that 

mendacity in a politician was more to be deplored than any other cat­

egory of offense. The converse of that view is that in a system which 

draws much of its strength from candor, lies are all the more effec­

tive, all the more insidious. For that reason, so this argument goes, 

they will never be removed from our type of democratic community. 

But if lying becomes the norm, on the thesis that it softens the "cru­

elty" of life, it defeats its own purpose. Truth might then become 

more powerful than untruth, as in George Orwell's bureaucratic 

nightmare, 1 984, where a person who dared to speak the truth was 

so dangerous to the state as to be in urgent need of liquidation. 



C H AP T E R  O N E  

1rhr illonid Boubt 

If, as Western ethics and theology purport, the existence of some creatures serves 
solely to benefit others, and honesty and altruism are always the best policy, 
how are we to explain the occurrence and ubiquitousness of selfishness and 
deception? -Emil Wenzel 

S N AT U R E  A L IA R ?  A D E L I B E R AT E LY P R O V O C A­

tive opening. Yet Charles Darwin, decidedly not a 

provocative person by temperament or inclination, sug-

15:=:==:==.1 gested it might be helpful when trying to understand 

how nature keeps the enterprise of life in business and engineers her 

new and wonderful productions, to think of her, not as the embod­

iment of a Creator's truth, but as partly insincere, as harboring a 

propensity for cheating. 

Evolution theory can accommodate the idea of cooperation, in 

which like tells the truth to like, but it must also face up to the harsh­

er facts of competition, where rules of fair play and honesty need not 

apply, or of actual war, in which fraud is a positive asset. The spider 

is not obliged to warn its insect victims of possible health hazards if 

they make contact with its web, nor need the fox feel badly about 

shamming dead when it is really very much alive, and hungry. When 

winning is the important factor, deceitfulness is a kind of ethic, 

small lies serving nature's larger truth, the "grandeur" that Darwin 

saw when "from the war of nature, from famine and death, the most 

exalted object which we are capable of conceiving, namely the pro­

duction of the higher animals, directly follows." 

17 



1 8  T H E  L I A R 'S TALE 

In the world of life, even fairly primitive life, Darwin recognized 

that falsehoods and chicanery are part of the game of survival. Writ­

ing in the Descent of Man, he commended as "admirable" a paper by 

the entomologist Henry Walter Bates on mimicry in nature, pub­

lished in 1862. Bates had accompanied Alfred Wallace, the co-dis­

coverer of evolution, on his first trip to South America, making a 

special study of the brightly colored insects of the Amazon forests. 

The paper, Darwin said, threw "a flood of light on many obscure 

problems," giving new support to his theory of natural selection. 

Mimicry in effect was a pretense, a form of lying, a means of gaining 

an edge on survival by deceiving predators as to the "real" character 

of their potential victims, though of course no intelligence would be 

involved. Darwin was struck by the "marvelously deceptive appear­

ance" of certain butterflies observed by Bates, which imitate the 

markings of the Helicondae, a species which protects itself by secret­

ing a noxious substance, disgusting to predators. The stripes and 

shades of color on the wings of the impersonators are amazingly 

realistic forgeries, resembling those of the Helicondae so closely that 

only an experienced entomologist like Bates could tell them apart. 

Though perfectly edible, they dupe birds into avoiding them under 

the misconception that they are thoroughly unappetizing. 

Cheating, seen as an evolutionary strategy, helped Darwin to solve 

the puzzle of why some male butterflies of the order of the Leptalides 

have wings of which the upper half is a pure white, while the rest is 

barred with black, red, and yellow, in imitation of another species. 

The answer is that this butterfly usually hides the white patch by cov­

ering it with the upper wing, except when it is courting a female, who 

finds the "genuine" markings of her order more alluring than the 

spurious ones proclaiming the male to be something he is not. 

Adaptation to the conditions of life, which Darwin's theoretician­

philosopher colleague Herbert Spencer considered basic to all ethi­

cal progress, can and does involve deception. That is a major theme 

of evolutionary studies today. Certain species flourishing now might 

be extinct if they had depended on truthfulness to increase and mul­

tiply. Mock shows are part of evolution's stock in trade. Orchids 

mimic the look of female insects, and thus invite pollination by 
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males. Pied flycatchers masquerade as bachelors by keeping a mate 

in a secret place, thereby seducing unsuspecting females into sup­

posing them single, and therefore mate material. There is a tropical 

fish called a blenny, a confidence trickster which impersonates fish 

known as cleaners; these perform a service to larger fish by removing 

parasites from their bodies. The true cleaner and the host fish are 

attuned to each other as part of natural selection. The impostor 

adopts vivid stripes on the lateral surfaces of its body, resembling the 

cleaner. Lurking in the crevices of rocks, it does not clean passing 

fish, but instead rips off pieces of their flesh. 

Cuckoos lay eggs that mimic those of the bird into whose nest they 

gatecrash. A reed warbler will accept and nurture a green egg plant­

ed there by a cuckoo, which specializes in fooling such a host into 

providing free accommodation and mothering; a meadow pipit is 

taken in by brown and spotted ones. Ingrates all, the chicks that 

hatch from these "counterfeit" eggs promptly throw the genuine 

eggs out of the nest. When fully fledged, they make off without so 

much as a thank you to join members of their own species; they have 

nothing further to do with the host parents, who never tumble to the 

fact that they have been duped. 

Quite recently, it has been found that a certain genus of beetle, 

Phyllobaenus, has found a way to trick a plant into feeding it, a privi­

lege previously thought by biologists to be reserved exclusively for a 

single species of ant, Pheidole bicornis. The ants reside inside the small 

tropical tree of the genus Piper, which provides them with food and 

shelter. The inside surface of the tree produces food which ants take 

and give to their larvae. The food appears only when Pheidole ants are 

in residence, and disappears when they are absent. It is as if these pre­

ferred guests possess a code, a sort of membership number, which 

unlocks the source of nourishment. There is a good reason why they 

are persona grata. They provide their host with food in the form of 

dead ants and improve the health of the plant by stepping up the 

amount of carbon dioxide. Somehow, no one knows exactly how, the 

trickster beetles have found a way to break the code that admits ants 

to the feast. They have stolen the membership number and may free­

load at will. If an ant objects, they simply crush its head. Such appre-
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ciation! And they do  nothing to  return hospitality to the plant they 

have inveigled. 

Fraud may be the reason why some animal behavior is more com­

plex than it would otherwise be. The evolution of surprisingly intri­

cate communications among American fireflies seems to be the 

result of chronic deception. Fireflies flash in distinct patterns to 

attract a suitable mate. Each species has its own unique code. Certain 

fireflies have become specialists in imitating the signals of others, so 

as to prey on them. The typical sexual communication sequence is 

an exchange of flashes between a flying male and a perched female 

and is so simple it can be copied by a human carrying a flashlight. 

Others are highly complex. Most intricate of all is the flashing of the 

firefly Photuris, whose females imitate the mating signals of females 

of other firefly species, lure males, and promptly eat them. These 

scheming and wily impostors will sometimes hide in tall grass, dim 

their flashes, and answer a signal only some of the time, so the occa­

sional unsophisticated male cannot easily detect the trick. His fate is 

to be eaten. 

Some male fireflies are just as devious. They mimic a mimic, dis­

guising themselves as a predator, thus frightening off rivals for the 

favors of a contested female. Some ingenious fakers will pretend to 

be both an available female and a nearby rival male, thereby enticing 

a competitive male to close in, making a meal of him. These 

deplorable ruses probably explain why the message system of fireflies 

is so elaborate in some species. The biologist James Lloyd thinks so. 

"I suspect that most of the coding and complexity that we read today 

in firefly signals has come about not because of selection in the con­

text of reproductive isolation or even sexual selection, but because of 

selection by signal-tracking predators that culled out simpler, straight­

forward signalers," Lloyd says. "In fact, complexity, including red 

tape, may be a universal countermeasure for, or consequence of, deal­

ing with deceivers in all sorts of biological systems. This idea, after 

'evolution by means of natural selection,' may be one of the most 

important generalizations that can be made about communication." 

Hugely ingenious too are the high-tech spinning skills of spiders, 

those master engineers and subtle predators. Some of them weave 
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subtle intricate special effects, optical illusions that act as deathtraps 

for their unsuspecting victims. The cunning silver Argiope spider 

uses silks that are almost invisible and spins its webs in bright, sun­

lit places where they are more easily seen. All spiders produce silk, 

but this one uses highly evolved kinds of silk that are translucent. 

Devious as they come, the Argiope embroiders the web with striking, 

zigzag patterns that strongly reflect ultraviolet light. An insect is 

hoodwinked into mistaking them for the stripes and chevrons on 

the petals of flowers, their intended destination. The design is 

changed every night, like the key to a military cipher, to further con­

fuse the insect prey. It may be that the silk tufts reflecting ultraviolet 

light that the Argiope weaves in its webs are a device to fool insects 

into "thinking" they are sailing into open space, since the sky is the 

only natural source of such light. 

Darwin appreciated the paradox that the very mechanisms of 

deception that one species uses to defraud another actually help the 

scientist to arrive at the immense hypothesis of natural selection. 

The small untruths of insects were a guide to the vast new truth of 

human origins. Often personifying nature with a feminine pronoun, 

Darwin regarded her, not as a moral agency, certainly, but as a sort 

of tricky text, more like a detective story or the Times crossword puz­

zle, in which certain clues were planted that should have tipped off 

alert investigators to the correct solution much earlier, if only they 

had been smart enough to spot them. One such clue was the exis­

tence oflife forms that dissembled and bluffed their way to survival, 

in rivalry with others who were apt to bluff back. 

Nature, Darwin said, "may be said to have taken pains to reveal her 

scheme." Far from being a deliberate liar, the old girl actually went 

to some trouble to give away her secrets. How, for example, could 

naturalists have been so obtuse, so dense, as not to have drawn the 

momentous conclusion from the presence of archaic, now useless 

organs in certain species, such as embryonic teeth in the upper jaw 

of the unborn calf, that never cut through the gums, showing a close 

evolutionary link between ruminants and pachyderms? Or from the 

shriveled wings of beetles, clear evidence that they evolved from ear­

lier creatures? 
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Useless organs are so  common throughout nature, said Darwin, it 

would be impossible to find one of the higher animals lacking a rudi­

mentary or atrophied part of its anatomy. Male mammals, for exam­

ple, possess worthless nipples. In snakes, one lobe of the lungs serves 

no purpose whatever. Birds have a "bastard" wing that is a rudimen­

tary digit; in some species the entire wing is so underdeveloped it 

cannot be used for flight. 

These futile organs, Darwin speculated, are like superfluous letters 

in the words of a language which are nevertheless retained in the 

spelling. Such remnants serve no purpose; they are even misleading 

for the purpose of pronunciation, but they give a clue to the deriva­

tion of a word. Obsolete letters do not correspond to anything "real" 

in terms of sound or meaning, but suggest the way in which a word 

has altered over the course of time. They are informative as to history. 

That is the case, too, with obsolete anatomical features. They give 

the evolutionary game away. Darwin gently mocked Creation-mind­

ed historians who thought useless organs were there "for the sake of 

symmetry," or to "complete the scheme of nature," for that would 

involve some kind of deception or artifice on the part of the Creator. 

He refused to entertain such a hypothesis. 

Public opinion was in Darwin's corner on this matter, as became 

evident in the strange affair of Philip Gosse, who was in late middle 

age when the Origin of Species burst upon the scene. Gosse, a respect­

ed zoologist and member of the fundamentalist religious sect of Ply­

mouth Brethren, was disconcerted, as were many of his peers, to 

notice that the new geological evidence showing the Earth to be mil­

lions of years old was in violent contradiction to the vastly briefer 

timetable given in the Bible, which Archbishop Ussher calculated to 

be a hair longer than four thousand years, the world having got 

underway on October 23, 4004 B.C. In an attempt to reconcile the two 

versions, Gosse advanced the thesis that the seemingly gradual evo­

lution of organic life, an index of the Earth's much more venerable 

age, was actually an illusion, a fraud perpetrated by the Author of the 

World, who deceptively placed fossils in the rocks at the moment of 

creation to mimic the appearance of slow, eon-by-eon evolution. The 

intention was to test the faith of mortals weak-minded enough to 
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entertain the heresy of a creationless cosmos. This did not sit well with 

Victorian readers, who expected God to play with a straight bat. 

"Lying," joked Thomas Carlyle, "is not permitted in this universe." 

The paradox was that nature's truthfulness about the origin of 

species revealed widespread fakery on the part of the products of 

that evolutionary process. The notion that guile, and its inseparable 

partner, suspicion, might be part of the normal order of things, 

became apparent as soon as nature was interpreted, not as reflecting 

the mind of a Creator, but as competition among species for the 

necessities of existence. 

Some scientists question whether truth is a basic instinct among 

living things. Is fraud merely parasitical on truth? Or can we say that 

untruth is the more fundamental of the two? It certainly seems to 

have a life of its own in the long story of evolution. In many cases, 

deception may be more the rule than the exception. Fireflies are more 

apt to be signaled mendaciously than truthfully and some species of 

birds send out false alarm calls more often than genuine ones. There 

is a definite, built-in escalation of deceit even among lowly species. 

What happens is that the more often a swindle is practiced, the more 

intense is the selection for its detection, which in tum increases selec­

tion for more plausible kinds of deceit. Ultimately, a new sort of 

falsehood emerges by natural selection: self-deception, which, by 

concealing from the pretender the fact that it is pretending, makes 

the pretense seem all the more authentic to the individual being 

deceived. 

An argument has been made for the existence of an instinct for 

truth in the depths of human biology, based on the technology of the 

lie detector. According to this thesis, the brain may be a fluent per­

jurer, but the body gives the brain away. The medical scientist Lewis 

Thomas claims the polygraph shows that "a human being cannot 

tell a lie, even a small one, without setting off a kind of smoke alarm 

somewhere in a dark lobule of the brain, resulting in the sudden dis­

charge of nerve impulses, or the sudden outpouring of neurohor­

mones, or both." That means lying is stressful for us humans, 

whatever our motives, setting off warning alarms that something 

has gone wrong. 



2 4  TH E L I A R'S T A L E  

It makes a kind of biological sense, Thomas thinks, to say that 

truth-telling is a genetic endowment, a birthright, as natural to 

human beings as feathers are to birds or scales to fish. The lie detec­

tor works because "we cannot even tell a plain untruth, betray a trust, 

without scaring some part of our own brains." After all, if truthful­

ness is merely a habit of upbringing and the rules of our culture, 

where is there a culture in which lying is practiced by all its members 

as a matter of course? Who has ever heard of such a community, 

except perhaps in the nightmare fantasy of an Orwell? 

The phrase "Machiavellian intelligence" has been used by scien­

tists to describe the deceptive tactics of animals in the wild and in 

captivity. There may be more to this metaphor than meets the eye. 

Niccolo Machiavelli, the sixteenth-century Italian statesman and 

philosopher, founder of realpolitik, took a radically naturalistic view 

of human nature and society, cutting politics loose completely from 

the church and exploding the belief that the institutions that keep 

society in business are made in the image of and mirror the cosmic 

order established by God. Part of the shock effect of his magnum 

opus The Prince is due to the fact that in that work he highlights the 

animal character of human beings. Machiavelli looked at political 

bodies much as Darwin regarded species, not as timeless manifesta­

tions of mind, but as natural occurrences that evolve, flourish, and 

decay at the mercy of happenstance or "Fortune," in the Renaissance 

sense of an agency cunning, whimsical, unpredictable, and deserving 

of a feminine pronoun. 

In Machiavelli, as in Darwin, nature is set against nature. Fortuna, 

impersonal blind chance, the agency of floods, havoc-wreaking 

storms and plagues, confronts virtu, the power of mind to outwit the 

entropic, leveling tendencies of physical forces. The essence of virtu 

is to be clever and strong, and it is ethically neutral. A statesman 

must combine the qualities of lion and fox: the lion for brute force 

and the fox for guile, slyness, and double-dealing in the art of evad­

ing traps. A Prince must be "a great feigner and fraud." Neither For­

tuna nor virtu is on the side of the angels. Opportunism rules, in 

Machiavelli as in Darwin, because all is unstable and impermanent. 
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The state is not the handiwork of God and cannot be understood in 

terms of goals and ultimate reasons. Even the best constructed soci­

ety, even Rome, could not escape decline and death. Likewise, species 

that once lorded it over the earth became extinct. Fortuna extin­

guished them. 

Machiavelli and Darwin had this in common: they both distrusted 

unworldly attitudes, all a priori principles aloof from actual obser­

vation. Machiavelli saw history as "an endless process of cut-throat 

competition" in which the only imperative is to succeed. Mankind 

does not possess an instinct for truth. Truth is what works in prac­

tice, verita effettuale, and Machiavelli blamed well-intentioned states­

men such as Savonarola for causing misery to his compatriots by 

trying to replace a successful falsehood with an ineffectual truth. 

Machiavelli talks about the "truth" of Christianity, but sees it as 

debilitating to the health and strength of the world. There is a truth 

that is "truer than every other truth," and that is worldly honor: men 

must be strong, armed and ready to defend their state. Error arises 

from weakness. The inference is that if Christianity has weakened 

humanity, it cannot be perfectly true. 

Like Machiavelli, Darwin is a pivotal figure in the treatment of 

falsehood as an aspect of the world to be taken seriously. The focus 

of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, of which Darwin was in 

many respects an inheritor, had been on truth and reason, the two 

being virtually interchangeable, and on Nature as a source of truth. 

Reason had a natural affinity with veracity, with clarity, with the 

transparency of a mind lacking murky depths and obscure nether 

regions. Darwin recognized that there is an immense difference 

between evolution and decency-and he was an eminently decent 

person. He did not believe that human beings have an instinct to be 

truthful, any more than they have an inborn belief in God. "Many 

instances," he writes, "could be given of the noble fidelity of savages 

towards each other, but not to strangers; common experience justi­

fies the maxim of the Spaniard, 'Never, never trust an Indian.' " The 

love of truth, he noted, is not uniform across humanity. Certain "sav­

age tribes" adhere to it more than do others, and it has rarely been 

thought a sin to lie to strangers. In a corrosive aside, reminiscent of 
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Machiavelli's comments on  the ruthless and suspicious character of 

the diplomacy of his times, Darwin notes the useful role played by 

lying, adding: "as the history of modern diplomacy too plainly 

shows." 

In his writings, reason seems to merge with instinct, the engine of 

evolution. Darwin spent considerably more ink on instinct than on 

reason, and wrote expansively on the connection between instinct 

and truth. Both he and the eighteenth-century proto-Darwinist 

Jean-Baptiste Lamarck thought the existence of instincts made a the­

ory of the origin of species more difficult to defend, since they seem 

to entail an intelligence in nature that plans ahead, that calculates. 

Yet it is the very essence of an instinct that a creature follows it 

regardless of reason. Lamarck's answer was that habits acquired in 

the lifetime of individuals become heritable in the form of an innate 

disposition. That was so commonsensical it was bound to be wrong. 

Lamarck made a point of saying that instinct, unlike intelligence, 

cannot deceive and is adapted directly to a goal. He made a clean sep­

aration between instinct, as inherently aboveboard and honest in its 

operations, not a liar or a cheat, and intelligence, reason, which is 

capable of all kinds of sham and artifice. 

In the 1830s, Darwin was a Lamarckian. He suggested that acci­

dental alterations in the environment could produce new habits in 

animals, reorganizing their biological structure, and that the modi­

fications were inherited by the next generations. In time, such struc­

tural innovations would result in a new species. As Darwin's 

thinking progressed, he came to regard instincts, not as paragons of 

nondeceitfulness, as Lamarck had believed, nor as instruments of 

truth in the sense that they enabled animals to harmonize perfectly 

with their surroundings, but more as analogues to parts of anatomy, 

which evolve to fit the organism to its habitat. When he came to write 

the Origin, he had given up the idea that species are completely adapt­

ed, with a sort of engineering precision. In that respect he had 

become a relativist. The fit between an individual and its milieu does 

not have to be exact for the creature to flourish. It only needs to be 

better adapted than its competitors. Natural selection was not a pre­

server of the status quo, a cybernetic force pushing and pulling 
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species to keep them constant and stable, but a vehicle of novelty, 

sometimes producing life forms of startling, even bizarre originality. 

Abandoning his belief in a perfect match between biology and 

environment, Darwin grew increasingly intrigued by misfits, oddi­

ties, deviations, and incongruities. Where Lamarck had made much 

of the reasonableness and truthfulness of nature, Darwin savoured 

its eccentricities and quirks, even occasionally its silliness. He looked 

for the marginal, the out-of-kilter, to bolster his argument for nat­

ural selection. 

William Paley, the leading natural theologian of the day, conced­

ed that some of the mechanisms of adaptation were extraordinarily 

ungainly and needlessly cumbersome. Why, for instance, is the eye 

such an intricate, rigged-up contrivance? Surely an all-powerful, all­

wise God could have given his creatures the gift of sight at one 

stroke, by divine command. The explanation, said Paley, must be 

that intricacy in anatomy is a deliberate ruse on the part of the Cre­

ator to set up an analogy between reason in the workings of biology 

and reason in the thought processes of the human mind. We find 

nature intelligible because it is designed in ways that mimic our own 

clever machines. 

Darwin, who as a young man had been impressed with Paley's 

arguments, drew the opposite conclusion. The eye is ingenious, cer­

tainly, but it is not a perfect piece of engineering, let alone a work of 

which the Ultimate Mind could be proud. Darwin quotes with evi­

dent relish from the German physiologist Hermann von Helmholtz, 

well known for his hostility to metaphysical speculation: "One 

might say that nature has taken delight in accumulating contradic­

tions in order to remove all foundation from the theory of a pre­

existing harmony between the external and internal worlds." Here we 

have the quintessence of Darwinism. No special creation, no perfect 

adaptation, no given attunement of mind to world. It was precisely 

the disharmonies that caught Darwin's fancy. 

Just as anatomical features vary, enabling selection to sift the fit 

from the unfit, so instincts too ought to vary from one individual to 

another. Naturalists of Darwin's time pointed out that instincts do 

vary, sometimes to a remarkable degree. The honeybee, for example, 
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has about thirty different wired-in behaviors, each one tightly con­

strained. In that case there must surely be superannuated instincts, 

analogous to the archaic relics of obsolete bodily organs, useless and 

so in violation of the Lamarckian criterion for truthfulness: a biolo­

gy that harmonizes a creature with its world. 

Can the instinct of a bee to sting be called "truthful"? Once, the 

sting was an instrument for boring, serrated like the edge of a steak 

knife. Now used to poison enemies, the device, once inserted, cannot 

be easily withdrawn and often kills its owner by tearing out its vis­

cera. A dog turns around several times before lying down to sleep, 

evidently because, far back in the mists of the evolutionary past, its 

ancestors made their bed by tamping down high grass. Today, that is 

a futile gesture. Instincts can become false in their fit with the world, 

and since Darwin decided that intelligence and instinct have a com­

mon base, there must be thoughts that are also false in the same way, 

but held with equal strength. Instincts are every bit as able to dis­

semble and defraud as the most devious intellect. If the mind is an 

organ that varies over generations, some of its variations preserved 

and others discarded, we are surely mistaken in supposing it to be a 

unique instrument, independent of nature, arriving at "truth" by a 

privileged route. 

Some of the mind's ideas may be suicidally wrong, the mental 

equivalent of the sting of a bee. In a letter of July 3, 1881 ,  Darwin 

wrote: "with me the horrid doubt always arises whether the convic­

tions of man's mind, which has been developed from the mind of the 

lower animals, are of any value or at all trustworthy." After all, he 

could not rely on his eyes when deceived by an optical illusion. How, 

then, can we depend on the mind to know the world as it "really" is 

when it evolved haphazard from rudimentary origins, as a device for 

edging out the competition in sometimes violent and desperate skir­

mishing for survival? 

A recurring theme in Darwin's writings, not often emphasized in 

the multitude of books about him, is the resistance of the mind to 

new and more accurate ideas about reality. False beliefs may come to 

seem "natural" because of the history of the mind, or brain, which he 

regarded as the same thing. "Natural selection simply does not care 
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about giving us a meticulously true and comprehensive insight into 

the nature of things," says the Darwin scholar Michael Ruse. "If we 

benefit biologically by being deluded about the true nature offormal 

thought, then so be it." 

"Masters of Suspicion" is the phrase Paul Ricoeur applied to three 

thinkers who left to our time a legacy of mistrust of the human intel­

lect: Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Sigmund Freud. Each in his 

own way looked askance at consciousness and called it false. Hence­

forth, "to seek meaning is no longer to spell out consciousness of 

meaning, but to decipher its expressions. What must be faced, there­

fore, is not only a threefold suspicion, but a threefold guile." 

I suggest Darwin's name should be added to Ricoeur's list of the 

untrusting moderns. As one of these suspicious intellects, he was 

exceptional in his transparent openness of manner, a guilelessness 

almost amounting to naivete. Yet he is undeniably a hinge figure in 

the transition to the mistrust of consciousness which has culminat­

ed at the turn of the millennium in the postmodern suspicion oflan­

guage as a deceitful and self-serving vehicle, with no anchor in 

truthful meanings lodged in the mind. 

Thomas Huxley, in an obituary of his hero published in Nature in 

April 1881, compared Darwin with Socrates. Socrates had been a 

pupil of Archelaus, who could, in a limited sense, be called an evolu­

tionist. In youth, Socrates was strongly drawn to fashionable theo­

ries of the universe, what it is made of, how it began. Later, he became 

disenchanted with all such speculations and lost interest in physics. 

Instead, he set his mind to the question of civilization, of how 

human beings should live together in a society. Politics and language 

intrigued him, as well as decent conduct and valid reasoning. As 

Cicero said: "Socrates was the first person who summoned philoso­

phy away from mysteries veiled in concealment by nature herself." 

Darwin's case was somewhat different. He was confident that the 

secrets of the material world eventually could be unlocked by science, 

and he shared Huxley'S reverence for scientific truth. But he har­

bored no such optimism as to what have been called "the great 

rolling themes" of traditional philosophy, questions of determinism 

versus free will, the origin of evil, the existence of God. "A dog might 
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as well speculate on the mind of Newton," he once said. Darwin was 

the reluctant assassin of the doctrine of divine creation, already sick­

ly and fragile in the clouded afternoon of high Victorianism. Ulti­

mately he may also have been a conspirator in the murder of another 

tottering Victorian precept: the idea of an assured correspondence 

between the human mind and the ultimate truth of things. 
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1Chc Eoolution of (innning 

One of the most important things to realize about systems of animal communi­
cation is that they are not systems for the dissemination of the truth. 

-Robert Trivers 

H E  E X I S T E N C E  O F  D E C E P TIO N O N  S U C H  A 

grand scale in flora and fauna is an incitement to think 

of "nature" as possessing a devious kind of intelli­

gence, and from there to leap to the obvious conjecture 

that human chicanery is somehow inevitable, a basic component of 

biology. 

Sir Francis Bacon, polymath, prophet, founder of modern science 

in England, had found it necessary to impress on his readers that 

nature is sincere; she is not out to make a fool of the inquiring mind. 

We get nature wrong because of the "false mirrors" of our senses and 

our ingrained tendency to believe what we wish to believe. Two cen­

turies later it was still possible to talk in metaphor about whether or 

not the universe is a cheat. In one of his most minutely parsed epi­

grams, Albert Einstein once said: "God is sophisticated but he is not 

malicious," by which he meant that physical nature, the world that 

Newton rather than Darwin made intelligible in an entirely new way, 

is not cunning or duplicitous, does not engage in bluff. The universe 

may conceal its mysteries by reason of its inherent loftiness and 

grandeur, but it will not do so out of mean-spirited guile, not out of 

sheer perversity. 

3 1  
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But if cunning is the rule in so many species that are simple and 

ancient, how can we resist the temptation to say that nature herself 

is crafty, which opens the door to the heresy that she has a mind, that 

she knows where she is going? Some thinkers who commanded a 

respectful audience in the late Victorian era did succumb to that 

lure. 

When Darwinism went into temporary eclipse around the end of 

the nineteenth century, awaiting rescue by the new science of genet­

ics, "Fortress Darwin," manned by embattled defenders of the great 

naturalist, used the known facts about the deceitfulness of species to 

bolster the case for the temporarily unfashionable theory of natural 

selection. There had been a good deal of premature dancing on the 

grave of the selection hypothesis, even though the concept of evolu­

tion itself was alive and well. 

Lamarck had died in piteous circumstances two-thirds of a centu­

ry earlier, blind, belittled, and impecunious, the butt of a mortifying 

snub at the hands of Napoleon, who made it clear in the most pub­

lic fashion that he considered Lamarck's work on weather forecast­

ing a lot of nonsense. Now, however, in the vacuum created by the 

unpopularity of natural selection, certain aspects of Lamarck's 

account of evolution began to look quite tempting. Darwin himself 

had not closed off the possibility that selection might not be the one 

and only mechanism, becoming increasingly open to the possibility 

that it was augmented by others, such as the inheritance of habit, a 

Lamarckian idea. 

Lamarck proposed that an animal develops new or modified parts 

of its anatomy according to what it needs to flourish in a particular 

habitat. A sort of subtle fluid, always in motion, acts to produce new 

organs or improve existing ones as a means of satisfying those needs. 

It is not a question of simply willing such innovations to come into 

existence. Needs are created by the environment, and these deter­

mine how a given animal will use its body; if it makes special use of 

an organ, that organ will draw more fluid, and more fluid means 

there will be useful changes in the organ. The animal's offspring 

inherit the changes and in the course of many generations an entire­

ly novel organ can emerge. Giraffes, by Lamarck's lights, wanted to 
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eat leaves on the upper branches o f  trees, and the weight of genera­

tions of wanting produced the requisite longer necks. 

There was precious Ii tde in the way of evidence to support this the­

ory, but it gave some comfort to those who found the doctrine of the 

survival of the fittest too harsh for their taste. It has been suggested 

that the revival of Lamarckism at the turn of the century, at least in 

America, was pardy due to a quasi-religious preference for a story 

showing nature as "purposeful and creative" rather than blindly 

stumbling onto successful forms of life by accident. According to a 

popular interpretation of Lamarck, species are in the driver's seat, 

guiding evolution by a sort of private enterprise, though always 

indebted to the benevolent wisdom of the Creator. 

The incidence of trickery and disguise in the animal world, with 

species "pretending" to be other and different species for their own 

advantage, provided some ammunition against the enemies of nat­

ural selection. Naturalists working in the field, often getting wet and 

cold, as opposed to scientists sitting warm and dry at laboratory 

benches, were aware of what animals actually got up to in the com­

petitive arena of the wild, and some of it was quite underhand. These 

observers attached high importance to aspects of nature the indoor 

experimenters tended to ignore. One such feature was geographic 

isolation as a factor in the origin of species. Another was fraudulent 

display and deception. 

Lamarck had spoken of complex life forms as having besoins, 

"needs," and new kinds of needs might arise if the environment 

altered. A need alerted what he called an "internal feeling," or senti­

ment intirieur, which in turn set off the action of the subtle fluids. 

Such a need was "pressing," in Lamarck's term. The word sentiment 

has been translated as "consciousness," or more vaguely "life force." 

Language of this sort, coupled with Lamarck's loosely organized 

method of presenting his views, invited readers to conclude that 

transformations of anatomy during evolution were instigated by a 

kind of mental operation, smacking of purposeful intelligence and 

deliberate choice. 

Samuel Buder, an amateur, passionately motivated anti-Darwin­

ist with a private income, an ex-sheep farmer turned novelist and 
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critic, developed his own version of Lamarckism, drawing also on the 

ideas of Darwin's polymath grandfather Erasmus. Butler spent near­

ly a decade quarreling with Darwin. He had read the Origin of Species 

avidly while surrounded by New Zealand sheep. Back in England in 

the 1870s, Butler found he was "simply driven into" defending 

Lamarck willy-nilly. He dismissed Darwin's theory of natural selec­

tion as "a rope of sand." Elsewhere he called it an esoteric doctrine, 

and if that irritated Darwin, so much the better. 

Butler used the word "cunning" to describe the strategies of 

Lamarckian organisms in adapting to the environment, cunning as 

opposed to "strokes ofluck." It carried the suggestion of something 

devious and not quite aboveboard. 

The unscientific term was to resonate beyond the anti-Darwin 

period. The twentieth-century philosopher Karl Popper acknowl­

edged that cunning does exist in nature, though he attributed it to 

the result of selection rather than to a basic a priori force driving evo­

lution. Butler, less cautiously, asserted the existence of a "mind and 

intelligence throughout the universe." In his Unconscious Memory, 

published in 1880, he recommended the reader "to see every atom in 

the universe as living and able to feel and to remember, but in a hum­

ble way." The inheritance of acquired characteristics by succeeding 

generations was effected by a kind of unconscious memory. It was 

asking too much of the reader, Butler conceded, to place himself on 

the "same moral platform as a stone." Sufficient just to agree that the 

stone has a moral platform of its own, perhaps involving little more 

than a profound respect for the laws of gravitation. With the 

supreme confidence of the nonexpert, bolstered by his considerable 

literary gifts, Butler decided that consciousness pervades the entire 

realm oflife. In Luck or Cunning?, published in 1886, he wrote: "The 

theory that luck is the main means of organic modification is the 

most absolute denial of God which it is possible for the human mind 

to conceive." 

One person strongly attracted to Butler's ideas was George 

Bernard Shaw, who devoured the pages of Luck or Cunning?, sitting 

up with it late at night and taking it with him on walks in Hyde Park. 

He reviewed it favorably, under the gleeful headline: "Darwin 
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Denounced!"  The book suited Shaw's mystical view o f  evolution and 

resonated with his complaint that Darwin had banished mind from 

the universe. Shaw was uneasy with the idea that life was just a colos­

sal accident. Such an account signified "a chaotic loss of control 

which filled him with dread." Early on, Shaw was an admirer of Marx, 

who argued that changes in social and economic conditions were not 

the result of chance, but of a universal principle. Shaw preferred the 

wilful and purposive picture of life drawn from Lamarck and 

espoused a philosophy of the Life Force, a cunning and creative 

agency that struggles to become conscious of itself, partly through 

ideas, art, and literature. Human beings are an experiment by the Life 

Force aimed at making mankind into God, a gigantic research pro­

ject to produce individuals of higher and higher quality. From time 

to time, the Life Force is clever enough to bring forth a genius of the 

order of Shaw himself, as a sort of preview of coming attractions. 

Part and parcel of being godlike is perfect knowledge, full com­

prehension, possession of the Truth. For Shaw, we are a society that 

operates under cover of a screen of lies, that is steeped in hypocrisy. 

It has been noted that Shaw's works are full of words like "humbug," 

"sham," "imposture," "pretense." By contrast with society, the Sha­

vian Life Force is essentially honest, on the side of truth and 

adamancly opposed to fraud, especially when it is a fraud we perpe­

trate against ourselves. The person who is ruthlessly clear-sighted 

about himself can become something like a god. In Man and Super­

man, DonJuan insists that evolution works in the direction of "high­

er and higher individuals, the ideal individual being omnipotent, 

omniscient, infallible and withal completely, unilludedly self­

conscious; in short, a god." 

If Darwin had banished mind from the universe, the prevalence of 

pretense and dissembling in the animal world posed the question of 

how nature can be "cunning" and yet be explained without using a 

language of psychology. The debate was heated on both sides. 

Edward Poulton, professor of zoology at Oxford, made a strenuous 

case for "mindless" selection as the chief engine of evolution, and he 

used the observed facts about animal mimicry to bolster his argu­

ment. Poulton sided strongly with the field naturalists against the 
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ivory tower theorists. Naturalists who watched at first hand the 

struggle for existence realized that the way a species looks is often 

connected with very grave issues oflife and death. Poulton took the 

pigmentation of creatures seriously, not as an irrelevance, as many of 

the bench-bound scientists did. He wrote about the "meaning" of the 

colors of animals; the information, sometimes usefully misleading, 

they convey, as part of their effectiveness in the daily task of staying 

alive. At the same time he argued that it would be absurd to suppose 

creatures decide to tint themselves in a certain way, under the guid­

ance of a Lamarckian interior sentiment. All such talk of mindful­

ness and purpose was so much nonsense. Would we want to 

attribute "cunning" or the deliberate satisfying of desire to insects 

who take on the appearance of wasps, nobody's favorite meal, thus 

avoiding being eaten by birds? Or regard as intelligent the grasshop­

per Gryllacris, which impersonates the bombadier beetle Pherosphus 

agnathus, a creature famous for its conspicuous orange legs and its 

nasty habit of squirting a caustic liquid when upset? Poulton could 

see no logic in that line of argument. The giraffe surely did not 

extend its neck out of a rational aspiration to obtain access to leaves 

so high as to be out of reach. That sounded almost as silly as the spec­

ulation of Shaw's friend Edward Carpenter, that the lark altered the 

shape of i ts wings "by the mere love of soaring and singing in the face 

of the sun." What happened was that giraffes which just happened 

to have longer necks than other giraffes tended to survive and repro­

duce in greater numbers. 

Many biologists at the time disliked the notion that colors on 

animals "mean" something, preferring to see them as a coincidence 

or fluke. They put such ideas down to "overactive Darwinian imagi­

nations." How, for instance, could the theory of fraudulent imita­

tion as life insurance explain the colors on the inside of a snail's shell? 

Surely that would argue for coloration being an altogether internal 

affair. Others thought the similarity in appearance in different 

species too close, too perfect, to be the result of random selection. 

In effect, scientists like Poulton made their case for the deceitful­

ness of nature by reminding their opponents: "It's a jungle out 

there." Laboratory types could pooh-pooh the theory of protective 
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lying because they had no real understanding of the awful strains 

and pressures imposed on creatures in the feral world. Lamarck had 

taken a strangely offhand attitude toward the terrors of competition 

in the wild, regarding the attrition ofless successful animals by more 

successful ones as a sort of prudent system of husbandry, nature's 

way of keeping numbers down to manageable size. One should not 

feel too sorry for the losers. Yet the study of mimicry did help to keep 

the flame of Darwinism alive until the arrival of a secure science of 

genetics, and it warred against the inclination to suppose that some 

benign form of mentalism, the operation of some mysterious intel­

ligence, guided the operations by which species adapt to new cir­

cumstances. 

Mentalism crept back into the study of deceit at a more sophisti­

cated stage of neo-Darwinism, when the twentieth century was well 

advanced. The observable fact that creatures do not spend their 

whole time competing aggressively, one individual against another 

in endless rivalry, but are sometimes unselfish and cooperative, led 

to sociobiology, a discipline that made room for altruism and sacri­

fice alongside the existence of ruthless competition. Evolutionary 

success, in this view, is not just the result of a brute struggle to stay 

alive, but is sometimes a more subtle matter of passing one's genes 

on to the next generation. That can be achieved by assisting relatives 

to breed rather than breeding oneself. In colonies of ants and bees, 

there are certain workers unable to breed who spend all their time 

helping fertile brethren who can. The emphasis is on reproduction, 

not bare survival. 

Sociobiologists talk about genes and for the most part eschew 

terms that suggest an animal has intentions and thoughts. It has 

been noted, however, that they can be quite free in using the lan­

guage of economics when discussing reproductive strategies, includ­

ing such words ' as "costs," "benefits," "investment," "budgets," 

"efficiency," "monopoly," and "advertising." All this conveys an 

impression of deliberate calculation, a sort of "cunning," although it 

is meant to eliminate any imputation of human attitudes. This is 

especially the case where deception is involved. Eileen Crist points 

out that while sociobiologists largely avoid mentalistic terms, faith-
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ful to  the tenet that animals do not have minds, "an intermittent yet 

recurrent exception to this rule is a degree of willingness to attribute 

to animals either the intention to deceive and manipulate, or the 

shrewd ability to weigh advantages and disadvantages." The spirit of 

Machiavelli peeps through again. 

Consider the case of the ten-spined stickleback Pysgosteus pungitius, 

recorded by Robert Trivers, a University of California biologist. 

Males of this species build nests shaped like small pipes into which 

females swim to lay their eggs. Sometimes, while one female is 

spawning in a male's nest, another female appears a short distance 

away. The male swims to her and invites her in, hoping to double his 

reproductive prowess. The female is supposed to lay her own clutch 

of eggs, whereupon the male moves in and fertilizes, as he fondly 

supposes, both clutches. Fooled you! On some occasions, the second 

"female" is actually a male, who sneaks in and fertilizes the first and 

only clutch of eggs. The trick is worked by the impostor altering its 

bright breeding coloration, which advertises its masculine gender, to 

the dingy, cryptic, nonbreeding coloration of the female. This dis­

honest behavior is known in the trade as "creeping." The intruder is 

so thorough in his chicanery that even while fertilizing the eggs, 

effectively cuckolding the other, unsuspecting male, he affects the 

posture of a female laying eggs. 

Just where "mindless" Darwinian deception leaves off and inten­

tional falsehood begins is a matter for debate. In some respects it 

resembles the inconclusive controversy over whether or not nonhu­

man primates have true language. Researchers who study deception 

tend to celebrate the usefulness, if not the accuracy, of treating ani­

mals as if they have minds. "Something priceless was lost," two sci­

entists regretfully conclude, "when radical behaviorism triumphed 

over mentalism in animal psychology." Some observed forms of 

lying in the wild do suggest sophisticated intentions and an under­

standing of the mentality of the animal being deceived. Geoffrey 

Bateson called evolution a "mental process," while Robert Mitchell 

cautiously asserts that an animal posing as another sort of species 

involves natural selection "and/or some (other) mental process." 

That seems to cover all the bases. What is intriguing is that frauds, 
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even misleading appearances, such as the butterfly with wings resem­

bling its own head so that predators, programmed to go for the head, 

take a slice of wing instead, are so pertinent, so well fitted to the 

needs and perceptions of other animals in the environment. "Some 

formal similarity," Mitchell says, "exists between the products of nat­

ural selection and those of human action or mind." 

Mitchell sees four levels of deception in nature. At the first, sim­

plest level, a species deceives because it cannot do anything else but 

deceive. A viceroy butterfly with markings that mimic those of a 

monarch, noxious to blue jays, is a poseur all its life. At level two, the 

mendacious act occurs only when there is some other creature in the 

vicinity to be duped, as in the case of the firefly, whose fake signals 

need the response of other fireflies nearby to achieve their result. At 

level three, deception is not automatic but can be learned by trial and 

error. Lying behavior is modified according to whether it works or 

does not work. It is thought, for example, that some birds learn not 

one song but a repertoire of different ones to create the fiction of a 

densely crowded habitat, discouraging new birds from taking up res­

idence nearby. Or, a dog may affect a sham limp, whereupon its 

human owners are apt to smother it with attention and sympathy. 

Such falsehoods are not perpetrated because the animal has insight 

into the minds of those who are deceived by its behavior. All the 

deceiver knows for sure is that the tricks work, and this can be 

learned by experiment and chance. Only at the fourth and highest 

level does an intention to deceive, not simply to manipulate, occur. 

Here, misleading actions are modified according to what they mean 

to others being misled. Humans excel at this type of fraud, but 

chimpanzees can also become quite good at it, especially after train­

ing with human caretakers. Frans de Waal has found among chimps 

"a pervasive distortion of information" in contrast to the simpler 

deceptive practices of macaques. 

The American philosopher Daniel Dennett once thought that 

even the most advanced nonhuman animals, like chimps or dogs, 

were unable to entertain beliefs about the beliefs of others, or desires 

and fears about the desires and fears of others, abilities indispensable 

if one is to truly deceive. Dennett was convinced that only the unique 
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human species, whose uniqueness resides in the fact that i t  can talk, 

is able to have beliefs about the beliefs of others. Animals without 

language are incapable of such sophisticated insights "for the same 

reason that they cannot have beliefs about Friday, or poetry." Later, 

Dennett was not so certain. He began asking around for stories 

about animals that seemed to have insights into what was going on 

inside the heads of others, including humans. Among the evidence 

he found, the most powerful dealt with animal deception. A friend 

wrote to him about the occasion when, one evening, he was sitting at 

home in the only chair on which his dog was allowed to sleep. The 

dog, deprived of that comfortable spot, lay whimpering at his feet. 

When that simple and honest form of coercion did not work, the dog 

stood up and walked to the door, where she could be easily seen by 

her master. She scratched at the door, a clear signal that she had 

given up trying to wheedle him out of the chair and had decided to 

go out. But that was a lie. The moment the unsuspecting owner went 

to the door to let her out, she scampered back across the room and 

leapt into the vacated chair, where possession was nine-tenths of the 

law. 

"Here," says Dennett, "it seems we must ascribe to the dog the 

intention that her master believe she wants to go out." The canine ani­

mal is attempting to cause the human animal to do something he 

would never do if his beliefs about what was going on were accurate 

and true. Dennett speculates, however, that a dog might simply 

know she has conditioned her master to go to the door when she 

scratches it, in which case it is a case of simple behaviorism. If she had 

run to the window and looked out, growling suspiciously, a novel 

scheme not tried before, evidence of a true deception would have 

been stronger. 

More striking is the case of Austin, a chimp in captivity studied by 

Sue Savage-Rambaugh and Kelly McDonald. Austin was the victim 

of rough treatment by another, larger chimp named Sherman, a 

common bully. Like many bullies, Sherman had a cowardly streak, in 

this case a very specific one: he was afraid of the dark. Austin, who 

had no such fears, used to slip outside after nightfall and make noises 

on the wall of the sleeping room which sounded like an intruder 
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scraping or pounding on the metal, trying to break in. He would 

then surreptitiously sidle back in and start to peer out as if trying to 

see where the suspicious noises originated. The effect on Sherman 

was dramatic. Vague intimations of a menace lurking in the night 

were enough to bring out all his quaking reflexes, so much so that he 

actually turned to Austin, his browbeaten subordinate, for comfort 

and hugged him. This trick was not a sudden inspiration, however. 

Austin perfected it over several years. 

Nonhumans, even the clever ones, seem to possess a restricted 

repertoire of falsehoods. The plover, for example, is a one-deception 

species. It can mislead a potential intruder by flying away from its 

nest of fledglings, and this seems to be an inborn disposition. But the 

plover does not similarly distract a rival away from a willing mate or 

a piece of material for building a nest. Apes and monkeys are more 

versatile in their range of frauds, but the animal psychologist David 

Premack suggests that the chimp can understand only rather simple 

states of mind: seeing, wanting, expecting. Belief, which is a highly 

complex mental condition, is more doubtfuL An animal will not 

attribute to another a state of mind it cannot have or know it has. 

Language is simply an amplifier of such competencies, making them 

more powerfuL 

It has been noted that fraudulent behavior in primates other than 

humans tends to revolve around the extremely uninteresting busi­

ness of getting, and preventing others from getting, food. In one of 

the most potent myths of human origins, the first man and woman 

made the precipitous descent from perfect innocence to guilt and 

shame by the act of eating an apple. That fateful lapse was the finale 

of a drama played out against a backdrop of misinformation. "With­

in little more than a week of the Creation," writes Nicholas 

Humphrey, "Eve had been beguiled by a subtle serpent, she had 

tempted Adam, and God himself had been caught telling lies. 'But of 

the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,' God had said, 'thou shalt 

not eat of it: for on the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt sure­

ly die.' But the serpent had told the woman, 'Ye shall not surely die.' 

And Eve had eaten the apple-and she had not died, nor had Adam. 

Men, women and Gods too, it seems, were deceivers ever." God had 
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said that "on the day" that they ate it, they would perish; but Adam 

lived to be 930 years old. 

Where simpler species disguise themselves with borrowed 

plumage, we obfuscate with words, plant doubts in minds we are 

able to read; the subtlety of our minds and the complexity of human 

society make it all but inevitable that we should do so. "At every 

level," said the scholar oflanguage George Steiner, "from brute cam­

ouflage to poetic vision, the lingustic capacity to conceal, misinform, 

leave ambiguous, hypothesize, invent, is indispensable to the equi­

librium of human consciousness and to the development of man in 

society." 

We are still carrying on Eve's, and the serpent's, work. 



C H A P T E R  T H R E E  

�ntcr thr 1Logos 

It is much easier to recognize error than to find truth; the former lies on the sur­
face, this is quite manageable. The latter resides in the depth, and this quest is not 
everyone's business. -Goethe 

H E  S U S P I C I O N  T H A T  T H E  U N I V E R S E  I S  M A L I ­

cious in Einstein's sense, and the many ingenious 

efforts to lay that suspicion to rest, are extremely 

ancient in the history of thought. A marked tendency is 

to interpret the universe as being in tune with the human mind, in 

some sense constructed along similar lines, so that if the mind is sin­

cere and truthful, the universe will respond with honest answers 

instead of sly evasions. Going back many centuries in time, we can 

see how deeply attractive yet how prone to rebuttal is this idea of the 

mindful cosmos, and its corollary, that truth is part of the natural 

order of things. 

Since its beginnings, philosophy has spilt much ink and spun 

many ingenious arguments in the search for answers to a pair of 

related questions: Is there a perfect fit between the mind and the 

world, guaranteeing truthful knowledge of it? And secondly, is such 

a correspondence part of the given order of things, or is it a human 

contrivance? Putting it another way: If human beings are by nature 

philosophical-in Aristotle's idiom, born with a desire to know-to 

what extent is the world they inhabit "philosophical," giving back 

answers that satisfy the inborn need to understand? Is the world 

43 
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inherently hospitable to the inquiries of  human reason, and being 

hospitable, never leading us astray? 

In the epic poems of Homer, there are suggestions that the world 

is anti-philosophical, actually resistant and obdurate to the efforts 

of humans to understand it. Homer does make his universe intelli­

gible in the sense that his gods and goddesses behave very much like 

human beings, enabling his audience to feel at home in his world. In 

certain respects, Homer's divinities are no more otherworldly than 

characters in a daytime television soap opera. His "explanation" for 

natural happenings is therefore quite accessible, but it is far from 

satisfying to the philosophic mind. Homer's celestial personages are 

not fully in command of the forces of nature, and there are many 

competing gods and powers. Zeus, supreme among the gods, has 

designs and plans, exerts his will, and makes intelligent decisions 

like the CEO of a Fortune 500 company or a prime minister; but the 

Fates, the morai, seem to play an independent role as forces of neces­

sity, scheduling this or that event, such as when a given individual is 

to die. The Fates are impersonal in a way that Zeus is not, and they 

are definitely not reasonable as the human mind is reasonable. They 

represent Necessity, but not a cosmic intelligence. 

The important role of tricks and ruses in Homer's poems suggests 

a world so dominated by a ruthless necessity, and by semblance 

rather than plain dealing, that cheating and artifice may sometimes 

be the most rational way to deal with it. Odysseus in his wanderings 

evades the necessity of death at every turn, by swindles and shams. 

He is the "man of many turns," polytropos, the cunning escape artist 

who manipulates fate, reinvents himself, alters reality to his own 

advantage. He wears disguises even when there is no pressing need to 

do so. But his falsehoods are usually "ethical," in the archaic sense of 

defying fate, worsting one's enemies and protecting one's friends. 

Lying suggests the liar has a superior intelligence, is a practical and 

ingenious person, creating alternative versions of reality, as the poets 

do. When Odysseus cooks up a piece of fiction to hide his true iden­

tity from Athene, who is clad in the disguise of a shepherd's boy, 

Athene, seeing through the hoax immediately, says with obvious 

appreciation of his powers of invention: 
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Whoever gets around you must be sharp 
and guileful as a snake; even a god 
might bow to you in ways of dissimulation. 

You! You chameleon! 
Botromless bag of tricks ! Here in your own country 

would you not give your stratagems a rest 
or srop spellbinding for an instant? 

4 5  

Athene adds that she knows the art of misleading as well as 

Odysseus; among the gods she is famous for deceptions and plots. 

But Odysseus' wile is a Darwinian trait that brings him safely 

through the perils of his wanderings. It is embedded in his nature, as 

disguise is born into the chameleon, and for much the same reason. 

Most important, Odysseus is a master of tricky language, like Her­

mes, the trickster god linked to deceitful communication. He is an 

expert in the use of words to veil, inveigle, and test. His disguises are 

accomplished, not only with costume, but with language; he weaves 

fictional biographies of himself as a protective maneuver. "Were we 

to trace Odysseus's qualities to one common source," writes the 

scholar Paolo Vivante, "we would have to look for it in the sheer vital­

ity of his nature-his instinct to survive, to live, to be free. Here is 

craftiness; but because it is a way to safety or recovery, it becomes 

skill, ingenuity, inventiveness." 

When thinkers of antiquity did tackle what Homer left 

untouched, namely, a "Theory of Everything," accessible to human 

reason, at the turn of the sixth century B.C., making bold guesses as 

to what sort of stuff the world might be made of, the answer to the 

question of whether the world is intelligible to mind was a "Yes, but 

. . .  " Some of the first theories were almost as childish as those of the 

mythmakers with their cast of gods and nymphs, but from the start 

the new physikoi, or students of the nature of things, veered away 

from ordinary common sense. Aristotle famously said philosophy 

begins in wonder, which means it cannot possibly be content with 

lame or obvious answers. That never ceased to be true. Some 2,500 

years after the early Greek naturalists began to speculate about what 

the world "really" is, Bertrand Russell, in his Problems of Philosophy, 

wrote that "the truth about physical objects must be strange. It may 
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be unattainable, but if any philosopher believes he  has attained it, 

the fact that what he offers as the truth is strange ought not to be 

made a ground of objection to his opinion." The new breed of Greek 

physikoi wanted to construe the world, not in terms of a blind neces­

sity but as something profoundly natural, attuned to its human 

inhabitants and understandable in human terms; we should not 

need to trick or lie to it in order to get by. According to the classical 

scholar G. S. Kirk, these thinkers "were not simply trying to explain 

the world as it is, but rather the world as man needs it to be-unified, 

comprehensible and ultimately sympathetic." This inclination to 

see the cosmos in terms of needs, Kirk goes on, "can never be entire­

ly eradicated from human thinking; but it was stronger for the 

Greeks than for the new scientists of the Renaissance or their mod­

ern successors." 

By tradition, the earliest of these investigators was Thales of Mile­

tus, a man of Phoenician descent, in his prime around 585 B.C. Evi­

dently, he was brilliant. Though not the first of the Greek natural 

philosophers, he was so far ahead of his predecessors that they faded 

into obscurity. Thales was by reputation a polymath, an astronomer 

who predicted with reasonable accuracy an eclipse of the Sun, using 

Babylonian tables of solar and lunar orbits. A practical man, he 

reputedly made a considerable amount of money by using his astro­

nomical know-how to predict a bumper harvest of olives, taking care 

to corner the market in olive oil presses early in the year, and 

switched the course of a river, enabling the army of King Croesus to 

ford it. 

Thales presented the startling hypothesis that the arche, the rock­

bottom principle of the world, its basis or origin, is water. He said the 

world floats on water like a ship. When people say that it "quakes," 

that is actually due to the rocking motion of the water. Scholars 

think this preference may have something to do with the fact that 

water had a special significance in the ancient cosmogonies of the 

Hebrews, Egyptians, and Babylonians. Thales learned geometry 

from Egyptian priests and was probably au fait with Babylonian tra­

ditions. He turned geometry from a simple system of measurement 

into a deductive science. On the one hand, of course, his theory was 



Enter the uDoa 47 

deeply reductionist. Water is the simplest of the elements. It was also 

omnipresent in the lives of people in Thales' vicinity, especially the 

Ionian traders, who carried out their commercial activities on the 

sea. At the same time, the Thalean arche was not merely physical. It 

was thought to be animated and divine, which linked it to myth, with 

its gallery of gods and goddesses. According to Aristotle's hearsay 

account, Thales held that "all things are full of gods." That was com­

patible with the Greek propensity to treat the world as a living organ­

ism, reducing and familarizing its "otherness" with respect to 

human life. Mind and water are both fluid and quicksilverish, 

assuming an endless variety of forms. Thus the water hypothesis 

made the world intelligible, user-friendly, not apt to deceive us, since 

it explained it in terms of something utterly commonplace. The 

world does not play tricks on us, so we do not have to play tricks on 

it. Yet nobody could accuse Thales of explaining nature in terms of 

how it appears to the untutored eye, or the literal-minded brain. It 

would not occur to most people to liquify the universe. 

With Thales, there is an unspoken premise that the mind is so con­

structed that it fits reality, and therefore has a built-in connection to 

truth, but not in the way the man in the street might expect. One of 

his pupils, Anaximander, the first to use the word arche as a philo­

sophical term, went further and argued that even this was too opti­

mistic a view of human knowledge; in particular, it overestimated 

the affinity between language and the world. Odysseus had shown 

how easily words can be made to misrepresent, to make fictional 

worlds, fake resumes, identities, and disguises. 

In denying human access to ultimate truth, Anaximander seems 

to take the view that mystery can never be eliminated from life and 

nature. His name for the arche was "the indefinite," to apeiron, some­

thing which, though material, we cannot even talk about, let alone 

observe, suggesting not only that the world is unphilosophical to the 

core, but also that the whole enterprise of philosophy is absurd. It is 

pointless to discuss origins, though we can still go on with the super­

ficial and second-rate work of describing appearances. Anaximander, 

one scholar speculates, really intended to say that the world is know­

able, but only as a mystery, which hardly makes much of an advance 
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on myth. The whole point of  to apeiron is that it cannot be  captured 

in words. 

This sense of dislocation, of a difference between reality and what 

we can say about reality, simmered in pre-Socratic thought and burst 

into the open with a vengeance later on. Departing from common 

sense as they did, the first post-mythological natural philosophers 

could not simply state their theories of how the world was made in 

ordinary, flat, prosaic language. The ideas being bizarre and fanciful, 

their words could hardly be pedestrian. Anaximenes, a student of 

Anaximander, who was born about the time that Thales was in his 

prime, held that the arche is air, which when rarefied becomes fire, 

when condensed becomes wind, then cloud, then water, earth, and 

finally stones. Air formed the earth, and in its rarefied state made the 

heavenly bodies. Anaximenes suggested a sort of correspondence 

between human things and the vast cosmos by means of poetic 

analogies. The outer world was a metaphor for the inner life of man, 

and vice versa. The stars, he said "move around the earth, just as a 

turban winds around our head." And he described the sun as "flat 

like a leaf." Air is the breath of the world, immortal and divine, a 

source of gods. A broad, flat, shallow world rests on air, as that of 

Thales floated on water. Anaximenes said that as the human soul, 

being air, holds us together and controls us, so does wind and air 

enclose the whole world. The use of metaphor was just about the 

only way he could have put his message across that we and the uni­

verse are made of the same stuff and play by the same rules. Later, the 

idea that inferences can be made from the microcosm to the macro­

cosm became a settled doctrine; information about the one could be 

used to increase understanding of the more mysterious other. 

The fit between thought, language, and reality becomes para­

mount in the work of Heraclitus, who lived in Ephesus, an Ionian 

city of Asia Minor, at least a generation later than Anaximenes, prob­

ably during the reign of Darius, 521 to 487 B.C. Most of the stories 

about Heraclitus, some of them quite piquant, seem to have been 

made up. But the flavor of his known writings is sarcastic, clever, 

enigmatic, prickly, riddling, aristocratic, introspective, not the work 

of a man who suffers fools or makes concessions to fashion or pop-
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ular whim. Political correctness was not his style. More than 

Anaximenes, Heraclitus was a poet, with a poet's flair for keeping 

clear of the obvious. Ancient commentators tended to brand him a 

snob who kept the masses at arm's length by writing in a deliberate­

ly cryptic and difficult style. "He was fond of concealing his meta­

physics in the language of the Mysteries," complained Clement of 

Alexandria. Socrates remarked that it would take a Delian diver to 

get to the bottom of his ideas. Admirers of Heraclitus argue that he 

wrote for grownups, and it takes an adult mind to appreciate him. 

"There comes a stage in one's intellectual development," says Philip 

Wheelwright, "when reality as actually encountered seems too dark, 

too riddling, ambiguous and irreducibly many-sided to be express­

ible in ordinary plain terms, and sometimes a well chosen paradox 

comes closer to representing our experienced view of the world than 

any logical tidiness can accomplish." If it is paradox you want, Her­

aclitus is your man. 

Called "the dark one" for his obscure but highly suggestive apho­

risms, shot through with an irony that seems almost late twentieth­

century in its acidic power to deconstruct the familar, Heraclitus 

today enjoys a reputation almost as great, ifless widely appreciated, 

as in classical times. What makes him a hinge figure is his use of the 

word "Logos," which conveys the idea that a kind of reason or mind­

fulness exists in nature and is on the same wavelength as human 

thought and understanding. That is exactly the conjecture Darwin 

refused to entertain. So potent has this doctrine proved, however, 

that as late as the second half of the twentieth century the movement 

known as deconstruction thought it worthwhile to aim much of its 

intellectual artillery at this ancient idea of a natural consonance, a 

guaranteed coming together, of the structure of the understanding 

and the structure of the world. 

Originally a term of mathematics, "Logos," as Homer used it, has 

the sense of counting or reckoning, the kind of procedure in use 

before the arrival in Greece of fully abstract deductive reasoning. In 

Greek, the word came from the verb [ego, which early on meant "to 

gather," and hence to collect together things that have some con­

nection with one another. With the development of pure math, 
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emphasizing structure and correspondence, and a one-world, uni­

fied order replacing the Homeric confusion of physical powers and 

agencies, Logos acquired another meaning, as a principle not only of 

order, but an intelligible order that exists throughout the universe 

and is accessible to the human mind, for the excellent reason that it 

is also in the human mind. Logos could also refer to connected, rea­

sonable speech and thought. According to the scholar Granville 

Henry, Logos was first given metaphysical status by Heraclitus, as a 

principle of stability, measure, and order in a world that seems to be 

unstable and disorderly, forever fluctuating, and therefore unreli­

able, irrational, and misleading. Obviously, we cannot talk about the 

"truth" of nature unless it behaves in a consistent fashion. Logos, 

according to Heraclitus, is also the truth of religion, the one and only 

route to a moral existence. Even today, something of the same 

importance is given to the term by modern theologians. In the pro­

logue to the Gospel of St. John, says the scholar C. H. Dodd, Logos, 

the "Word," is the command of God , but at the same time "the mean­

ing, plan or purpose of the universe, conceived as transcendent as 

well as immanent." 

In the writings of Heraclitus, the Logos is in the knower as much 

as it is in the known. He emphasizes the immaterial, thoughtlike 

aspects of the physical world, suggesting that the arrangement, the 

structure and relation of things is more important than the stuff 

they are made of Heraclitus chose as his arche the element of fire, but 

a reader might be forgiven for supposing that it is the Logos itself, 

minds tuff, the Shakespearean element of mercurial thought and 

fancy, like fire always altering its shape, blazing and leaping, flicker­

ing, dancing, guttering, subsiding in smoky embers. More than 

water or air, Heraclitean fire is a form of intelligence that steers the 

world and has an affinity with the mental agility of men and women. 

At first glance, Heraclitus seems to be saying that everything in the 

world is always in a state of flux, never settling down for an instant, 

subverting the integrity oflanguage in such a way that it is impossi­

ble to say something definite about anything; the next moment it 

might have changed into its opposite. Later, Aristotle showed some 

impatience with the followers of Heraclitus, who became a literary 
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classic after his death. The adherents of the great riddler carried this 

part of his doctrine to laughable extremes, especially Cratylus of 

Athens, who decided that the world was so unstable, words were 

more or less useless as fixed meanings, and recommended simply 

moving a finger instead of speaking. This was a violent affront to 

Aristotle's core belief in the reality of substance, the stuff that 

endures intact though its attributes might alter, and in the impor­

tance of the rule that to say "Everything both is and is not" makes all 

things true, and therefore all philosophy pointless. In fact, Aristotle 

suggests that Heraclitus might have been simply blowing hot air at 

his readers, talking for the sake of talking. "What a man says does not 

necessarily represent what he believes." 

This of course was a travesty of what Heraclitus was actually try­

ing to get across. What is quite arresting in his writings is not the 

ubiquity of flux, but the principle of order underlying the flux, the 

rational intelligence that directs the universe, ensuring that some 

things remain the same when all else is changing. For Heraclitus, the 

Logos supplies the harmony; it makes sense out of the apparent non­

sense. But whereas the fluctuating nonsense is easy to be aware of, 

the hidden sense is much more difficult to fathom, and some people 

never do discover it. Truth is not handed up on a plate. Heraclitus 

presents the paradox that Logos is universal, "common to all," 

extending from the remotest reaches of the cosmos to the uttermost 

depths of the human psyche, and yet, immersed in it, sharing in it, 

the majority, even the famous and great, do not even realize it exists. 

The idea that Truth is one thing, available only to a select elite, and 

that the world is ruled by a single principle of order, not by multiple 

gods, is in some respects an aristocratic point of view. Logos is per­

fectly trustworthy and truthful, but it is remote from the quotidian 

and the ordinary. It does not open itself to the literal-minded, 

because it does not wear meaning on its sleeve. It requires interpre­

tation of a special kind, much more intricate than the relatively easy 

task of untangling the codes of Homer. One must decipher the signs, 

and that takes effort, brains, and culture. "Eyes and ears are bad wit­

nesses to men having barbarian souls" -a handicap of language, 

since barbarians typically do not speak Greek. 
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Language for Heraclitus is a sign that only hints at meaning. It 

conceals as much as it discloses, like his own enigmatic fragments. 

He speaks in conundrums, sometimes shrouding meaning rather 

than illuminating it, perhaps to make the point that language is not 

transparent. His complex, abbreviated sentences express a paradox: 

Logos makes the world intelligible to mind, but there is not a tight 

fit between language and the truth he prods his audiences to seek. 

"Nature loves to hide," and so does Heraclirus, behind a literary man­

ner that is purposefully abstruse. He put mind into the universe as 

firmly as Darwin long afterwards was to take it out, and for that very 

reason the universe needs to be interpreted, not merely observed. 

The same goes for language, because it does not match reality 

exactly, as a key turns in a lock. This has the effect of disengaging lan­

guage from the deepest kinds of truth, making it independent, sep­

arate and self-sufficient, like the reclusive and snobbish Heraclitus 

himself. 

Another aristocratic thinker, in his prime at about the same time 

as Heraclitus, was Parmenides of Elea. Like Heraclitus, Parmenides 

taught that reason is the road to truth, and he linked reason to lan­

guage. In that sense, he was a believer in the power of the Logos. At 

the same time, he made more obtrusive the unsettling idea that there 

is a complete rupture between language and ordinary experience. 

Parmenides was not a pure contemplative; he did provide "admirable 

laws" for Elea. Yet with him, thinking became an absolute. It was his 

arche. He was a rationalist, believing that reason is more trustworthy 

than anything the senses tell us, because the senses can and do play 

tricks. Parmenides was known in antiquity as Aphysikos, the "Anti­

naturalist," because he denied that anything can be known by study­

ing the works of nature. He was the first to argue in a formal fashion, 

deducing strange conclusions from self-evident premises. Whereas 

other philosophers had started with something familiar-earth, 

water, fire-he began with thinking, and austerely logical thinking at 

that. For Parmenides, thought and Being are one and the same. Fol­

Iow a chain of reasoning to its inevitable end, and you have the truth 

about reality. Since truth is defined as something that is thinkable, 

and only what is thinkable can be Being, it is impossible to know or 
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speak about what does not exist. To say "Nothing exists" i s  a contra-. 
diction. It is nonsense. The world could not have been created out of 

nothing, because there is no nothing, and since Parmenides took it 

for granted that reality is one, it could not have been created out of 

something either, since there is no "something else," only what is. 

Any destruction of what exists is out of the question: destroying 

would mean converting matter into nothing, which is impossible. 

Therefore, change cannot occur. Diversity is a fiction and sameness 

rules the universe. 

In the sharpest contrast to this passive, spectator's view of the 

world as a sort of art object is the Greek concept of Metis, the type of 

intelligence that is cunning and devious and shrewd, that is adapted 

to the perilous jockeying for success in a highly competitive society, 

using wiles and ruses when sheer brute force is on the other side. An 

entire book has been devoted to the subject by two scholars, Marcel 

Detienne and Jean-Pierre Vernant, who oppose this kind of intelli­

gence-"Machiavellian intelligence," in the coinage of modern ethol­

ogists-to the philosophical brand that emerges from the work of 

Parmenides and others who look for unalterable core truths behind 

the surface ephemera of the world. "It is an intelligence," say these 

authors, "which, instead of contemplating unchanging essences, is 

directly involved in the difficulties of practical life with all its risks, 

confronted with a world of hostile forces which are disturbing 

because they are always changing and ambiguous." A truly Darwin­

ian situation. 

Metis connotes flair, wisdom, subtlety, deception, resourcefulness, 

opportunism. And it works best in situations that are "transient, 

shifting, disconcerting and ambiguous," hardly the Parmenidean 

universe. The point is to be effective, and untruth can be of great 

assistance in this task, as also can magic, hallucinogenics, frauds, 

feints, and illusions. Zeus, the king of the gods, had Metis in abun­

dance because he literally digested it. Metis was the name of Zeus' 

first wife, mother of Athene, equal of Odysseus in cunning. If she had 

been spared, Metis would have produced a son more powerful than 

Zeus, strong enough to topple the old man from his throne. Zeus 

forestalled that scheme by actually swallowing Metis, making him-
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self more Machiavellian than all his rivals, since all  tricky designs 

wherever in the cosmos must first cross his Metis-impregnated 

mind. Thanks to the Metis within him, Zeus is now forewarned of 

everything, whether good or bad, that is in store for him. 

The Trojan Horse is Metis. So are the disguises of Odysseus, who 

has been likened to an octopus, the creature of many coils that cloaks 

its presence by adopting the color and shape of the rock to which it 

clings. In the Ocryssry) Menelaus can take by surprise Proteus, the god 

of many shapes, the oceanic divinity, "the ancient of the salt sea," 

recruiting him as a guide for his homeward voyage only by impos­

ture, by draping himself and his companions in sealskins, for Pro­

teus was very partial to seals: "a strong disguise; oh yes, terribly 

strong as I recall the stench of those damned seals. Would any man 

lie snug with a sea monster?" Thank goodness the daughter of Pro­

teus took pity and dabbed ambrosia under each man's nose, "a per­

fume drowning out the bestial odor." When you are dealing with a 

kaleidoscopic god, being obvious and truthful will not get you very 

far. You need Metis, and plenty of it. 

"The many-coLored, shimmering nature of Metis is a mark of its 

kinship with the divided, shifting world of multiplicity in the midst 

of which it operates," Detienne and Vernant write. "Its suppLeness 

and malleability give it the victory in domains where there are no 

ready-made rules for success, no established methods, but where 

each new trial demands the invention of new ploys, the discovery of 

a way out (poros) that is hidden. Conversely, the ambiguous, dis­

parate, unstable realities with which men attempt to come to grips 

may, in myth, take on the appearance of polymorphic monsters, 

powers of metamorphosis which delight, in their cunning, to disap­

point all expectations and constantly to baffle the minds of men." 

The influence of Par men ides on later philosophers was immense, 

especially in logic and dialectics, but his bent for carrying logical 

arguments to bizarre extremes left a legacy of playfulness, a taste for 

non-serious trifling with the machinery of thought that was to prove 

deeply subversive. It is a short step from saying "thinking is Being" 

to taking the position that reality is anything we say it is, a treacher­

ous leap toward anarchy. Language becomes more autonomous and 
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sovereign than anything in the thought of Heraclitus. Felix Cleve, a 

commentator on the pre-Socratic philosophers, coins a word to 

describe Parmenides: a "glossomorph," someone who disengages 

language from thought: "it shows that language wields a frightful 

sway over man." 

Here the Logos has evolved into something quite remote from the 

idea of a natural attunement, a preestablished harmony, between 

one kind of intelligence and another. Language, which in Heraclitus 

needed a special kind of interpretation if the ttuth is to emerge, has 

become an independent entity, able to make hay of our most confi­

dent assumptions about everyday reality. Parmenides says those 

assumptions, however useful, are lies. They are fictions, chimeras, 

fallacies. The ordinary person replies that if they are false, they are 

absolutely indispensable for normal functioning in the world. What 

seems to have happened is that after the explanations of the physikoi, 

who took a secular view of a world previously seen through the appa­

ratus of myth and divinity, Heraclitus and Parmenides gave abun­

dant consideration to its aesthetic character. Anaxamenes must have 

been thinking in the same terms when he used such powerful liter­

ary artillery. Parmenides was a poet, and Heraclitus wrote anything 

but prosaicly. Listen to the musical quality of his diction: "Mortals 

are immortals, and immortals are mortals, the one living the other's 

death and dying the other's life." Heraclitus said God undergoes 

alteration "in the way that fire, when it is mixed with spices, is named 

according to the scent of each of them." 

Myles Burnyeat, professor of ancient philosophy at the University 

of Cambridge, thinks Heraclitus, like many a modern bard, deliber­

ately spoke in riddles so as to make us face up to the difficulty of 

grasping unfamiliar truths lurking behind ideas that we take as obvi-

0us. That may be why his writing, like poetry, is always straining 

against the limits of sense, never so diaphanous as to allow its con­

tent to be captured simply by paraphrasing it in different words. The 

epigrams of Heraclitus fly in the face of a centuries-old tradition in 

Western philosophy that there is a close affinity between literal 

meaning and truth. One scholar maintains that we must read them, 

not as insights into the one reality, but rather as wisdom, as "a search 
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for common understanding. This view was to influence both Plato 

and Aristotle, and the idea that philosophers seek understanding as 

much as truth is one that remains attractive." 

Other commentators are not so sure. They do not share the opin­

ion that truth is incidental to and separate from understanding. 

Plato was no great champion of common sense, but he was unhap­

py with a tendency, in part a reaction against the way the doctrines 

ofParmenides hinged so crucially on a point oflanguage, to assume 

that language can be made to do anything we want it to do, that real­

ity is what we think or say it is. The message of Parmenides is that 

the only way we can know the structure of reality is via the structure 

of thought and language. But if a clever logician can play such games 

with language as to make one aspect of the world intelligible at the 

expense of making everything else look like nonsense, what has 

become of the Logos that guarantees, as a metaphysical principle, 

that our minds are in tune with the truth of the world? 

Jonathan Barnes, professor of ancient philosophy at Oxford, 

agrees that some of Parmenides' arguments are patently false, for 

example, the apparently perverse statement: "If something does not 

exist, it cannot exist." He writes that the whole system rests on a 

"sandy" foundation. Still, Barnes moderates his criticism by saying 

we should not ignore the "seductive powers" that certain falsehoods 

may have when they are stated informally in ordinary English or in 

ordinary Greek. To seduce, of course, suggests an element of artifice 

and devious allure, of pleasures that have an undertone of the illicit, 

of Circe-like dissembling and the casting of spells over the rational 

mind. Summing up, Barnes asserts that Parmenides was wrong; we 

can and do talk and think of things that do not exist. When did you 

last mention the tooth fairy? But he goes on to commend the Eleat­

ic philosopher just the same, for reasons that are candidly aesthetic, 

treating Parmenides as if he were an artist or a weaver of literary 

images. His ideas, says Barnes, "are not merely antique exhibits in the 

roomy museum of philosophical follies: the arguments he adduces, 

though unsound, are ingenious and admirable; their conclusion, 

though false, has a strange plausibility and attractiveness." Aristotle 

himself suggested that Parmenides could only be taken seriously if 
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we approach him as the creator of alternative worlds differing dras­

tically from the one we inhabit, if we see him as an artist or poet. 

Artists do not dwell in the land of the ordinary. To think in that way 

in real life, Aristotle said, verges on insanity. 

Art, as we shall see, tends to throw the concept of truth into con­

fusion. It sanctions possibilities, expands the store of meanings, uses 

untruth to deepen our understanding of what life is all about. Per­

haps it is not stretching a point too far to say that this is one reason 

why Parmenides, though "wrong," cast such a looming shadow over 

future centuries. He was a logician, and logic, a modern philosopher 

has said, is "an exploration of the field of possibilities just as truly as 

astronomy is an exploration of the field of stellar motions." Logic, as 

the most nonspecific of the sciences, deals with the possible rather 

than with the merely plausible, or with what seems to make sense in 

a real world. One could say that logic is promiscuous, not wedded 

inexorably to the truth; it needs to investigate the consequences of 

statements that are false, not just the ones that are true. 

Loosen the rules, however, and argument, like the modern defini­

tion of art as "anything you can get away with," becomes a species of 

Metis, a technique of cunning and chicanery. We shall meet some of 

its practitioners in the next chapter. They dealt, not with truth, but 

with the rhetorical art of pleasing and persuading, of making false­

hood plausible. The seeds were already planted. IfParmenides could 

argue with "admirable" but profoundly erroneous logic, if his con­

clusions, though incorrect, are comely and pleasing to the poetic 

sensibility, then why bother with truth? Karl Jaspers considered that 

one result of the work of Par men ides was to give rise to "the aesthetic 

view of being and the world, the intellectual frivolity which traces an 

endless variety of figures of thought, none of them binding." That 

outlook never permanently went out of vogue. Aestheticism has 

been a potent influence on modernism and postmodernism in our 

time, movements that sanction the practice of philosophy as playful 

interpretation, with absolutely no commitment to ultimate truth. 
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We have to mix a little falsehood into truth to make it plausible. 
-Iris Murdoch 

R O U N D  T H E M I D D L E  O F  T H E  F I F T H  C E N T U RY 

B.C., there came into fashion itinerant teachers who 

offered lessons, not in the philosophy of Truth, but in 

the art of power. The worst of them taught that truth 

may at times be a nuisance, an impediment to gaining or using 

power, and they removed it by the simple expedient of making truth 

secondary to power, even if it was only the power of persuasion, of 

using words to make falsehood more attractive to an audience than 

what is actually the case. 

Ancient philosophers were inclined to regard truth as the normal 

condition of a person's mind. Anything else was a quandary. How 

anyone could say or even think what is false was a puzzle that pro­

voked ingenious speculations. An untruth refers to something that 

does not exist, which seemed decidedly queer. Falsehood was 

deviant, it was odd, it was altogether quite a riddle. For the Greeks, 

Plato in particular, who knew perfectly well that people do not 

always tell the truth, and that some people habitually lie their heads 

off, falsehood was something that needed explaining; it deserved to 

be argued about. 

Plato's Dialogue the Euthydemus, outstanding for its comic word-

58 
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fencing and ingenious mockery, takes a satirical look at  the fashion 

for disputation, an important part of the education of a smart young 

Athenian man. Two mischievous professors, the brothers Euthyde­

mus and Dionysodorus, are showing off their mettle as quibbling 

virtuosos of spurious "proofs," demonstrating that something bla­

tantly wrong can, by means of certain verbal contortions, be pre­

sented as seemingly true. This plausible pair is out to bewitch an 

impressionable and good-looking young man. Plato's intent is to 

expose the specious fictions of trained debaters in order to set the 

stage for the creation of an honest and sound logic that will safe­

guard truth. 

With his celebrated irony, Socrates describes the brothers as 

"absolutely omniscient." They are athletes of argument, ex-military 

men, now warriors with words, who take no prisoners in a verbal 

showdown. Give them a piece of nonsense or a flat lie to defend, and 

they can do so as skillfully as they can knock down truth. "Nobody 

dares stand up to them for a moment," exclaims Socrates in mock 

admiration. "Such a faculty they have acquired for wielding words as 

their weapons and confuting any argument as readily if it be true as 

if it be false." It goes without saying that this duo was greatly in 

demand as defense counsel in the law courts. What is more, they 

guarantee to teach anyone else to be just as clever-for a fee. Socrates 

encounters them in the gymnasium, together with some of their 

pupils. As a warm-up, he invites them to take in hand a young man 

named Cleinias, who needs to be set on the road to virtue and wis­

dom. One of the brothers, Euthydemus, begins by asking Cleinias: 

Which sort of men are learners, the wise or the foolish? 

Smirking, Dionysodorus leans over and whispers in Socrates' ear: 

"Let me tell you beforehand, whichever way the lad answers, he will 

be refuted." Cleinias then replies that it is the wise who are the learn­

ers. Euthydemus at once closes the trap: 

Are there persons whom you call teachers, or not? 

Cleinias agrees that there are. 
And the teachers of the learners are teachers in the same way 

as your lute master and your writing master, I suppose, were 
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teachers of you and the other boys, while you were pupils? 

Cleinias assents. 
Now, of course, when you were learning, you did not yet 

know the things you were learning? 

No. 
So were you wise, when you did not know those things? 

No, to be sure. 

Then if not wise, foolish? 

Certainly. 
So when you learned what you did not know, you learned 

While beingfoolish. 

Cleinias nods his head Yes. 
Hence it is the foolish who learn, Cleinias, and not the 

wise, as you suppose. 

Immediately, the retinue of admirers of the two professors bursts 

into applause, laughing in chorus. Hardly had the noise died down 

than Dionysodorus chipped in. 

Well now Cleinias, whenever your writing master dictated 

from memory, which of the boys learned the piece recited, 

the wise or the foolish? 

The wise, Cleinias answers. 
So it is the wise who learn, and not the foolish. Hence the 

answer you gave just now to Duthydemus was a bad one. )) 

At this slick reversal of a "truth" into a "falsehood," the claque 

around the professors waxes positively raucous with approval, to the 

quiet dismay of Socrates. The brothers gleefully proceed to pull off 

another coup, trapping their floundering young victim into agree­

ing, on the one hand, that learners learn what they know, and on the 

other, that they learn what they don't know. Dionysodorus puts his 

whispering mouth close to the ear of Socrates again: "All our ques­

tions are like that. They leave no escape." 

Now Socrates steps in and decides to rescue Cleinias from further 

embarrassment. These smart-alec professors, he says, are just playing 

games, dancing around him and making merry like celebrants at the 

Corybantic rites, performing "sportive gambols," as part of his initi­

ation. His chief mistake was to be duped by the false use of words. 
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"Learning" may mean acquiring knowledge starting from a state of 

complete ignorance, or using knowledge we already possess to inves­

tigate some specific matter, a process that could better be called 

understanding. That distinction should be kept in mind. 

Such conjuring with the protean ambiguities of words, as 

Menelaus dissembled to trap the polymorphous sea god, is sport, 

not science, Socrates goes on. It is like slyly pulling a chair away just 

as someone is about to sit in it, howling with mirth to see the luck­

less victim sprawling on his back. 

The same technique can be used to argue the impossibility of say­

ing that anything is false, which means there is no such thing as a lie. 

If a person tells a lie, then he or she speaks of a certain subject mat­

ter, "a single one, distinct from all the others." The speaker refers to 

"that which is." Surely, anyone who tells what is, tells the truth. A liar 

does not speak of things as they are, but as they are not. It is silly to 

think you can have an effect on something that does not exist. Yet 

orators in the Athenian Assembly, famous for blarney and truth­

twisting, certainly have an effect on votes, on policymaking, on his­

tory. They are makers, doers. A maker must make something, and 

Euthydemus has already tricked his opponent into conceding that it 

is impossible to make what is not. Consequently, nobody speaks 

what is false. And if that is the case, contradiction is also impossible. 

There is only one truth and anything that contradicts it must be 

untrue. Yet it has just been agreed that untruth, false opinion, can­

not occur. Refutation is a fiction. 

By the tenor of Socrates' remarks, it seems to have been well 

known in Athens that this kind of argument was suicidally self­

destructive. Posing as a slow-witted, simple fellow, baffled by "these 

clever devices," Socrates eventually asks a devastating question: If 

there is no such thing as speaking false or thinking false, or of being 

stupid, and therefore no risk of ever making a mistake, what in heav­

en's name are these two professors doing charging inflated fees to 

teach young men not to make mistakes? The argument, Socrates 

says, "suffers from the old trouble of knocking others down and then 

falling itself." 

We now call such counterfeit logic "sophistry," and we do so 
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because its practitioners were known as Sophists, typified in its shal­

lower form by the two shifty, profiteering educators of Plato's dia­

logue. At one point, Socrates singles out a man named Protagoras as 

the chief instigator of the curious notion that falsehood, and there­

fore contradiction, are impossible. Protagoras, perhaps the first and 

certainly one of the most formidable of the Sophists, was born about 

500 B.C. at Abdera, far to the north of Athens. The famous doctrine 

of Prot agoras was that "man is the measure of all things." That noto­

rious epigram was the opening salvo in Protagoras' treatise Truth­

known at a later time as the "Throws" -arguments calculated to 

floor an opponent in a debate as decisively as in a wrestling bout. 

Interpreted in a number of different ways, it seems to have meant 

that the properties of things have no independent existence apart 

from our perception of them. They are as we personally see, touch, 

and hear them. That put paid to the notion of an absolute truth, the 

same at all times for everyone, since my "measure" of the world may 

be radically different from yours, and who is to say which of us is cor­

rect? 

Protagoras accumulated a large fortune, traveling throughout 

Greece giving tuition for a substantial fee. He was an agnostic; there 

is a story that he was banished from Athens for irreligion and his 

book On the Gods publicly burned in the marketplace after a herald 

had been sent to confiscate all copies in circulation. A tall tale says 

he was drowned while fleeing from pursuers in Athenian triremes, 

but that is exploded by Plato's report that Protagoras died at the age 

of seventy, still held in high esteem. 

His temperament was down-to-earth, though if Plato is to be 

believed, he liked to be flattered and complimented; a bit of a snob, 

jealous of his reputation, a provincial anxious to make it in the big 

city. Protagoras had a well-developed practical streak in him, 

instructing the young and ambitious on how to advance their 

careers. According to Diogenes Laertius, a third-century profiler of 

Greek philosophers, a great plunderer of secondary sources with a 

taste for gossip, Protagoras invented the shoulder strap for porters 

of wood and was quite an innovator in the matter of compensation: 

he was the first to ask a fee of a hundred minae for his teaching ser-
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vices. That was an example o f  his knack, noted by Diogenes, of"seiz­

ing the opportune moment." Like Darwin, he was drawn to theories 

of the origins of the human faculties, mental, social, and moral, 

which enable people to deal with surfaces and appearances, with life 

as they meet and grapple with it. Abstractions beloved by mathe­

maticians-dimensionless points, perfectly straight lines, and exact­

ly circular circles-he dismissed as fictions which do not exist 

because we never come across them. 

Protagoras was not a pragmatist in the modern sense of the word, 

someone who believes that "truth" is what works, what has useful 

and beneficial consequences. He simply shelved altogether the dis­

tinction between true and false as having no discernible bearing on 

human life. In that case, an argument, however firmly it seems to 

stand up, however watertight its logic, can always be demolished by 

a contrary argument, if made by a skilled debater, and Protagoras 

was in the lucrative business of training debaters. There is a well­

known heads-I-win, tails-you-Iose story about Protagoras. Euathlus, 

one of his students, agreed to pay his tuition only if and when he won 

his first case at law. Euathlus completed his studies, but never set 

foot in the courts. Protagoras threatened to sue him, arguing that 

however the case came out, Euathlus would have to pay up. If Pro­

tagoras won the suit, his student would have to comply with the 

court's judgment and pay the fee. If Euathlus won, he would still be 

liable for the tuition, since the original contract with Protagoras 

stipulated it. Euathlus had not graduated in the Sophistic technique 

for nothing, however. What Protagoras said was reasonable, but a lit­

tle ingenuity could turn that thesis on its head. If I win, Euathlus 

could say, then by the ruling of the court, I need not pay you. If you 

win, I am free of all obligations, because our original agreement was 

that I would pay only ifI won my first case. 

Man is the measure of all things. That was the Protagoran thesis. 

It does not mean that each individual is the final arbiter. To a sick 

person a certain food may taste unpleasant, but to a healthy palate 

it is most appetizing. The sick man is not false in his judgment of the 

food, any more than the well person is speaking the absolute truth. 

Put simply, it is "better" to be healthy and nourished than sick and 
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depleted. Life just works that way. "It is not possible to  think what is 

false," Protagoras says. "A person can think only what he experi­

ences, and what he experiences is true." Of course, that is twisting 

the meaning of the word "true," but such a device would cause a 

Sophist no particular qualms. Only the ignorant, Protagoras main­

tains, would suppose a Sophist actually corrects a person's judgment 

from false to true. It is just a question of transforming an unwhole­

some outlook into a salubrious one. "So, my dear Socrates," he 

crows, "instead of comparing us Sophists to jumping frogs as you 

did, you might have recognised us to be a kind of physician." 

"A fiction, but a fiction which is necessary to life." That is how these 

practical men saw the idea of a "common world," which for Heracli­

tus had been made possible by the operations of the Logos. If the 

Logos is just a figment, a metaphysician's fancy, then something 

needs to be invented to take its place, as an artificial construct, as a 

social necessity in a democratic state. There is a distinctly Darwinian 

flavor to all this. The wise Sophist, doctoring the "reality" of the 

unhealthy citizen, is helping him to adapt to the environment of a 

societywide consensus. And the point of adaptation is to achieve 

dominance and mastery over the environment. In its more commer­

cial and flaky incarnations, Sophism substituted winning and losing 

for truth and falsehood. Like Darwin, Protagoras threw out all con­

cepts of truth that were in any way associated with the gods. He was 

an agnostic, and tended to parade the fact, unlike Darwin, who was 

more discreet about his religious views and was laid to rest in West­

minster Abbey. The existence or nonexistence of the gods was a ques­

tion Protagoras put at arm's length. Theology, he said, is so knotty a 

subject that life is too brief to even try to untangle it. The Persian 

Magi, perhaps his tutors, did invoke gods in their secret ceremonies, 

but they passed for agnostics by their avoidance of any public decla­

ration of belief in divine beings. They were not anxious to give peo­

ple the impression that their special powers required assistance from 

outside agencies. 

Parmenides, in his great poem, had stressed that truth is reached 

by just one road, the "renowned way of the goddess." Survival, the 

healthy flourishing of an individual life or a state, on the other hand, 
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can be achieved by many different routes. Aristotle regarded the polis 

as something that evolved quite naturally and inevitably out of the 

profoundly natural unit of the family: human beings were at home 

in the city, state, at home in the world. It was as if that were the only 

possible outcome. "Nature, we assert," said Aristotle, "does nothing 

in vain." That was clean contrary to Darwin, who believed that nature 

did plenty in vain. Her vanities even provided a clue to the theory of 

evolution. The Sophists would have agreed with him. They speculat­

ed that humankind had started in a state of primitive ignorance and 

squalor, pulling itself up by the bootstraps with painful effort, by 

means of technical prowess, trial and error, inventiveness, and lan­

guage, the medium of unlimited possibilities, which can easily float 

up into the thin air offantasy and fiction. 

At the time of Protagoras, two words had particular resonance 

among educated Greeks: physis and nomos. Physis can be roughly 

translated as "nature." Nomos is an umbrella term for the traditions, 

constraints, rules implict and explicit, handed down from the past 

or created afresh. These terms had come to represent a crucial dis­

tinction between what is given to human beings and what humans 

make for themselves. If the state emerged by natural necessity, then 

it is physis. If, on the other hand, it depends on the intellectual effort 

of writing a constitution, of drafting laws which have the authority 

of the state behind them, it is created by nomos. When the Logos was 

intact, physis and nomos were not antithetical terms. Nomos was a 

given, part of the natural constitution and eternal order of the world, 

and it had a close affinity to physis. Justice, for example, was not an 

artifice, but something inherent in the cosmos. 

There was a single, comprehensive law that included the macro­

cosmos of the universe and the microcosmos of the human individ­

ual. The Greeks talked about "unwritten laws" that were eternal and 

forever true. But when the gods lost their hold on the minds of prac­

tical get-aheads in the post-Logos age, the natural and the artificial 

went their separate ways. Nomos relinquished its intimate link with 

nature, in part because of a general disillusion with the speculations 

of the natural philosophers. It came to signify instead the artificial 

codes, prohibitions, and sanctions devised by men, which were some-
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times at odds with nature. The given came unglued from the made. 

Nomos might signify a false but popular belief, and physis some­

thing that was evidently true, although the way things were going, 

you couldn't entirely trust the universe. Once nomos was denatured, 

almost anything could be called a mere fashion or transitory opin­

ion, like saying honey is sweet for me, bitter for you. Plato's installa­

tion of the Forms, eternal truths that were not relative to anything, 

and were designed in part to counter vulgar Sophism, were quite dis­

tinct from and independent of the material world. 

The conservative playwright Aristophanes, in his comedy The 

Clouds, notes this denaturing of nomos in a scene where an obnox­

ious young man, Pheideippides, threatens to whack his father hard 

with a stick. "But nowhere is it the custom for a father to suffer this," 

objects the parent, clearly a relic of a generation that believed in the 

permanence of decent standards of behavior and family honor. 

Whereupon the young whippersnapper, who had been sent to study 

at a Sophistic think tank and had learned his lessons all too well, 

argues that since such codes were made by men, they can be altered 

at will by other men: "Wasn't the person who first laid down this cus­

tom (nomos) a man, like you and me? And didn't he persuade the men 

of old by making a speech? Then is it any less possible for me now to 

lay down a custom for sons-to beat their fathers back?" 

When filial piety, like justice, like truth, is no longer underwritten 

by a belief in the cosmic necessity of certain moral principles, fathers 

are apt to get treated like dirt. Partly due to dislocations caused by 

the war between Athens and Sparta, Greece lost the sense of being 

anchored to the natural order of things. In 429 B.C., Protagoras' men­

tor Pericles, who helped to reduce the powers of ancient institutions 

and usher in a radical democracy, died of the plague. Leaders who 

succeeded him were a new breed; small-minded, unscrupulous rab­

ble-rousers, ridiculed and mocked in the comic theater. They lacked 

aristocratic lineage and their money came mostly, not from gentle­

manly pursuits such as farming, but from working slaves for a pit­

tance in sweatshops. Arete, the sort of human excellence which made 

its possessors leaders of men, was until the fifth century regarded as 

an inborn gift that came with high breeding, without explicit tutor-
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ing, as natural as breathing. Now, the new upstart commercial class, 

flush with recent wealth, better acquainted with foreign cultures and 

customs than were the old nobility, emerged to question the codes 

and ethics of the wellborn. They were well educated in such fields as 

finance and the navy, and in the art of speechifYing. Basic institu­

tions such as the city-state, once accepted for what they were, came 

up for critical scrutiny. Far from thinking of the state as physis, a liv­

ing organism, in harmony with nature, newcomers like the Sophists 

saw it as something unnatural, an artifice cleverly put together, like 

a machine, by that most wonderful of creators, the human mind. 

Downsizing the meaning of nomos in the fifth century was a sig­

nificant turning point, a foretaste of modernity in the classical 

world. One scholar has called it "a spiritual revolution." Another 

thinks the breaking asunder of nomos from physis was "the begin­

ning of a division between mind and world, where thought and real­

ity no longer have a correlative fit." It coincided with the separation 

of Logos from Kosmos, and with the loss of myth's authority to 

make connections between culture and nature by interpreting 

nature in terms of sacred meanings. Rules of right and wrong and of 

proper conduct were no longer respected as part of the changeless 

order, but were subject to the whims of individuals powerful enough 

to say what was and what was not permissible. Of the Sophists, 

Albert Borgmann writes that they "started from the premise that the 

departed Logos had left behind a mass of unrelated, freely manage­

able fragments which the individual could use to his own liking." 

The Sophists were not consistent or cohesive enough to be called 

a school or a movement. Some were admirable characters, others dis­

reputable charlatans. Assessments vary wildly, as did the reputations 

of individual practitioners. Xenephon called them prostitutes who 

got rich peddling ersatz wisdom. Plato, in Tbe Sophist, damned them 

as paid chasers after the young and wealthy, though he shows Pro­

tagoras a good deal of respect. Robert Brumbaugh likens Sophistic 

instruction to the English satirist Stephen Potter's notorious treatise 

Lifemanship, or "how to win in the game oflife without actually cheat­

ing." Many Sophists were constantly on the move, working as tour­

ing lecturers and tutors to the rising class of young men eager to 
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make their mark i n  politics, law, and business. A few came to Athens 

to talk about the theories of nature proposed by the pbysikoi, but that 

did not bring in much in the way of lecture fees. Youthful Athenians, 

intensely urban and practical in their outlook, were far more inter­

ested in the affairs of the polis and in competing for success in pub­

lic life. They wanted tutoring in the mysterious art of "getting on." 

John Herman Randall compares this time in Greek history with that 

of the American colonies before the Revolution, or with the Victori­

an breed of energetic liberals dedicated to the idea that free discus­

sion and debate could sort out most human problems; the kind who 

populate the Parliamentary novels of Anthony Trollope. Like the 

Victorians, the fifth-century Athenians were marathon, expansive, 

champion talkers. They talked, Randall says, not about deep impon­

derables, but "about the surface of human conflicts and relations, as 

intelligent governing classes do, in a time of assurance, of expanding 

social life, of untroubled confidence in fundamentals." 

The Sophists made culture autonomous by splitting it away from 

nature. They did the same to language. Like Darwin again, they 

denied that there is a natural fit between mind, language, and reality. 

Culture is an artificial medium, making discoveries about itself 

rather than about the world. Since language is part of culture, not 

nature, subject to no irresistible constraints in the "real" world, one 

can manipulate and twist it to one's heart's content, using it to warp 

truth if that will benefit a ruling interest or a desirable state of civic 

affairs. Language can serve the principle that there is "something 

more important" than the truth. 

In time, rhetoric replaced the old tradition of the Logos. Rhetoric 

is a medium of democracy, a vehicle of persuasion rather than of 

force. It does not flourish easily under tyranny, and it blossomed in 

Greece, was codified and given the academic primatur, in the first 

half of the fifth century B.C., at a time when personal liberty was a 

beacon on the horizon. In the late fifth and fourth centuries in 

Athens, the people ruled. Plato said they enjoyed acting like royalty. 

They had extraordinary power over the choice of their leaders. The 

Assembly, of which all male citizens over the age of eighteen were 

members, had ultimate authority over all key decisions on home and 
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foreign affairs. It elected such important figures as army generals by 

a show of hands. Members of the Council of Five Hundred and the 

courts were selected by lot and served for only one year, so as to give 

the ordinary person maximum participation in the state. All citizens 

were able to challenge the performance of any official, present or 

past. In the courts, the judgment of the people was final, irrevocable. 

Along with the freedom to serve in almost any government post 

and to decide matters of the utmost national importance went an 

extravagant freedom of speech. Gorgias, a founder of Sophism, 

traced its origin in part to debates in the Assembly and the law 

courts, where a speech could win over the crowd because it was clever, 

not because it told the truth. In spite of penalties for impiety and cor­

rupting youth, the free and easy atmosphere of Athens was such that 

libel and slander were not prosecutable offenses. The eminent and 

exalted, high military officers and politicians, could be held up to 

ridicule and contempt just like anyone else. 

Given such license, it was inevitable that language should be 

pushed to the limit of its potential, subjected to warp and stress like 

an experimental airplane in a wind tunnel. It was used to state bald 

fact and actuality, but also to inveigle, play the vamp, beguile, and 

turn reality inside out. The city-state made such extremes possible. 

Athens was a highly competitive society. A citizen needed all the per­

suasive powers he could muster at law, at a time when the legal sys­

tem was often used for trumpery or malicious reasons. It was 

common for a typical man of business to be hauled into court once 

a year to face a suit for breach of contract, and to conduct his own 

defense. Prominent Athenians might be accused of impiety or dis­

loyalty merely as a political dodge. "Not only success, but sometimes 

effective survival, made skill in law something to be desired," Robert 

Brumbaugh notes. "The Town Meeting was much the same: a man 

who could not talk persuasively was at a serious disadvantage; not 

only would he be unlikely to hold elective office, but he might end 

up with a special contribution to the navy or the theater assessed 

against him." 

Talk was a near obsession in Athens of the fifth century. Benjamin 

Jowett, the high Victorian classical scholar and master of Balliol, 
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coined the term "the Absolute Talker," autos ho  dialektikos, as embody­

ing the Platonic ideal of argument and disputation. This was not an 

inherently upper-class trait, although aristocrats did dominate the 

proceedings of the Assembly, due to their often superior skill at 

speech making. Starting with Pericles, Greek statesmen saw the need 

to woo and court the people, aad that meant learning to be profi­

cient in rhetoric; a course oflessons could be expensive. A new word, 

philodemos, "love of the people," appeared. The public tended to 

choose, says Robert Hall, "the most persuasive orator, who was not 

necessarily an able statesman by Athenian standards. Although such 

a leader could persuade the people to select him, in tum he was led 

by them to satisfY their desires and inclinations." Plato condemned 

this as mere pandering to the crowd's itch for pleasures. The Greek 

tenn for an orator was demagogos, which at first meant a leader of 

the people, but later carried the sense of "flatterer of the people," 

with all the fakery and flimflam the term implies. 

It was part of the intention of the Sophists to explode the theory 

of Par men ides, that all appearances are mere illusion. Rhetoric could 

hardly exist as a going enterprise if that were the case, since all its 

tricks and devices depend on surfaces, not profundities and depths. 

There was a strong aesthetic component in certain of the techniques 

of the Sophists, and this had an important bearing on theories of 

truth and falsehood. The word sophistes in itself had arty overtones. 

It was used by Pindar of poets and by Aeschylus of musicians, acquir­

ing the sense of professional teacher only at the end of the fifth cen­

tury. Protagoras, who was famous for interpreting poems by 

Simoni des and others, named Homer and Hesiod as closet Sophists. 

He himself was a literary critic as well as a grammarian, commended 

for his structural analysis of a passage of the Iliad, which strikes 

to day's scholars as surprisingly modern. Gorgias held that deceit can 

be admirable if used for aesthetic reasons. He called speech "that 

great potentate," which can achieve the most results with the least 

amount of physical exertion, and poetry a form of speech. It casts 

such a spell that "upon those who hear it there comes a fearful shud­

dering and a tearful pity and a mournful yearning." 

In his Poetics, Aristotle said Homer taught his successsors "the 
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proper way of telling lies." What is convincing though impossible in 

the drama, Aristotle says, must always be preferred to what is possi­

ble but unconvincing. Reading or listening to a poem, one must sub­

mit to its particular kind of fraudulence or miss the entire point. It 

is better in that case to tune in to the mendacity than to tune it out. 

In an essay entitled "Aristotle on Detective Fiction," the mystery 

writer Dorothy L. Sayers, with a curtsy in the direction of the great 

philosopher of antiquity, laid down as an arche of her trade that "Any 

fool can tell a lie, and any fool can believe it; but the right method is 

to tell the truth in such a way that the intelligent reader is seduced into 

telling the lie for himself. That the writer himself should tell a flat lie 

is contrary to all the canons of detective art." 

These pronouncements, of course, are always trembling on the 

brink of justifying utter dishonesty under the pretext that it is in the 

service of a higher purpose. If Sophists are physicians, their task is to 

make us feel better, not to ram the truth down our throats. Gorgias 

maintained that tragedy produces a deception in which the deceiver 

is more honest than the nondeceiver and the deceived wiser than the 

undeceived. "The power of speech over the disposition of the soul," 

said Gorgias, "is comparable with the effect of drugs on the disposi­

tion of the body. As drugs can expel certain humors from the body 

and thereby make an end either of sickness or oflife, so likewise var­

ious words can produce grief, pleasure or fear, which act like drugs 

when they give rise to bad persuasions in the soul." Socrates said Pro­

tagoras spoke with the voice of Orpheus, the spellbinding poet and 

musician who enchanted wild beasts and made even the trees and 

rocks move to his songs. Aeschylus called rhetoric "the charmer to 

whom nothing is denied." Helen of Troy may have been seduced by 

the allure of rhetoric; if so, she must be counted utterly blameless for 

her infidelity. She was as helpless under its spell as if she had been 

snatched up by a god, or abducted forcefully by a barbarian. Words 

and words alone are as potent as a supernatural visitation or a rape. 

There is a suggestion in the sayings of the Sophists that sticking 

to plain facts, shunning falsehood with the absolute detestation that 

Plato demanded of the ideal ruler of his Republic, is the pedestrian 

attitude of the inferior mind. This point of view smacks of the aes-



7 2  T H E  L I A R ' S  T A L E  

thete who regards ordinary, straightforward truth as too easy, too 

undemanding and tedious, a symptom of a weak imagination and a 

literal way of thinking. And the absence of a sense of fun. Gorgias 

advised his pupils "to destroy an opponent's seriousness by laughter 

and his laughter by seriousness." Once, when a swallow flew over and 

dropped some waste matter on his head, Gorgias sang out: "Shame 

on you, Philomena!" 

A Sophist was a maker, an inventor, not a finder or an observer. In 

Plato's Gorgias, Callicles, a follower of the Sophists, regards Socrates, 

who aims to find truth by rational observance of the rules of argu­

ment, not by charm and clever persuasion, as a stifling influence on 

true talent, holding back the creative impulses of men whose ambi­

tion is to dominate the democratic process. Socrates dissipates this 

life force with his old-maidish taste for sitting around drawing out 

slender filaments of deductive reasoning, taking it for granted that 

truth is something objective, something real, attainable though dif­

ficult to reach, often arriving at no final answers. Because he shuns 

relativism, the doctrine that tends to favor brute force, whether in 

action or in talk, Socrates is not a "real man." He lacks the desire to 

crush his adversaries. He is weak, cowardly, afraid to assert himself, 

all because he believes in a chimera called universal truth. He is des­

tined never to say anything "free and great and vigorous." Socrates is 

passive and contemplative in a world where truth is actively made, 

not happened upon in an armchair. 

One of the most sustained and vehement polemics against 

rhetoric came with the rise of the modem scientific mentality in the 

seventeenth century. Francis Bacon, in his Novum Organum, is as 

fierce as Plato in his dismissal of "sophistical" philosophy, where 

words acquire a tyrannical authority over fact: "for while men believe 

their reason governs words, in fact, words turn back and reflect their 

power upon the understanding." They can, and often do, refer to 

things that do not exist. Common sense usually dictates how words 

cut up and organize the world, but "when then someone of sharper 

understanding or more diligence in observation wishes to shift those 

lines, so as to move them closer to Nature, words shout him down." 

In rhetoric, words beget words. And philosophies, being made of 
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words, beget more philosophies, producing fictitious stories that are 

more like poetic drama than science. They make the world pretty and 

charming, present the truth as we would wish it to be, not as it is. 

"The true end, scope or office of knowledge," Bacon instructs us, 

"consists not in any plausible, delectable, reverend or admired dis­

course, or in any satisfactory arguments, but in effecting and work­

ing, and in discovery of particulars, not revealed before." 

Plato and Bacon each had his own reason to blow a trumpet blast 

against the wordmakers and poet-orators who used language as an 

unscrupulous apothecary might prescribe a mind-altering infusion 

of potent chemicals. Bacon wanted to assert the principle of truth as 

a stubborn, perhaps inelegant and awkward fact that needs to throw 

off the hypnotic charm of words. For that reason, science has to dis­

enchant itself, or it will never advance. Plato, more concerned with 

the proper governance of a decent city-state than with the laws of 

nature, waged a war of resistance against the influential doctrine, 

held for different reasons by such strange bedfellows as Parmenides 

and Protagoras, that nothing we say or think can be false. He did so 

because the idea that truth is easy, or that it takes a back seat to win­

ning, in the Darwinian sense of beating out the competition, was 

anathema to him. Plato put poets on a par with "representatives of 

falsehood and feigning in all departments oflife and knowledge, like 

the Sophists and rhetoricians, the false priests, false prophets, lying 

spirits, enchanters of the world." 

The notion that we can only speak what is true makes truth too 

cheap, too much of a screaming bargain. Genuine knowledge, the 

kind Plato's ruler must possess, ought to come more expensive than 

that, have a higher price tag. That price, Nicholas Denyer says, is that 

it is possible for us to make mistakes. "A principle requiring all 

beliefs to be true would obliterate the distinction between truth and 

falsehood no less thoroughly than a principle requiring them all to 

be false." It is a tribute to the influence and ingenuity of the Sophists 

that anyone should consider such a statement even needs to be 

made. 



C H A P T E R  F I V E  
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Theories usually result from precipitate reasoning of an impatient mind which 
would like to be rid of phenomena and replaces them with images, concepts, 
indeed often with mere words. One senses, possibly also realius, that this is a 
mere makeshift. But doesn't passion and partiality always fall in love with 
makeshifts? And rightly so, because they are so greatly needed. -Goethe 

L A T O ' S  A N T I - S O P H I S T I C  V I E W  O F  T R U T H  

and lies threw its imposing shadow across the span of 

time historians call the Middle Ages. He fiercely denied 

that the words we use to describe reality are mere coun­

ters that can be shuffled and tweaked to befuddle weak minds in a 

game of power. In its pure form, Plato's theory says words refer to the 

eternally true, absolutely real, and context-free Ideas. Consciousness 

is not an artifact built up in a person by years of observing the world, 

accumulating and memorizing facts. It is something we are born 

possessing, and it is somehow in communication with the super­

world of the Ideas. 

This doctrine, that truth is not to be found in differences but in 

identity, was strong in medieval times, from the third century on. 

There was a bias against originality and a belief that every singular 

thing in the world, including every person, should be as like as pos­

sible to its ideal type. 

Then, toward the end of the eleventh century, a reaction against 

this sovereignty of the abstract absolute set in. The particular began 

to stake its claim in opposition to the universal, and to a marked 

extent subvert the strenuous efforts Plato had made to keep lan-

74 
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guage honest. As long as Truth was external to  minds, external to 

sentences and even to individual "true" things, it was safe. Language 

could not trivialize or belittle it. Plato said we know what truth is 

because Truth is an independent entity in a sepatate domain, and the 

Sophists should keep their greedy hands off it. 

Danger beckoned once the reality of universals was under ques­

tion, since Christianity itself was based on such otherworldly 

absolutes as God and the Trinity. What if these eternal entities were 

not real at all, not outside time and space and even human thoughts, 

but simply words, names, that human beings had invented? That 

unsettling thesis came to be known as "nominalism," originating in 

the teachings of the eleventh-century scholastic philosopher 

Roscellinus, whose Latin formula was universalis sunt nomina, "uni­

versals are (only) names." Nominalism was destined to cast its influ­

ence over most of Europe. It was known as the via moderna, or 

modern way, and eventually it was to spell the collapse of the whole 

grand synthesis of medieval thought. By arguing that there is no 

reality apart from the single individual, that the world can be undet­

stood only one thing, one fact, at a time, nominalism made all 

human knowledge suspect. It also threw into question the entire 

relationship between language and thought. Loosely speaking, nom­

inalism was a latter-day revival of the Sophistic distinction between 

physis and nomos, the natural and the artificial, between what is given 

and what is made. A Sophist, holding the view that there is a profu­

sion of "truths"-perhaps as many as there are people to believe 

them-but no single, final Truth, and that language makes its own 

reality, would have been a nominalist in the fourteenth century A.D. 

In fact, Antisthenes, a leading Sophist who was among the hand­

ful of close associates present in the room with Socrates when he 

drank hemlock, has been called "the first nominalist." Antisthenes 

denied the existence of the Platonic Forms as independent realities. 

There is a tale that he once said to Plato: "I see a horse, but I don't see 

horseness." Don't feel proud of yourself, was the gist of Plato's 

response. Regard it as a defect of intuition. "For you have the eye with 

which a horse is seen, but you have not yet acquired the eye to see 

horseness." Or treeness, or blueness, or chariotness, presumably. To 
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a nominalist, each tree, each shade of blue, every chariot, i s  unique 

and different. Even if we could conceive horseness, the universal 

equine essence, it would exist only in our minds, and is just a fiction 

of reason. A thing has one and only one Logos; it cannot be spoken 

of except by its own proper description. Therefore-here we go 

again-it is impossible to speak falsely or to contradict. Aristotle, the 

philosopher of common sense, called Antisthenes foolish and his 

followers "crude thinkers." 

At first, the rise of nominalism seemed to pose no deadly harm to 

church teaching and in fact tended to underscore the importance of 

revelation, since it also contested the Platonic idea that human rea­

son can show that universals are real. You had to rely on faith. In the 

fourteenth century, however, nominalism, with its world-altering 

message that mankind can never know ultimate truth by the power 

of reason alone, burst onto the scene with renewed intensity and 

force. 

On the night of May 26, 1328, William ofOckham, a young Fran­

ciscan friar accused of propagating ideas deeply subversive of church 

authority, together with a handful of like-minded colleagues, fled 

from his convent in Avignon, home of the popes in exile. Barely 

escaping arrest, they took ship secretly down the Rhone. At Aigues­

Mottes, an imperial galley waited to take them to the emperor Louis 

of Bavaria. A year earlier, Louis had deposed the Avignon pope,lohn 

XXII, and set up an anti-pope in Rome. Ockham, a lecturer at 

Oxford, had been summoned to Avignon, where a committee of six 

theologians decided that fifty-one items in his commentaries were 

"heretical and pestilential." He refused to disown them, inviting 

more grieffor himselfby taking sides against the pope on the bitterly 

controversial question of poverty. Ockham championed the cause of 

the Spirituals, a group of Franciscans who believed in practicing 

absolute poverty, as did the early Christians. Property, after all, did 

not exist in the Garden of Eden. Two years later, he signed a protest 

against a papal bull which condemned the doctrine. His escape 

enabled him to carry on his polemical opposition from a secure dis­

tance. He and his companions finally reached Pis a, where he put 

himself under the protection of the emperor, campaigning for polit-
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ical democracy in church and state, and stressing the importance of 

the individual over society as a whole. 

The nocturnal flight of Ockham has been called a decisive 

moment in the history of European thought, comparable to the 

secret journey of Lenin in 1917  from Switzerland to Petrograd in a 

sealed train, there to spread the virus of an untested ideology. In a 

phrase intended to emphasize that the force of ideas is not weaker 

than the might of armies, Ockham's first words to the emperor are 

reputed to have been: "Protect me with your sword, and I will defend 

you with my pen." 

Was Ockham the Lenin of his day? An exaggeration, certainly. In 

fact, he has been likened to a nineteenth-century liberal, someone 

like John Stuart Mill, for his utilitarian theory of property, his advo­

cacy of civil and, to a limited extent, religious liberty and freedom of 

debate, and his strong belief that exceptions to rules are one of the 

inescapable facts of life. Like Darwin, Ockham also held fast to the 

view that metaphysics must be separated absolutely from the task of 

understanding nature. His ideas ultimately helped to bring about a 

fundamental change in Western ways of thinking. Well into the 

twentieth century, one scholar notes, "Ockham's name continued to 

carry the faint odor of disreputability and scandal in certain quar­

ters." His ideas have been compared to those of the twentieth-centu­

ry theorist of "language games," Ludwig Wittgenstein. 

Ockham became a household word, thanks to his celebrated 

razor, the ever sharp blade of logic that shaves away superfluous 

terms and finicky distinctions that Scholasticism had manufactured 

in bulk over centuries of medieval thought. He probably never used 

such a word, but the metaphor of the razor as an instrument of 

economy and parsimony runs through all his work. "To employ a 

number of principles when it is possible to use a few is a waste of 

time," is a typical Ockhamist statement of belief in the power oflog­

ical frugality. 

Ockham was profoundly loyal to the church. He did not place 

under suspicion such theological untouchables as the Trinity. He 

merely shelved all aspirations to match up the inadequate instru­

ment of the human mind with the enormous mystery of God's oper-
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ations. Like Protagoras, though in very different terms, Ockham 

decided it was a waste of time even to attempt such an ambitious 

task. God must remain incomprehensible, a book closed to reason. 

His Logos and ours are just completely different, and that is that. 

Putting the divine purpose off-limits to discussion in that way had 

a tremendously liberating effect on secular thought. One could do 

philosophy, study the natural world, uninhibited by the encum­

brances of theological dogma, speculation, and authority. This 

implied a clean separation of the human mind from the superhu­

man, of history from theology, the political from the ecclesiastical, 

and to some extent the present from the past. Eventually, Ockham's 

nominalism would lead to the vast upheavals of the Reformation, to 

Martin Luther. Already, in the fourteenth century, John Wycliffe in 

England had sided with nominalism in his campaign to make the 

scriptures available to all and sundry. 

The sense that language had lost its moorings can be noticed in 

the work of William Langland, a younger contemporary of Ockham. 

His Piers Plowman, an allegorical poem about the search for truth, is 

full of tricky wordplay, verbal ambiguity, mistaken meaning, puns, 

and warped syntax. The scholar Mary Carruthers sees as a basic con­

cern of the poem the task of redeeming a language that has lost its 

metaphysical connection with truth. The biggest fool in Piers Plow­

man is a character named Will, who has a hugely inflated idea of his 

own ability to interpret what others say to him on important matters. 

Chaucer, the greatest poet of the fourteenth century, was familiar 

with nominalist thinking and tinkered with the notion that no two 

people can communicate with each other in any meaningful way. 

John Gardner presents Chaucer to us moderns as a philosophical 

poet fascinated with nominalism, especially the idea that since my 

abstraction from the concrete individual thing is not "real," but just 

a thought-up name, it may be entirely different from yours. I see a 

tomato and classifY it as a fruit, but you may call it a vegetable. In the 

extreme version, the unreality of universals means that all ideas are 

private and uncommunicable: judgment subsides into mere opin­

ion. Gardner inserts the fateful word "relativism" into his discussion 

of late medieval nominalism. Our minds are just not up to the task 
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of dealing with absolutes. Chaucer explored the idea of  a mismatch 

between God's doings and mankind's frail intellect in The House of 

Fame, contrasting the immense and systematic plan of the universe 

with the lame-brain narrator, "Geffrey," a soulmate of Langland's 

cloddish Will, who hasn't a clue about the universe, its grandeur and 

meaning, but uses its goods for his own benefit just the same. Just as 

they invent fictions known as universals, human beings tend to pro­

ject their own personalities onto the cosmos. In the Knight's Tale, part 

of the Canterbury Tales) three characters-one admirable, one drunk, 

one congenitally inclined to malice-give opinions on how the uni­

verse works that are wildly at odds with one another and cannot be 

reconciled. 

"N 0 fourteenth century nominalist used the word 'relativism,' but 

every nominalist understood at least something of the queasy feel­

ing we get while we laugh at a play by Samuel Beckett," says Gardner. 

"For a devout Christian artist, the only absolutes, finally, are God's 

love and man's art, that is, the trustworthy emotion and perception 

of a man who carefully sets down what he sees. But nominalism 

teaches that all vision, even the artist's vision, is mere opinion. One 

feels there are truths that can be discovered, not just affirmed (as we 

affirm, on scant evidence, God's justice and love). But how can we 

defend them? All serious artists today, I think, face what nominalists 

face: the impossibility of saying anything, though one knows, or at 

certain times briefly imagines, that there is something profoundly 

true that, somehow, cannot be said." 

Such a philosophy tends to engender a deep suspicion of con­

sciousness and its ability to discover truth, a suspicion that was to 

expand to mammoth proportions in the nineteenth and twentieth 

centuries. "There is hardly a day," wrote the modern theologian Paul 

Tillich, "that I do not fight against nominalism." Nominalism also 

encouraged an attitude of distrust toward nature, a sense that the 

world can be tricky, unreliable, deceptive, and may not play by the 

rules. It knocks flat the ancient Greek idea that the universe is philo­

sophical, hospitable to our desire to understand it. 

Tillich emphasizes that for the medievals, universals and essences, 

including the essence of truth, are powers that determine what each 
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separate thing-a tree, a horse, a warrior-will become as it fulfills its 

destiny. That simplifies life a little. We can talk about "human 

nature" as the universal character of mankind, what every person has 

in common. Nominalism posed a disquieting threat to that neat phi­

losophy, and to such socially stabilizing universals as "family, state, 

friends, craftsmen," collectivities which are prior to the individual. 

At the same time, it tended to make society more complex. "Without 

it," Tillich said, "the estimation of personality in the modern world­

the real basis of democracy-could not have developed." Nominal­

ism preserved or emphasized the value of the unique human person, 

which saved Europe from becoming Asiatic. 

Nominalism also helped to loosen the fit between words and 

things, already problematic in the twelfth century, and one of the 

most insidious enemies of the concept of absolute truth. There was 

a revival on vastly different premises of the Sophistic emphasis on 

the arbitrary nature of words, spoken or written. Jacques Derrida, the 

leading exponent of today's doctrine of deconstruction, so hostile to 

the theory of the single truth, has said that trust in the correspon­

dence of words to reality was lost as soon as the link between lan­

guage and the Logos was broken. He traced such a disconnect to the 

eighteenth-century Enlightenment. But that is an unadventurous 

dating. The essence of deconstruction is the detachment of the 

"sign," whether word or spoken sound, from the "signified," the 

mental concept to which the sign refers. Ockham, in his Summa totius 

/ogicae, written about 1323, makes a distinction between words and 

concepts, noting that a word is a mere sign, a conventional token, 

like the letters of the alphabet in algebra. 

"The separation of the sign from the signified did not occur as a 

result of the secularism of the Enlightenment, as Derrida claims," 

writes the historian of ideas Louis Dupre. "Already, the nominalist 

crisis had severed the bond between human words and the divine 

Logos. If we can no longer take for granted that God's decrees follow 

an intelligible pattern, then we also cease to trust that the eternal 

Logos secures the basic veracity of human speech. Henceforth, words 

were to be used at man's risk and discretion without carrying the tra-
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ditional guarantee that, if properly used, they touch the real as it is 

in itself." 

A theological controversy had been raging for centuries over 

whether there is more than one kind of truth. Thomas Aquinas, in 

the thirteenth century, attempted a reconciliation between faith and 

reason by arguing that philosophy and theology both aim at the 

same thing: the one truth about God. But he had to contend with the 

doctrine of the double truth, held at that time with vigor by the 

school of Siger of Brabant, a thirteenth-century French Scholastic. 

Siger was hauled in front of the Inquisition for perpetrating such 

ideas as that God does not know the furure. He may have been mur­

dered in 1284 after escaping from France. Siger was an adherent of 

the ingenious Arabic philosopher Ibn Rushd, known as Averroes, 

who held that intelligence falls from God onto mankind in a 

sequence of downwardly trending spheres, so that a theologian can 

interpret Scripture as allegory, while at the same time presenting it 

as literal truth to the ordinary untutored person. 

Critics of Averroes accused him of installing a doctrine of dualism, 

by which one could simultaneously judge as true a discovery in nat­

ural philosophy and also its direct converse in theology. This 

smacked of the program of the Sophists, who had pronounced con­

tradiction to be impossible. There were official condemnations of 

such unorthodox ideas at the University of Paris in 1270 and 1277. 

Accusations of a "double truth" may have been exaggerated, since no 

philosopher in the thirteenth century seems to have espoused it so 

nakedly. Averroes himself wrote a treatise, On the Harmony Between 

Religion and Philosophy, which proposed the existence of a single 

Truth, but allowed for many different ways of accessing it: the 

rhetorical method of persuasion, beloved by the Sophists, the dialec­

tical, and the philosophical, open only to those fully qualified to use 

its technical resources. 

An avant-garde troupe of young professors who clustered around 

Siger were suspected of surreptitiously promoting the doctrine of 

the double truth. Aquinas, in a sermon at the University of Paris, 

charged them with using Aristotle as a camouflage for this heretical 
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thesis. "Among those who labor in  philosophy," Aquinas said, "some 

say things which are not true according to faith, they reply that it is 

the Philosopher (Aristotle) who says so. As for themselves, they do 

not affirm it, they are only repeating the Philosopher's words." A 

rupture offearful proportions opened up between what a person can 

believe to be true and what he or she can know to be true, helping to 

secularize knowledge and presaging the end of the Middle Ages. It 

was possible to investigate the human world without openly sub­

verting church authority. 

Ockham's nominalism also tended to reinforce the doctrine of the 

double truth. As a young man in Paris, Ockham had arrived at a deci­

sion that it is futile to try to prove God's existence, or that he is one, 

single, a unity. Reason and faith occupy different spheres, and 

because they are so foreign to each other, they may well contradict. 

If that makes faith unreasonable, then so be it. Faith has priority over 

reason. Early in his career, Ockham had studied the writings of Duns 

Scotus, a late thirteenth-century Oxford philosopher, a Franciscan, 

who stressed the unknowability of God, and whose ideas about lan­

guage, like those of Ockham, are strangely prophetic of those of 

Wittgenstein eight hundred years on. Duns Scotus took issue with 

the sunny optimism of Aquinas, that we can construct a limited 

knowledge of God just from the evidence of our senses. He denied 

that "any sure and pure truth can be known naturally by the under­

standing of the wayfarer without the special illumination of the 

uncreated light." We cannot pierce the enigma of God by the route 

of reason, due to our fallen state. 

Aquinas regarded the "laws of nature," the regularities that make 

science possible, not as an effect of God's will, acting from outside, 

but as arising from the inherent reasonableness of creation. Every­

thing God made, from orchids to oak trees to black beetles, was sub­

ject to the selfsame eternal law. That ensured a nice, tight connection 

between the divine intelligence and the knowable order of the uni­

verse. We can rest easy and go on doing science in the secure belief 

that there is a rational order. Aquinas had maintained the doctrine 

of an intelligible creation by placing the Platonic Ideas, which in Pla-



'Dr Boublr �ruth 8 3  

to's cosmological treatise, the Timaeus, existed apart from and inde­

pendently of the Creator, safely tucked away in the mind of God. 

The one fly in this soothing theological ointment was that the 

Ideas, as part of the software in the divine computer, would actually 

restrict God's freedom by confining him to the absolute Platonic val­

ues. If the Form of Truth is in God's mind, then he is not at liberty 

to dabble in falsehood, nor to act unjustly ifhe is constrained by the 

Idea of Justice. The Ideas were seen as cramping the style of the 

Almighty, almost as biological needs curb human thought and 

action. A truly unfettered God would be free to make nature hypo­

critical and fraudulent. He could lie to his creatures, as Philip Gosse 

in the Victorian turbulence of weak beliefs speculated that the fos­

sils in the rocks were an elaborate hoax. The God of the medieval 

"Voluntarists" could make nonexistent unicorns appear real to us, 

create triangles with four sides, or cause time to run backward, 

though to us it would seem to move in the usual direction. His will 

would take precedence over his reason, a textbook definition of Vol­

untarism. 

In 1277, when Aquinas had been dead three years, the controver­

sy over God's will versus his reason came to the boil. Bishop Etienne 

Tempier of Paris was ordered by the pope to inquire into the doc­

trines taught at the University of Paris, including a number which 

had been held by Aquinas himself. Tempier condemned 232 propo­

sitions of theology and natural philosophy. Among them was the 

statement that "the impossible cannot be performed by God" -Quod 

impossibile simpliciter non potest fieri a Deo. Tempier could not stomach 

the heresy that God was anything but utterly free to do whatever he 

willed. That condemnation was a hinge event in the history of ideas. 

It marked the formal beginning of a theological reaction that was to 

preserve the freedom and omnipotence of God, but make the hope 

offully understanding the world a dubious one. By insisting on a wil­

ful God, the reactionaries could not be sure that his universe would 

be in any way regular and predictable, and an irregular world is not 

amenable to human understanding. It is apt to be slippery and 

deceptive. 
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Voluntarism, the doctrine that the will has priority over reason, 

begins with the premise that human beings have needs, and those 

needs confer meaning on a world that would otherwise be meaning­

less. For Plato, reason comes first. It selects goals and aims which the 

will is then conscripted to push to completion. Thus nobody can 

choose to do an evil deed knowing it is evil. Giving the will free rein 

spells the ruin of a person's character and actually twists out of shape 

what human nature is meant to be. For the Voluntarist, however, 

goals do not even exist until the will marks them out as such. And in 

the realm of the will, truth and falsehood cease to have any clear sig­

nificance. A desire cannot be described as fallacious or erroneous. 

There is no such thing as a rational or irrational will. Far from warp­

ing human nature, the supremacy of the will just is human nature. It 

is odd that a philosophy based on the idea that God is all-powerful 

should begin to sound so remarkably similar to the late twentieth­

century theory of evolutionary psychology, where behavior that 

seems irrational or arbitrary may have hidden causes planted deep in 

the distant beginnings of the human species. 

Ockham, supposedly but not intentionally the founder of the 

Nominalist movement, which was to rule at a number of universities 

in the fifteenth century, held that God can do anything except con­

tradict himself. He can perform immediately and directly what in the 

view of science and common sense needs a mediating cause. As for 

us human beings, we have no way of knowing whether the effect is 

natural or supernatural. God's absolute power makes for tremen­

dous uncertainty in our endeavors to understand ourselves, the 

world, and our relation to the Creator. 

Duns Scotus had used the argument of God's supreme power in 

an affirmative way. Ockham recruited it to show the vast unpre­

dictability of everything. We can think that universals really exist, but 

who is to say whether God deceives us into trusting our intuition by 

giving us a false intuition of something he has destroyed? He could 

obliterate Monte Cassino and make us see it as still standing intact. 

Ockham stressed the primacy of the will and the crucial importance 

of freedom in human beings as well as in God. Nominalism was a 

warning not to take mental artifacts for the real things, not to sup-
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pose that God's will i s  knowable through any avenue other than rev­

elation. Truth today could be falsehood tomorrow if God so willed 

it. Murder and adultery are sins now, but could be virtues at his com­

mand. We could even hate God and still be in his good graces. The 

whole system of divine rewards and punishments goes out of the 

window, since God is at complete liberty to recompense or penalize 

as he desires. 

The heresy of the double truth was deeply uncongenial to that 

warp of the medieval fabric that cherished unity, the oneness of the 

whole Christian enterprise. The high attainment of the Middle Ages 

was a single Christendom under the rule of a single church. Nomi­

nalism has been blamed, or credited, for contributing to the shift 

from one to many, leading ultimately to Protestantism, democracy, 

national politics, secularism, positivism, and empirical science. And 

all this was the effect of what was essentially just a theory of lan­

guage, and the connection between language and truth. It warns us 

not to dismiss too offhandedly late twentieth-century philosophy, 

obsessed with language as it is, as wholly trivial or ivory tower. It may 

inflict untold destruction on values so fundamental we assume they 

are anchored firmly in the fabric of existence, entirely immune from 

such remote questions as the instability of sign and signifier. 

Double truth had a long and checkered career down the centuries, 

surfacing in unexpected places-in the realpolitik of Machiavelli, in 

the Darwinian controversies that wracked Victorian England. Noel 

Annan has shown that even in the mid-Victorian period there was a 

strong inclination to maintain the unity of truth. The Romantic 

revival had toppled unity as the ruling principle of the cosmos, 

replacing it with differences, singularities, one-of-a-kinds. Even 

untruth contributed to the treasured profusion of life: "though 

some poet's dream might be an illusion, the world was that much 

richer, the Creator more fully realised." There were those who 

believed that the biblical refrain, "Oh Lord, how manifold are thy 

works," was strengthened by Darwin's description of the spectacular 

variousness of orchids. 

Rationalists in Darwin's England for the most part did not attack 

openly the tenets of religion. When an American scientist,]. W. Drap-
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er, made a crude appeal for all-out war between science and religion 

at a meeting of the British Association, the speech fell flat. He was 

rated an inferior thinker. By contrast with the ferments on the Con­

tinent, where Marx and Nietzsche rattled the cages of the devout, 

English intellectuals tended to accept the Protestant ethic and to 

trust authority, including the authority of the Roman Catholic 

Church. The young radicals, deploring the hypocrisy and inertia of 

the older generation in the face of devastating contradictions 

between Scripture and the new discoveries of science, took refuge in 

the belief that had once nourished medieval churchmen-the Unity 

of Truth. If biblical authorities said the Earth is barely more than 

four thousand years old, and science shows it is vastly more ancient 

than that, both versions cannot be correct. And such intolerable ten­

sion cannot continue indefinitely, even in smug Victorian England. 

"Truth can never be opposed to truth," said Dean Buckland, the first 

professor of geology at Oxford. 

It could be, of course-and was. In science, the "truth" of Euclid­

ean geometry, thought to be eternal law, built into the mind at birth 

according to Immanuel Kant, was elbowed aside by new, exotic 

geometries that were as valid as the old ones for certain purposes, in 

spite of violating axioms believed to be inviolate. Cardinal Newman, 

thinking of the collision between Galileo and the church over the 

movement of the Earth around the Sun, said a proposition about 

motion could be untrue philosophically but true "for certain practi­

cal purposes." In 1878, a paper was read to the Metaphysical Society 

with the title "Double Truth." John Morley poured scorn on those 

too craven to dissent from the prevailing views, yet who also sneered 

at Roman Catholics for accepting teachings flagrantly at odds with 

the latest scientific findings, according to the doctrine of the separa­

tion of faith and reason. 

The heresy of the double truth not only licensed science to be as 

anti-intuitive, as uncommonsensical, as agnostic as it pleased. It also 

propped up and sustained dogmas held by church authorities that 

were increasingly at odds with secular thought. It served the latter 

function more effectively than the doctrine of the single Truth was 

able to do. As late as 1968, after the Second Vatican Council, the 



1Che Bouble 1Cruth 8 7  

Swiss theologian Hans Kung could write that the "lack of truthful­

ness" in the church was due not so much to individual fear or cow­

ardice, but rather to positions taken at certain moments in the 

history of theology. Truthfulness, Kung noted, is not one of the "the­

ological" virtues, which are faith, hope, and love. Sins against the 

eighth commandment, which treats of truthfulness, were classified 

as venial. Lying as such is an excusable act, whereas violating the 

sixth commandment was a mortal sin. The curious approach to 

truth-telling by Aquinas, Kung said, had important consequences. 

Aquinas stipulated that the intention to deceive is necessary to the 

act of lying. The natute of falsehood resides in the readiness to say 

something objectively untrue. In that way, truth-telling became an 

aspect of justice: a lie is a default on a debt, a failure to render to the 

other person what is owed. 

That set the stage of the sophistries of the Counter-Reformation, 

the cult of the "technical" truth, the art of parsing a statement so 

finely that the lie it contains can masquerade as veracity. Hair-split­

ting distinctions, mental reservations, slippery language, could 

accomplish this maneuver. 

At the Second Vatican Council, Kung chatted to the theologian 

John Courtney Murray about a certain American archbishop. Said 

Murray with a smile: "He is an absolutely honest man. He would 

never lie except for the good of the Church." 

That attitude, said Kung, is now as obsolete, or ought to be, as the 

theory of angels dancing on the head of a pin. In the Middle Ages, 

when the ideal society was envisaged as a harmony between the sin­

gle person and the community, truthfulness was not the preeminent, 

the indispensable and overriding virtue it became when tension grew 

between the individual and the community, and a self-conscious 

subjectivity began to emerge. But precisely because truth-telling is a 

modern virtue, it would be suicidal for any institution that hopes to 

survive into the twenty-first century not to adopt it as a first and 

unconditional priority. The time when lies could be told for the 

greater good of some grand organization, whether religious or secu­

lar, is past. Truth-telling is no longer just one virtue among others, 

or even just a very important virtue. "Since truthfulness does not 
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concern man's state in  this world and his relation to  it-as, for 

instance, do the civic virtues of order, thrift and cleanliness, but the 

relation of man to himself," Kung wrote, it becomes absolutely fun­

damental. "If the relation of man to himself and hence of the com­

munity to itself is disturbed, if this relation to oneself is no longer 

clear and transparent, then the moral existence of man or of the com­

munity is threatened all along the line. Without this inner truthful­

ness, the civic virtues, and the other virtues too, are endangered at 

their roots: they are no longer possible in an authentic fashion." 
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The human world flourishes best when refreshed by falsehood. -Roger Scruton 

If everything is possible, nothing is true. 
-Alexandre Koyre on Descartes's Philosophical Writings 

E H A V E  S E E N  H O W T H E  M E D I E V A L  V I E W 

of God as a Being so omnipotent as to be more power­

ful than truth, able if he willed to cause us to accept as 

true the most egregious falsehoods, makes science a 

tricky enterprise, since it means that nothing is securely predictable. 

Rene Descartes, who helped to establish the modern scientific world­

view, had to meet head-on this troubling theological dilemma before 

he could formulate a scientific method free of the uncertainties that 

plagued adherents of Voluntarism in the preceding centuries. God, 

he affirms, could have made another world, identical in every respect 

to the one we occupy, in which things true in one would be false in 

the other. A truth is true only because God wills it. 

Descartes' answer is that God, being perfect, could never perpetu­

ate something as imperfect as an act of deception. That would be a 

fault and a defect in Him. Descartes defines God as supremely intel­

ligent and supremely powerful, an attribute that, contrary to the Vol­

untarists, makes Him entirely dependable. And here is the clinching 

argument against the notion that God would dangle falsehood in 

front of us and trick us into mistaking it for truth: fraud and decep­

tion may seem to be a mark of subtlety and power (some of the 

89 
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Sophists thought so), but, says Descartes, that is  entirely mistaken. 

Lying, the desire to cheat, is actually the epitome of "malice or fee­

bleness," a puny and weak-kneed sort of device, and who could imag­

ine the existence of a weak-kneed God? 

Our modern Masters of Suspicion distrusted consciousness and 

placed interpretation at the top of the agenda. Descartes, taking 

quite a different view, was suspicious of everything but conscious­

ness itself, and whatever is in consciousness that precedes interpre­

tation. Even recollection is suspect; he talks about "my lying 

memory." 

Enter the famous genius of deception, malicious to the core, a 

Cartesian creation, totally unlike the honest God so perfect no 

human mind could have invented him. Descartes was then a man in 

his forties living quietly in a house on the windswept coast of Hol­

land, worrying about his hair turning gray, cultivating herbs, trick­

ing his landlady into taking in his "niece" Francine-in reality his 

natural daughter-and trying to find a firm foundation for knowl­

edge at a time when the whole edifice of medieval thought was tot­

tering under the impact of new discoveries in science. "I will suppose, 

then," he wrote in his Meditations, "not that there is the optimum 

God, the fountain of truth, but that there is a certain malign spirit, 

supremely powerful and clever, and [who] does his utmost to deceive 

me. I will suppose that sky, air, earth, colors, shapes, sounds, and all 

external objects are mere delusive dreams, by means of which he lays 

snares for my credulity. I will consider myself as having no hands, no 

eyes, no blood, no senses, but just having a false belief that I have all 

these things." 

This spiteful imp of chicanery was designed to introduce such 

overpowering doubt as to the reality of our most ordinary sensations 

and thoughts that whatever survived the onslaught must be truth, a 

rock-bottom foundation on which to build secure, genuine, and per­

manent knowledge. That mental terra firma is consciousness. I can 

doubt everything except the fact that I am doubting, which means I 

think, I exist. Real knowledge begins with the first-person confidence 

that the whole world might be a lie, except one's own mind. 

Descartes worshipped at the shrine of the single Truth. He was an 
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anti-nominalist in the sense that he believed in the authenticity of 

universals. In terms reminiscent of the mystical poem of Par­

menides, he describes how, one winter night near Vim, on St. Mar­

tin's Eve, in a rented room with a wann stove, a major crisis befell 

him in the form of three dreams. Illumination came, not from wise 

teachers, or the learning he had stored up since his schooldays, but 

from secluded reverie. After a long struggle with his thoughts, 

Descartes decided that there must be a single Method which could 

be used to arrive at a single Truth: that all objects of human knowl­

edge are interdependent. He was then only twenty-three years old 

and saw himself in possession of "everything at once." Then the 

dreams began, so amazing and strange they could only have come 

straight from God. Not from the fumes of alcohol: Descartes had 

been teetotal for three months. 

The first dream smacked of an evil genius. Apparitions hovered, a 

Pentecostal wind blew him about. Descartes felt a pain in his left 

side, making it difficult to go where he wanted. The ghostly phan­

toms terrified him so much he couldn't walk straight. He staggered 

in the direction of a church to pray, but was thrown offhis path, per­

haps because the wicked one, not God, was impelling him in that 

direction. In a second dream he heard a loud noise like a thunder­

clap: a sign that Truth was about to strike? Sparks crackled all 

around the room, frightening him. The third dream was more preg­

nant with helpful meaning. Two books appeared on his bedside 

table, a dictionary and a collection of poems. The first represented all 

the sciences put together; the second that type of mysterious inspi­

ration, akin to divine revelation, which descends on the artist. 

Descartes thought it showed him that God had chosen him to reveal 

the unity of all truth, of all sciences, of all knowledge. 

The important lesson Descartes drew from these nighttime para­

bles was that while a person can be blown hither and thither by the 

imp offalsehood, there is a straight path to truth, and God guaran­

tees it will take us there. Even so, the God of Descartes is distinct 

from the world he created, and his ways are deeply mysterious. We 

know what a "truth" does for us, but it is a waste of time even to haz­

ard a guess as to what the identical truth might do for Him. Our 
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mathematics might be utterly different from God's mathematics, 

which means for the later Descartes that math by itself cannot be 

used to legitimate knowledge. Here the Logos is in peril of collaps­

ing altogether, due to the inscrutable opaqueness of the divine intel­

lect. Descartes undertakes a kind of rescue, by saying that 

rock-bottom truths are installed in our minds at birth, in everyone's 

mind, distributed equally; we do not need to receive a special kind of 

grace to know them. The organ of truth is thus something like the 

organ of conscience: it is there, and it is up to us to listen to it. 

Descartes's metaphor of the mendacious demon in the Meditations 

is the converse of the single Truth: It is the embodiment of the sin­

gle Lie. The philosopher Roger Scruton thinks the demon is 

arguably a better, more economical explanation of our ordinary 

experience than the commonsense view that we live in an objective 

world which corresponds to our opinions. "Instead of supposing the 

existence of a complex world, with a multiplicity of objects, whose 

laws we barely understand," says Scruton, "the demon hypothesis 

proposes just one object (the demon) operating according to a prin­

ciple (the desire and pursuit of deception) that we are intimately 

acquainted with. The hypothesis is both simpler, and more intelligi­

ble, than the doctrine of common sense. Maybe it is the best expla­

nation!" 

At a time when Descartes was writing his Meditations, ancient skep­

ticism in the form of Pyrrhonism was enjoying a revival, thanks to 

the rediscovery of the works of Sextus Empiricus, the "methodical" 

philosopher who flourished in the second and third centuries A.D. 

Sextus was a champion of his master Pyrrho, a Greek skeptic much 

taken with the atomic theory of Democritus. Pyrrho taught an 

extreme form of relativism in which the senses cheat. Eyes and ears 

are quite capable oflying to us and people are inclined to tell you the 

first thing that pops into their heads. Faced with that day-in, day-out 

mendacity, you might as well keep quiet and preserve aphasia, a non­

committal silence, an imperturbable serenity. Pyrrho himself was an 

exemplary Pyrrhonist. According to Diogenes Laertius, he was apt to 

wander around in traffic, not looking where he was going, so that his 



'Dr �mp of jfalsdlood 9 3  

friends had to rescue him from "carts, precipices, dogs and what­

not." 

Sextus touched a seventeenth-century nerve with his insistence on 

the idea that each person's constitution is so radically different from 

anyone else's we cannot even pretend there is a single, truthful 

account of ordinary experience. The mental is so intimately linked to 

the physical, it is impossible to separate body from soul. And since 

bodies vary wildly from person to person, souls, or minds, must vary 

to the same extent. "We differ," Sextus wrote, "in our constitutional 

peculiarities. For some people, beef is easier to digest than rock-fish, 

and some suffer diarrhoea from inferior Lesbian wine. There used to 

be an old woman of Attica, they say, who could drink thirty grams of 

hemlock with impunity, and Lysis used to take four grams of opium 

without harm." 

Michel de Montaigne, one of the most widely read Pyrrhonists of 

the period, took almost the opposite view from that of Descartes on 

the role of mind and reason. He believed consciousness can be 

deceived and can also deceive itself Montaigne, who died four years 

before Descartes was born, and whose influence on his times has 

been likened to that of Freud on ours, held that the senses lie to the 

mind and the mind lies back in return. The two compete in defraud­

ing each other. What is more, Reason is one of the imps of falsehood 

leading us astray. As an inner presence, it also enables us to deceive 

ourselves. 

A provocative theme in Montaigne's writings is that ignorance, 

untruth, just not caring whether or not the whole world is a lie, can 

be a source of happiness and contentment to the human species. We 

can be deceived, be a prey to falsehoods, and still enjoy our existence. 

A big mistake is to try to separate our "higher" faculties from our 

personhood, from the quotidian condition of being human. We are 

all members of the common herd. The acids of Reason, which for 

Descartes were an elixir of psychological health, would, if allowed 

free rein, eat away and destroy our natural instincts, Montaigne 

warned. The mind is always trying to improve on nature, aspiring to 

be something it was never intended to be; it is artificial and preten-
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tious. I t  has ideas above its station. The imagination, in  particular, is 

flighty and poor at making a distinction between truth and lies. Like 

one of today's critics of the postmodernists, Montaigne pokes fun at 

the mania of his contemporaries for interpretation, for commen­

taries on commentaries, never agreeing on a final version. There is 

more bustle, more ink spilt on more paper, to interpret interpreta­

tions, than to interpret things. Critics occupy more space than orig­

inal writers: "every place swarms with commentaries; of authors 

there is great scarcity." The natural disease of the mind is that it 

"does nothing but ferret and inquire, and is eternally wheeling, jug­

gling and perplexing itselflike silkworms, and then suffocates in its 

work." 

Whereas Descartes went to great lengths to lift human beings out 

of nature, our of the common opinions and habits of other people, 

the conventions of society, Montaigne let himself be "ignorantly and 

negligently led by the general law of the world." It would be folly, he 

said, to worry and fret about whether such a law is correct and true, 

since it is not private and personal, but public and general. In a 

strongly worded passage at the end of the Essays, he advises against 

"disassociating" the mind from the body. People who do so "would 

put themselves out of themselves, and escape from being men. 'Tis 

folly; instead of transforming themselves into angels, they transform 

themselves into beasts. Instead of elevating, they lay themselves 

lower. These transcendental humors affright me, like high and inac­

cessible cliffs and precipices." We escape out of ourselves because we 

do not know how to live within ourselves. 

" 'Tis to much purpose to go upon stilts," Montaigne noted, "for, 

when upon stilts, we must yet walk with our legs; and when seated 

upon the most elevated throne in the world, we are but seated upon 

our rump." 

There is evidence that Descartes read Montaigne before beginning 

to write the Discourse. Montaigne's Essays were popular, went through 

several reprintings and were taken up by such figures as Father Pierre 

Charron, a skeptical theologian very close to Montaigne. Charron's 

book De la Sagesse was a treatise on the correct method for avoiding 

error and discovering truth, quite similar to the drift of Descartes's 
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own approach. He denied that human beings have any sufficient 

mental apparatus enabling them to tell truth from falsehood. We are 

apt to believe any old thing under the pressure of social conformity 

and coercion. 

It is clear that Descartes recoiled from Montaigne's view that 

mind must not be regarded as distinct and separate from the body 

or from nature. Montaigne had taken an almost Darwinian 

approach to the continuity of humans and nonhuman species. To 

suppose there is a profound break between the two is sheer conceit. 

"Presumption is our natural and original disease," he said, cutting us 

all down to size. "The most wretched and frail of all creatures is man, 

and withal the proudest. He feels and sees himselflodged here in the 

dirt and filth of the world, nailed and riveted to the worst and dead­

est part of the universe, in the lowest story of the house, and most 

remote from the heavenly arch, with animals of the worst condition, 

and yet in his imagination will be placing himself above the circle of 

the moon, and bringing heaven under his feet." And what is there in 

human intelligence that is not present in some degree in other ani­

mals? Why does the spider make her web tighter in one place and 

looser in another, if she does not deliberate and think about it? Look 

at the intelligence of the fox, who tests the thickness of ice on a river 

by putting his ear on it, harkening to the sound of the water's cur­

rent, how deep it is or how shallow. 

Moreover, beasts are at least as cunning and duplicitous as we our­

selves. We plot strategems to trap and snare them, but they are a 

match for us; they are capable of "subtleties and inventions" to 

thwart such tricks. Consider the case of the mule belonging to 

Thales, the early Greek natural philosopher. This animal, carrying 

heavy bags of salt, conceived the dodge of "by accident" stumbling 

into a river, wetting the sacks and thereby lightening its load some­

what. Thales, it is said, tumbled to the ruse and made the mule carry 

wool instead of salt, whereupon it ceased its ploy forthwith. 

Montaigne goes on for pages and pages abour the wonderful clev­

erness of beasts, to deflate our complacently lofty opinion of human 

reason, which he considered to be nothing special. As for truth, even 

the vaunted science of Aristotle was being undermined. Had not a 
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New World been discovered on  the other side of  the Atlantic Ocean, 

an entirely different culture with strange customs and beliefs, dif­

ferent absolutes? The kingdom of the intellect was tottering, the sin­

gleness of the Roman Catholic Church under threat from the 

breakaway movement of the Reformation. "By extending the implic­

it skeptical tendencies of the Reformation crisis, the humanistic cri­

sis, and the scientific crisis into a total crise pyrrhonienne," says the 

historian of skepticism Richard Popkin, Montaigne's work "became 

the coup de grace to an entire intellectual world." 

Descartes met the crisis head-on. Earlier he had put on a famous 

"Sophistical demonstration" at the home of the papal nuncio in 

Paris. He took some arguments of "incontestable" truths, and by the 

use of plausible reasoning showed they were false. Then he took what 

was obviously a glaring falsehood and dressed it up as a seeming 

truth. 

It was more than a mere philosophical interest in stabilizing the 

centrifugal dispersion of once unimpeachable truths, however, that 

motivated Descartes. He had been "devastated" by the condemna­

tion of Galileo by the Roman Catholic Church for heresy, so much 

so that he decided to suppress his own treatise, Le Monde, which con­

firmed the Copernican thesis of the Earth's orbit around the Sun, 

and was within days of going to press. In 1624, Galileo had been 

given permission to write on the Copernican system as long as he did 

not take sides. But his next book, Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief 

World Systems, so upset the church that he was called to Rome to be 

"interviewed" by the Inquisition. The book was banned and burned 

in 1633, and Galileo was tried and sentenced to life imprisonment, 

though he was allowed to live under house arrest. Later he was 

ordered to recite the seven penitential psalms every week for three 

years. He signed a formal abjuration of his belief in the Copernican 

doctrine. 

Descartes showed signs of panic at the news. It was clear that the 

church was not interested in truth, but in its own supremacy, its own 

authority, and Descartes's priorities were the exact reverse of those. 

He "quasi" decided to burn all his papers. "I cannot imagine," he 

wrote to a friend, "that an Italian, and especially one well thought of 
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by the Pope from what I have heard, could have been labelled a crim­

inal for nothing other than wanting to establish the movement of 

the earth." He saw this turn of events as a threat to the whole basis 

of his system. IfCopernicanism is false, he said, "so too are the entire 

foundations of my philosophy." It was around this time that 

Descartes took up the challenge of skepticism in earnest. His 

method of metaphysical, "hyperbolical" doubt, the doubt designed 

to end all doubts, and the confrontation with the demon of false­

hood, seem to have been a response to the Galileo affair. "Skepticism 

was simply a means to an end, and that end had nothing to do with 

certainty about the existence of the material world, but rather with 

establishing the metaphysical credentials of a mechanist natural 

philosophy, one of whose central tenets-the Earth's motion around 

the Sun-had been condemned by the Inquisition," in the view of his 

biographer Stephen Gaukroger. 

One of Descartes's chief aims was to justify his belief in a mecha­

nistic world. He was opposed to naturalism, the doctrine that what 

we might suppose to be supernatural acts of God can be explained 

without reference to God. Nature on its own possessed occult pow­

ers, according to the naturalist view. It was active and infinitely more 

mysterious than we might think, but at the same time more mun­

dane. There were heretical suggestions that such God-linked activi­

ties as prayer and the sacraments were really states of mind, 

psychological attitudes. One answer to this dangerous theory of an 

active nature which behaved like supernature was to insist that the 

world is a mechanism. Matter is inactive, the supernatural is the 

supernatural, and never the twain shall meet. Nature has no occult 

powers. Descartes was intent on showing that God transcends 

nature, and that the mind, being entirely different from the body, 

cannot be part of nature. 

Truth is obtained at the cost of a sacrifice. That is the conclusion 

of Descartes. The search for Truth is a lonely enterprise, a solitary 

mission. It requires the exclusion of possibilities, because the more 

possibilities there are, the less truth there is. Falsehood, error, uncer­

tainty, arise because the will is free. Reason is the curb that reins in 

the licentiousness of the will, when it roams beyond the confines of 
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reason. Reason is  unfreedom. It  rules out more than it  rules in. That 

is what prompted Ernest Gellner to aim a withering blast at 

Descartes for being "profoundly bourgeois," essentially middle class, 

"unromantic, uncommunal, unhistorical," the self-made meta­

physician, starting with nothing, coming up from nothing, pro­

ceeding step by step, tidily, not acting on impulse, above all 

self-sufficient. "It is indeed in this spirit that the bourgeois entre­

preneur deploys his resources and keeps his accounts and records in 

financial and legal order-slow, careful, judicious, deliberate, omit­

ting naught, accounting for all." Gellner lets the master of rational­

ism have it full in the face. Possessed of "a yearning for freedom from 

any kind of indebtedness, he will not mortgage his convictions to 

some common bank of custom, whose management is outside his 

control, and which consequently is not really to be trusted." 

The difference between Montaigne and Descartes comes down to 

this. For Montaigne, there was "something more important" than 

truth. For Descartes, there was nothing more important. Said Mon­

taigne: " 'Tis the misery of our condition, that often that which pre­

sents itself to our imagination for the most true does not also appear 

the most useful to life." Descartes, by contrast, gives the impression 

that misery is the absence of truth, and life comes in second place to 

truth. "Descartes lived an unhappy and indeed, for some consider­

able periods, a rather disturbed life," writes one of his biographers. 

"This is something he made every effort to deny or disguise, and the 

means he chose were intellectual. His sources of pleasure were few, 

but intellectual achievements figure prominently amongst these, 

and these achievements were elevated into virtually the only form of 

worthwhile pursuit, in a way that goes well beyond a commitment to 

a 'life of the mind,' for example." In the Discourse, Descartes 

announces his core ambition: "I always had an excessive desire to 

learn to distinguish the true from the false." 

For sure, Descartes was a notable separator and sifter. He detached 

God from the world, mind from nature, reason from culture. And 

he-the bachelor who prized his privacy so highly-privileged single­

ness as the pot of gold at the end of the philosophical rainbow. His 
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method was to strip down to bare bedrock by doubting everything 

he had ever been told, suspecting all doctrines and systems, all schol­

arly worldviews. Start from scratch, alone, with just the elementary, 

primitive, original apparatus of thought itself and the clear and dis­

tinct ideas provided by the "truth conscience" organ with which we 

are born. 

The life of the mind can be a rather removed and isolated exis­

tence. It is not necessarily a team sport. In the Discourse on Method, 

published in 1637, Descartes states in no uncertain terms that some­

thing which has evolved, which has a history, which has been been 

altered over long periods of time by a variety of circumstances, is 

inferior to a work created all at one time by a single author working 

on his own. Buildings designed by just one architect are usually more 

beautiful and better proportioned than those several generations of 

experts have tried to renovate and improve. A city that has grown up 

over centuries with ad hoc augmentations and extensions contains 

much higgledy-piggledy, needlessly complex design, with recent con­

structions perched on top of ancient masonry, streets crooked and 

irregular, giving the impression that the city emerged by accident 

rather than by the careful blueprints of an architect. Similarly, 

Descartes piously adds, "the constitution of true Religion whose 

ordinances are of God alone, is incomparably better regulated than 

any other." 

A mind created at a stroke, by one and only one divinity, like a city 

laid out all at once by a single designer, would be immune to decep­

tion and falsehood. No crooked streets in the second, no twisted 

sophistries in the first. It is the long process of unhurried, organic 

development of knowledge over time and in history that lets in the 

fiends of error, the imps of delusion and fraud. As long as the mind 

does not contain its own mental geology, residues of old forms of 

knowledge buried like fossils in its depths; as long as it is underwrit­

ten by a God who finds it impossible to lie, the mind may be trusted 

not to swindle us. Descartes intended to cheat history by demolish­

ing it with the wrecking ball of his Method, reducing everything to 

such simple, basic units they could not be false, creating a new sci-
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ence of  thought as an architect would raze a whole town in order to 

build one that is his and his alone. In place of a Rome or Paris there 

would be a Washington, DC, a Brasilia. 

That, of course, was exactly the sort of metaphor that led William 

Paley, in his Natural Theology of1802, to the categorical assertion that 

the universe is like a watch, and a watch must have had a watch­

maker, a single designer who made it at a stroke as a finished instru­

ment for a specific use. There are no useless parts, still present in the 

watch just because they are remnants of the history of watchmaking. 

At the hinge of the intellectual revolution of the nineteenth century, 

that analogy was thrown back in Paley's face. It was the heart and 

soul of Darwin's theory that life has a history, mind has a history, 

and the evolution of species, like the partly haphazard structure of 

an ancient city, often updates obsolete parts of the body, leaving the 

residue of archaic, obsolete organs in place. In the concluding chap­

ter of the Origin, Darwin introduces a profoundly personal mani­

festo: "When we no longer look at an organic being as a savage looks 

at a ship, as something wholly beyond his comprehension, when we 

regard every production of nature as one which has a long history; 

when we contemplate every complex structure and instinct as the 

summing up of many contrivances, each useful to the possessor, in 

the same way as any great mechanical invention is the summing up 

of the labor, the experience, the reason and even the blunders of 

numerous workmen; when we thus view each organic being, how far 

more interesting-I speak from experience-does the study of natur­

al history become!" 

In published "Objections" to the Meditations, Descartes, who dis­

liked criticism, was brought down to earth and reprimanded for his 

refusal to recognize the role that "life," the wisdom and learning of 

centuries, has to play in the formation of ideas he held to be the gift 

of a non-deceiving God to the single individual. How could he be 

sure that the idea of a perfect, supreme Being would have come to 

him if he "had not been nurtured among men of culture"? To dis­

miss as suspect, as a source of falsehood, all that civilization has to 

offer is cavalier, rash, and ungrateful. Did Descartes ever consider the 

possibility that these ideas came from books, from conversation 
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with his friends, rather than being messages hatched in  his own 

mind in isolation, or arriving from a supreme Being? Is truth a com­

munity venture, or an individual operation, with just one demon in 

attendance? That question was to haunt philosophy for centuries to 

come, culminating in the provocative notion, as diametrically 

opposed to the Cartesian view as could possibly be imagined, that 

"truth" is just a social construct. 
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lthc �uicidal ltcodcocics of Reason 

There is no a priori reason for thinking that, when we discover the truth, it will 
prove interesting. -co I. Lewis 

I have come to think that if I had the mind, I have not the brain and nerves for 
a life of pure philosophy. A continued search among the abstract roots of things, 
a perpetual questioning of all the things that plain men take for granted, a chew­
ing the cud for fifty years over inevitable ignorance and a constant frontier 
watch on the little tidy lighted conventional world of science and daily life-is this 
the best life for temperaments such as ours? 

-co S. Lewis, in a letter to his father 

H E  D O C T R I N E , P R O M O T E D  B Y  D E S C A R T E S ,  

that untruth is a mark of inadequacy, of a feebleness 

completely out of character with what is manifestly a 

grand and sturdy world, came to be challenged by a con­

trary set of ideas. If the universe and everything in it is just a machine, 

then we can know it by the methodical use of rules that sift truth 

from falsehood. Bur life does not work that way. Its very strength, its 

robustness, depends on not being a stickler for always insisting on 

the truth. Descartes himself acknowledged that while he was in the 

process of demolishing, razing to the ground, all the false ideas he 

had accumulated over a lifetime, he was obliged for the time being 

to "carry on my life as happily as I could." A person whose house is 

being pulled down by a construction crew needs a place to hang his 

hat until the work is finished. To this end, Descartes decided to do 

what his philosophy tells us not to do, namely, follow if necessary 

"opinions most dubious" as if they were rock-bottom truths, and 

treat the merely probable as if it were certain. If you are lost in a for­

est, the best recourse is simply to choose any direction at random, 

and then walk absolutely straight along it, whether it is the "right" 

one or not. Since the "actions of life" do not usually permit shilly-

102 
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shallying o r  procrastination, we cannot afford to be too fussy about 

cleansing ourselves utterly of the untrue. 

And what if the house is demolished by the wrecking crew, but the 

rebuilding is never complete? The unfortunate householder must 

stay in his temporary digs indefinitely. This dilemma was famously 

confronted when, almost exactly a century after the publication of 

Descartes's Discourse, there appeared a book that took another view 

of reason, A Treatise of Human Nature, by the genius of the Scottish 

Enlightenment, David Hume. Hume experienced no bursts of reve­

lation in the dream state, no vision of the unity of all knowledge. He 

was more gregarious than Descartes, had many women friends 

though he never married, was witty, generous, and good company. If 

Descartes disguised a nervous collapse as a paroxysm of illumina­

tion, Hume was quite frank about his own breakdown in the 1730s, 

brought on by the strain of seeking "a new medium of truth." Shun­

ning all pleasures, neglecting every other kind of business, he toiled 

for five years and broke his health. He recuperated at La Fleche, in 

Anjou, where Descartes had attended aJesuit school. 

That crisis seems to have marked Hume for life. If striving after 

ultimate truth ruins your well-being and makes you mope, if it shuts 

out the rest of the world and warps your temperament, what sense is 

there in making such a Herculean effort, especially if, at the end of it 

all, truth slips out of your grasp? In writing about the pursuit of phi­

losophy, Hume repeatedly uses such terms as "fatigue," "painful," 

"burdensome," "melancholy." It is as if philosophy were some excru­

ciating chore that makes the joints ache and the head throb, a two­

Excedrin occupation. Hume might have agreed with the suggestion 

in Plato's Symposium that, while the petty vices of the ordinary per­

son, his lax intellectual discipline and indulgence in carnal pleasures, 

may prevent him from obtaining the sort of truth available to 

Socrates, it was Socrates' very single-mindedness that made him less 

than fully human. Descartes deliberately sought solitude, moving to 

a foreign country, not giving out his address to all and sundry, so as 

to focus his mind on the all-important Method. Today, he would 

have had an unlisted telephone number. Hume, on the other hand, 

was apt, when alone in his study, to feel shut in, antisocial, and a lit-
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tle silly. Puzzling over questions of ultimate truth and falsehood put 

him in a blue mood. 

If reason saved Descartes from collapse, Nature did the same for 

Hume. The human constitution, our biology and psychology, 

"Human Nature," militates against a hermetic, solitary dedication to 

the truth, at least in most people, Hume suggests. In his own case it 

tended to estrange him from the rest of the human species, leaving 

him "affrighted and confounded." He imagined himself "some 

strange, uncouth monster, who, not able to mingle and unite in soci­

ety, has been expell'd from all human commerce, and left utterly 

abandoned and disconsolate." From this unnatural state, only 

Nature, referred to by Hume as "she," a sort of commonsensical 

mother figure who does not like to see her charges going to intellec­

tual extremes, making them look pasty-faced, atrophying their other 

faculties, can effect a rescue. Mother Nature likes to see roses in our 

cheeks and frets if we sit for hours in a frowsty, stove-heated room. 

Perhaps we should pursue truth on Mondays and Wednesdays, and 

spend the rest of the week doing something a little more outgoing. 

The most natural life for humans is a "mixed" one, according to 

Hume. Says Nature: "Indulge your passion for science, but let your 

science be human, and such as may have direct reference to action 

and society. Abstruse thought and profound researches I prohibit, 

and will severely punish by the pensive melancholy which they intro­

duce, by the endless uncertainty in which they involve you, and by 

the cold reception which your pretended discoveries shall meet with 

when communicated. Be a philosopher; but, amidst all your philos­

ophy, be still a man." Hume knew all about cold receptions. His first 

book, the Treatise, which had cost him the bloom of his youth, "fell 

deadborn from the press." It was a non-event, but the ebullient 

Hume soon bounced back. 

The antidote for the metaphysical blues is to do something less 

hifalutin', less otherworldly, more down to earth. Socializing "cures 

me of this philosophical melancholy and delirium, either by relaxing 

this bent of mind, or by some avocation, and lively impression of my 

senses, which obliterates all these chimeras. I dine, I play a game of 

backgammon, I converse, and am merry with my friends; and when 
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after three or  four hours' amusement, I would return to these spec­

ulations, they appear so cold, and strained, and ridiculous, that I 

cannot find in my heart to enter into them any farther." 

Hume did not share the Cartesian belief that the work of a solitary 

designer, a lone craftsman, is more to be trusted than a collective 

effort by many different artisans over long stretches of time. A his­

torian as well as a philosopher, he did not dismiss history. A skepti­

cal character in his posthumously published Dialogues Concerning 

Natural Religion says flatly: "The world plainly resembles more an ani­

mal or a vegetable, than it does a watch or knitting-loom." In the Dia­

logues, there is a passage which previews Darwin's express belief in the 

biology of species as the "summing up of many contrivances." "If we 

survey a ship," declares the same character, "what an exalted idea 

must we form of the ingenuity of the carpenter, who framed so com­

plicated, useful and beautiful machine? And what surprise we must 

feel, when we find him a stupid mechanic, who imitated others, and 

copied an art, which, through a long succession of ages, after multi­

plied trials, mistakes, corrections, deliberations and controversies, 

had been gradually improving? Many worlds might have been 

botched and bungled throughout an eternity, ere this system was 

struck out." 

There are no guarantees of truthfulness in Hume. Therein lies the 

morbid fascination of reading him. In place of the Cartesian God, 

Hume puts a N  ature, personified and feminized, definitely not a per­

fect Being and in some ways fit to be called a "stupid mechanic." 

When the Oxford philosopher Bryan Magee underwent a midlife cri­

sis of "cataclysmic force" in the 1960s, floored by a sense of the ulti­

mate meaninglessness of life, he turned to Hume for help, 

speculating that Hume's "terrifying psychological experiences" were 

similar to his own. He found only that the Scottish sage's essential 

and mortifying message is this: "It's worse than you think." 

Descartes's prescription was to shun the inherited lore of one's 

elders, ignore history, and make a fresh start with the lucid and bare 

ideas God implanted in the mind. In that way you may construct a 

version of the harmony between the mind and the world that had 

fascinated thinkers in classical Greece. The Logos is intact, sort of. 
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Hume did not believe such a harmony was possible. We find the 

world we inhabit reliable for the most part; stable, "truthful" as far 

as our traffic with it goes, precisely because of custom, the beliefs and 

prejudices and useful biases by means of which we make sense of 

what is happening around us. Descartes wanted to banish illusions 

and false beliefs from his kingdom of truth. But what if those very 

illusions are what make an orderly existence possible? Hume held 

that reason on its own cannot make human beings securely at home 

in their world. Custom might accomplish that task, but at the price 

of removing the intellectual confidence of knowing we understand 

how the whole thing works. We are like the ignoramus who operates 

his personal computer without a shred of technical know-how as to 

the principles of computing. 

Lurking in the background of Hume's philosophy is a demon at 

least as dangerous as the incubus of Descartes. Its name is common 

sense, habit, custom-human psychology. Like Montaigne, Hume is 

more interested in the human than in anything that transcends the 

human. In his work there is a prevailing flavor of biology and of how 

an individual fits into his or her natural habitat. No wonder Darwin 

was so impressed with Hume, reading him in the summer of 1838 

when he was wrestling with the first drafts of his theory of natural 

selection, trying to give it philosophical weight. For his part, Hume 

considered philosophy, defined as a quest for the "really real," anti­

life and anti-nature. Worse, Nature will have her revenge on those 

who presume to unravel the secrets of Being by reason alone. The 

wearisome, pointless enterprise will dry up their spirits and blight 

their lives. "The feelings of our heart, the agitation of our passions, 

the vehemence of our affections," dissipate all the conclusions of the 

abstract, speculative hunt for hidden truths, "and reduce the pro­

found philosopher to a mere plebian." Ouch. Hume portrays the 

pure metaphysician as almost unfit for human society, as ifhe were 

anticipating the desiccated scholar Mr. Casaubon in George Eliot's 

Middlemarch, a miserable failure in marriage as in scholarship itself. 

People may think they understand the world and can explain it in 

terms of cold, watertight logic, but that is a delusion. All they can do 

is describe what happens, and such a description is made in terms of 
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our own psychology, of the expectations present in our minds by cus­

tom, and custom, like the Voluntarist's God, could have given us 

other and different kinds of expectations. Hume's core message is 

that the mind is finite; it is part of nature, not of some divinity. It can­

not know everything, but is puffed up and conceited enough to sup­

pose that it can. We might be frustrated and thwarted in the 

single-minded pursuit of truth, but we can obtain a sort of under­

standing, at least avoid rank falsehood, if we are modest enough to 

face up to the limitations of the intellect, rather than simply sub­

scribing to the myth of its supernatural powers. We might have to be 

content with the "how" of the world rather than endlessly hankering 

after its "why." 

It might seem glaringly obvious, for example, that one event is 

"caused" by another. Surely, when one billiard ball strikes another, 

the second ball will move away along a determined path. That is an 

inherent necessity, and has nothing to do with what we expect. Not 

in the least, Hume answers. In principle, the second ball could stay 

still, execute a pirouette, or change into a pumpkin. We have simply 

got into the habit of relying on it to cannon off in a predictable direc­

tion. 

That is perfectly satisfactory for all quotidian purposes and one 

would have to be mad, or a philosopher, to bother about reasoning 

our way to certainty in such matters. The Humean imp of common 

sense deceives us into believing that whatever happens must happen, 

into supposing that imaginary connections between things are real, 

which makes life so much easier and simpler. We are so constituted 

as to take it for granted, automatically, that cause and effect are 

linked by necessity rather than being contingent. That is a result of 

"custom," but a custom that is universal, innate, part of human 

nature, part of biology . It is how we are made. Custom, Hume main­

tained, not only covers our natural ignorance, but even conceals 

itself from our awareness. It is "the great guide of human life," the 

sole factor that makes experience useful to us. 

A temptation for adherents of the "organic" theory of the world, 

the view that the world resembles an animal more than it resembles 

a knitting loom, is to put Nature in the place of God. That suggests 
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that Nature is reasonable, intelligible, mindlike. Quite possibly, 

Hume says, such a thesis is false, a lie. But Hume considered false­

hood, or what he called "fictions," to be an irremovable element of 

life. A lie, say the "necessity" of cause and effect, may be a fabrication 

underwritten by a not particularly godlike Nature which helps to 

secure our well-being, our ability to function. Perhaps our deluded 

view that Nature is wise and rational arises out of a perfectly natur­

al need to live in a stable world where purposes and plans are possi­

ble. There are a number of benign falsehoods in the "natural" mind. 

Hume helped to make them respectable, setting the stage for the psy­

chiatric revolution of the twentieth century, whose practitioners, it 

has been said, are "professionally disinterested in the difference 

between truth and lies." 

The downside of that thesis is that you cannot fully trust the con­

venient fictions of habit and custom that steer us through life, as the 

Logos of Heraclitus steered the universe. Our belief that we know the 

ultimate principles standing behind aspects of the world's behavior 

is one of the mind's illusions. The question is, how far should we sur­

render to those illusions? For Hume, that is a queasy predicament. 

To go along with all of them might make him the laughingstock of 

the intellectual community. At the other extreme is reason acting 

alone, and reason tends to feed on itself and lay waste not only phi­

losophy but ordinary life as well. Hume is in a fix and he knows it. 

Should he continue to torture his brain with "subtleties and 

sophistries," knowing that reason cannot justify human beliefs or 

prove them true? Or should he indolently subscribe to the "general 

maxims of the world" -an echo of Montaigne-throw his books on 

the fire, order a high-cholesterol dinner, and have a hilarious evening 

with his chums? 

Darwin thoroughly endorsed the Humean argument that useful 

deceptions are part of the natural equipment of the mind. Our 

deeply embedded "maxims of the world" are extremely robust, like 

the wellsprings of life itself. A certain "don't care" attitude to the 

nagging doubts of reason is part of our evolutionary baggage. "The 

mind is such," writes the Darwin scholar Michael Ruse, "that, even if 

abstract philosophy leads to skepticism, unreasoned optimism 
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keeps us afloat. As human beings, we all believe in the reality of cause 

and effect, of the external world, whatever philosophy might prove. 

And that is what counts." 

That falls in line with the tradition in Western thought we have 

repeatedly emphasized, that while truth is desirable, certainly, it may 

not be the most important thing. Socrates was caricatured by Aristo­

phanes in The Clouds as a person who "loves the truth but has not 

given any thought to the possibility that others may love some 

things more than truth," which places a formidable barrier between 

him and them. John Danford sees the "immoderate" ambitions of 

early modern philosophers, who accepted reason as an all-conquer­

ing instrument of understanding, as running violently against that 

tradition. 

The giant strides made by mathematics gave the early modern 

thinkers a haughtiness, a sense that they possessed the key to truth, 

denied to those not privy to its techniques. The upshot was a sepa­

ration of philosophy from ordinary life, a neglect of topics which 

had wide appeal, such as the nature of good and the origin of evil, 

where mathematics is of scant assistance. Moderns like Descartes 

and Thomas Hobbes had stirred up an unhealthy optimism that 

truth was within the grasp of philosophers, an optimism which in 

our own epoch has led to the heresy that such "knowledge" is simply 

myth making, storytelling, linguistic artifacts floating in flimsy 

ether. 

"I believe the disappearance of the notion of truth in our times is 

traceable precisely to these immoderate expectations," Danford 

writes. "By setting the standard for truth so high, Hobbes and oth­

ers doomed those who followed them to disappointment and made 

inevitable, in later centuries, the reluctant abandonment of truth as 

a possibility. The loss of courage or commitment, so characteristic of 

our present crisis, has its roots in the forgetting of moderation at the 

time our modern situation was beginning to take shape." Another 

scholar, Robert Solomon, considers that after Hume, philosophers 

lost interest in the very concept of Truth with a capital T. It lost its 

godlike status. Scientists made impressive advances with false 

hypotheses; political demagogues not only rose to the heights of 
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power but actually improved the condition of  society by telling lies. 

"Philosophically," says Solomon, "the power of the word 'Truth' has 

always dwelled in its strong metaphysical linkage to the way the 

world really is. And having given up on that grandiose conception of 

Truth, many philosophers are sometimes inclined to give up the 

word 'truth' altogether." 

Hume had a strong influence on two of the most original minds 

since Sir Isaac Newton. One was Darwin, a prophet of the limitations 

of reason. The other was Einstein, who was helped to come safely 

across his "strange seas of thought" to the theory of relativity by 

ruminating on Hume's assertion that exact laws of nature cannot be 

obtained by observation alone. Einstein read Hume with a group of 

friends who called themselves, with an ironic flourish, "The 

Olympian Academy," while he was living in Berne as a young man in 

his early twenties. He was impressed with Hume's statement that 

"habit may lead us to belief and expectation but not to knowledge, 

and still less to the understanding oflawful relations." In "common 

life," Einstein decided, we get by with convenient fictions, with 

instinct and habit, but that is not the case with theoretical physics, 

where good answers often come from flying in the face of common 

sense. His theory of relativity was built on the counterintuitive idea 

that there is no Universal Now of time, no master clock of the cos­

mos, no unique time sequence of before and after, an affront to ordi­

nary experience. The "strange infirmities" of human understanding 

meant Einstein's genius could invent even stranger truths, whose 

chief virtue lay in the very fact that they contradicted mental habit 

and custom, which Hume said keep us anchored in sanity. Absolute 

time, so obvious it seems a little queer even to question it, turns out 

to be an arbitrary conjecture; the wildly implausible thesis of relativ­

ity is the more accurate view. It is an artifact of what Einstein called 

the "free creations" of thought. OfHume's Treatise, Einstein said: "I 

studied it with fervor and admiration shortly before the discovery of 

the theory of relativity. It is very well possible that without these 

philosophical studies I would not have arrived at the solution." 

Hume gradually came to recognize that free creations, running 

against the grain of habit and instinct, were a sort of "third force" of 
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the mind, supplementing observation and reason. He cautions his 

readers that here we have a risky piece of mental equipment which 

needs gingerly handling. "Nothing is more dangerous to reason than 

flights of the imagination," he warns, "and nothing has been the 

occasion of more mistakes among philosophers." At the same time, 

imagination is part and parcel of understanding. It lures us into 

unreal fantasies, yet it is indispensable for any sort of knowledge. 

The same power that enables us to daydream about dragons and 

UFOs is recruited to work a more humdrum form of magic: con­

verting the sense impressions that flit across the brain into percep­

tions of solid, enduring objects that make up the "real" world. A 

mythmaking faculty is also the source of such a down-to-earth fea­

ture of the mind as "knowing" that the room we fell asleep in last 

night is the same room we see on waking up in the morning. 

By this thesis of the centrality of the imagination, which has been 

called "one of the most fascinating and disquieting" aspects of 

Hume's philosophy, Hume left a gap between what "seems" and 

what "is" that evolved into the now accepted convention that there 

is no hard and fast distinction between bare facts and theories, a doc­

trine that has done much to undermine the view of science as pro­

viding us exclusively with objective, mind-independent truths. We 

need imagination, the perilous vehicle that manufactures falsehoods 

as easily as it constructs a world we can trust. We need it even to rec­

ognize unadorned facts. Hume opens a space between what we call 

knowledge and the world itself. We cannot dispense with imagina­

tion, because reason by itself not only is unable to explain how or 

why we believe what we believe, but also tends to dissolve everything 

in an acid bath of skepticism. It has suicidal tendencies. There is a 

faint foretaste here of G6del's celebrated Incompleteness Theorem, 

published some two hundred years after Hume's Treatise, which 

proved by logic that there will always be true statements that cannot 

be derived from a given set ofaxioms, putting ultimate truth out of 

reach. 
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The truth is too simple: one must always get there by a complicated route. 
-George Sand 

H E N  T R U T H  I S  R E P L A C E D  B Y  " T R U T H , "  T H E  

situation becomes a little trickier than it used to be. 

Sophistication, irony, a sense that sincerity on its own is 

not up to the task of dealing with the world, all signs of 

life's complexity, are apt to intrude. The feminist poet Adrienne Rich 

declared that there is nothing simple or easy about the idea of truth. 

"There is no 'the truth,' 'a truth' -truth is not one thing, or even a 

system. It is an increasing complexity. The pattern of the carpet is a 

surface. When we look closely, or when we become weavers, we learn 

of the tiny multiple threads unseen in the overall pattern, the knots 

on the underside of the carpet." 

Maxim Gorky, in a moment of unintentional humor, once quot­

ed a Soviet factory worker, Dmitri Pavlov, as blurting out in unaf­

fected reverence for his leader, V. 1. Lenin: "Simplicity! He's as simple 

as the truth." It can safely be said that neither Lenin nor Leninism 

was particularly simple. But is the truth simple? Early in the career 

of Russian communism there was an effort to bypass the extreme 

complexity of political theories, modem works of art and literature, 

avant-garde music, so as to reach the ordinary person for whom 

1 12 
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truth and simplicity are first cousins. This was pure sentimentality, 

of course, but Lenin himself made it one of his cultural aims. 

Sometimes it happens, at moments of crisis, in the case of a doc­

trine that aspires to be a final explanation of mankind's predica­

ment, that its defenders and champions are seized by an irresistible 

impulse to simplify. An epidemic of simplifying broke out in Victo­

rian England when the bombshell of Darwin's Origin of Species burst, 

spelling trouble for all the elaborate theologies constructed around 

the thesis that God had created the world rather recently, with the 

human species as the point of the whole enterprise. Within little 

more than a decade after the book's publication, a spasm of anti­

clerical writings put the intellectual life of the country on a secular 

path. One response to this development was the emergence of Evan­

gelicalism. This movement, an offshoot of Wesleyan ism, "scorned 

the value of evidences and proofs and wagered all on the conviction 

of faith." It made many converts. But by throwing off the intellectu­

al difficulties of a theology that had occupied the subtlest minds for 

centuries, by reducing it to a bare, literal story of mankind's Fall, 

redemption, and expectation of an immortality either of pain or 

bliss, it could no longer come to terms with discoveries being made 

almost daily in the natural sciences and with the whole spirit of pos­

itivism. "By the very simplicity of its Christian message, Evangelical­

ism transformed practical religion and the nation's morality," Noel 

Annan has written. "But this same simplicity rendered it terriblyvul­

nerable to the new weapons in the positivist armoury; and it is not, I 

think, an exaggeration to see Victorian theology in retrospect as a 

tireless, and at times almost desperate attempt to overcome the 

appalling weaknesses which this simple faith presented to positivist 

criticism." 

The idea that truth is simple is often found lurking in the tradi­

tion that God is One Being, and not a profusion of glorious attrib­

utes. God is simple in the sense that he is single, a point on which 

the followers of Plato insisted. Aristotle, seeking singleness, wanted 

his God to be a unity, in part for reasons of philosophical economy. 

His deity amounted to thought thinking upon itself, and you can't 
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get much simpler than that. The same economy applied to the 

world. 

As we have seen, a maxim of the early Greek philosophers was 

"Nature does nothing in vain." That statement of the frugality of cre­

ation became linked to the belief that God, the Author of Nature, 

was not a frivolous or profligate craftsman adding needless com­

plexity to his handiwork. In the Middle Ages, Thomas Aquinas made 

manly efforts to show that God is an absolutely simple Being, iden­

tical with his essence, his existence, his attributes, and all his inter­

nal parts. Perfections which are manifold and intricate in human 

beings are single and simple in God. Aquinas struggled with the task 

of reconciling that supreme simplicity with the " fact" of revealed the­

ology, that God is also three persons in one nature, one of those per­

sons being both human and divine. 

The view today seems to be that a conception of divine simplicity 

is unworkable in its original strong form. Even in medieval times, 

doubts arose as to the accuracy of such a doctrine; it smacked of the 

presumptuous idea that human beings can tell God what he can and 

cannot do. Ockham, the most famous of the no-frills philosophers, 

did not say that the universe was simple, as the ancients seem to have 

believed. God could be deeply devious if he willed. He could create 

just for the pleasure of creating. "God does many things by means of 

more which He could have done by means of fewer simply because 

He wishes it," Ockham wrote. "No other cause of His action must be 

sought for and from the very fact that God wishes, He wishes in a 

suitable way and not vainly." So there. Ockham's razor was not for 

cutting the Author's options, but for ridding human thought of 

overruns to its intellectual budget, for simplifying ideas. The razor 

was not to be used on interpretations of Scripture or doctrine 

already decided by church authorities. 

When philosophy entered firmly into partnership with science, 

when the medieval became the modern, the tradition of a simple 

God seemed congenial to thinkers trying to make the partnership 

work. The God of Descartes, who set the stage for the new science of 

the seventeenth century, and so for the modern world, was a philo­

sophical divinity who did not go in for complexity for complexity's 
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sake. In Descartes's time, there arose a cult of the "Christian gentle­

man," which lasted in England until the Restoration. A distinguish­

ing trait of the Christian gentleman was that he could be relied upon 

to tell the truth. He was a man of his word. He would not lie, because 

his social position made him so secure he did not need to lie. That is 

linked to the idea that God in his omniscience is too potent and self­

sufficient to resort to fraud. Plato, in the Republic, had said "a lie is 

useless to the gods." Socrates agrees that "God is perfectly simple 

and true both in word and deed; he changes not; he deceives not, 

either by sign or word, by dream or waking vision." Earlier in the Dia­

logue, Socrates asks Cephalus, who inherited a fortune, to name the 

greatest blessing of riches. Cephalus replies that, to a good man, the 

possession of wealth means he has "no occasion to deceive or 

defraud others, either intentionally or unintentionally." The rulers 

of the ideal Republic, however, might have the privilege of being able 

to lie if it is for the public good: "but nobody else should meddle with 

anything of the kind." 

Simplicity makes truth highly democratic, available to all and 

sundry. In a letter to Marin Mersenne, Descartes wrote that truth 

"seems a notion so transcendantly clear that no one could be igno­

rant of it." Descartes practiced what he preached, abandoning Latin, 

the usual vehicle for scholarly treatises, and writing in the "vulgar 

tongue" of French for readers he trusted to use "their natural rea­

son." In that way the Discourse would be accessible "even to women." 

He made do with just a bare four rules for his Method, deliberately 

avoiding the elaborate terminology of the medieval schoolmen and 

promising to begin with "the simplest objects, those most apt to be 

known, ascending little by little, in steps as it were, to the knowledge 

of the most complex." 

Montaigne, who recommended plain, homespun virtues, resisting 

the urge to unlock all the secrets of the universe, had made the point 

that lying spreads confusion because it is nonsimple. "If falsehood 

had, like truth, but one face only," he wrote in his essay "Of Liars," "we 

should be on better terms; for we should then take for a certainty the 

contrary of what the liar says. But the reverse of truth has a hundred 

thousand forms, and a field indefinite, without bound or limit. The 
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Pythagoreans make good to  be  certain and finite, and evil infinite and 

uncertain." There are myriad ways to miss a bull's-eye, but only one 

way to hit it. For Descartes, the best examples of unique truths were 

the operations of arithmetic and geometry, which, being simple, 

could be applied extensively to other domains of knowledge. "My 

whole physics," he said, "is nothing but geometry." 

Newton, an early admirer of Descartes, did not agree that geome­

try is all. There were states of motion, of speeding up and slowing 

down, which only his newly invented and rather complicated calcu­

lus could pin down satisfactorily. Yet Newton, too, trusted nature to 

be parsimonious. Rule One of the Method of Natural Philosophy was in 

the spirit ofOckham's razor: "Nature does nothing in vain, and more 

is in vain when less will serve; for Nature is pleased with simplicity, 

and affects not the pomp of superfluous causes." That is just fine as 

long as a scientist is studying the behavior of inanimate objects 

through the medium of an elegant instrument like mathematics. It 

was easy for Newton's contemporaries to admire the neat world 

revealed in the symmetry and coherence of his equations as it was 

difficult, two hundred years later, for the Victorians to respect the 

savage and blood-spattered saga of Darwinian evolution. All the 

ungainly and banal features had been removed. In Voltaire's words, 

nature "had been covered by an ugly veil and completely disfigured 

during countless centuries. At the end have come a Galileo, a Coper­

nicus, and a Newton, who have shown her nearly naked and who 

have made men amorous of her." 

In the explosion of scientific innovation that took place in the sev­

enteenth century, the "century of genius," there was a discernible 

influence of Puritan ethics, especially the ethic of plainspeaking, 

simplicity, and disdain for the finespun cobwebs of speculation 

handed down by the medievals. Unvarnished truth was a capital 

virtue for Puritans. As the historian Perry Miller put it: "Puritanism 

allowed men no helps from tradition or legend; it took away the 

props of convention and the pillows of custom; it demanded that the 

individual confront existence directly on all sides at once, that he test 

all things by the touchstone of absolute truth, that no allowance be 

made for circumstances or for human frailty. It showed no mercy to 
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the spiritually lame and the intellectually halt; everybody had to 

advance at the double-quick under full pack. It demanded unblink­

ing perception of the facts, though they should slay us. It was with­

out any feeling for the twilight zones of the mind, it could do 

nothing with nuances or with half-grasped, fragmentary insights 

and oracular intuitions." Puritan sermons had to be lucid and spare, 

a transparent medium to let in the light of revelation. William Ames, 

American author of a standard textbook of theology, taught that the 

efficacy of the Holy Spirit "doth more deerely appeare in a naked 

simplicity of words, then in elegancy and neatness." 

It was during the Puritan revolution, around 1645, that groups of 

scientists began to meet regularly in London. One of them was led 

by John Wallis, a mathematician who won the respect of Oliver 

Cromwell for his ingenuity in breaking coded messages sent to 

Charles I by his military commanders during the civil war. Wallis 

provided Newton with some of his most productive mathematical 

ideas. Another set called itself the "Invisible College," and revolved 

around Robert Boyle, a deeply religious person who discovered the 

law governing the elasticity of gas. Many of these men had advanced 

their fortunes under Cromwell. At the Restoration of Charles II, they 

coalesced to form the Royal Society, of whose original members a 

good two-thirds were dearly Puritan. By contrast, Puritans were a 

fairly small minority in the general population. "Science had a new 

charm, and scientists a new prestige," Jacob Bronowski wrote of this 

period. "And part of the prestige may already have come from their 

sense of mission and the aura which they were beginning to carry of 

being dedicated men. Most of them were Puritans by birth, and came 

from the families of merchants and smallholders who were thrust­

ing their way into the world. But, intellectually, their Puritanism did 

give them a special devotion to the truth as they saw it for them­

selves, and a grave indifference to the authority of the past, both of 

which are still summarised in the word 'nonconformist.' " 

The emphasis on speaking the literal truth at all times, which was 

part of the Puritan code, left its mark on the ethos of the Royal Soci­

ety and its explicit commitment to plain language. Charles II, whose 

imprimatur lent considerable status to the Society, even ifhe proved 
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less than unstinting in  the matter of  funds, conferred on i t  a coat of 

arms with the motto Nullius in Verba, reminding the members that 

science should deal in facts, not words, and if in words, nothing 

fancy or poetic. 

The English masters of Renaissance prose, after an initial flirta­

tion with simplicity, notably on the part of Erasmus, who insisted 

that scholarship return to the purity of original sources, had aimed 

at maximum variety, at copious adornment. Elegance, and then 

more elegance, was the goal. Cicero, not Aristotle, was the model. 

Since the fashionable path to truth lay in analogy, the more images 

the better. A reaction set in during Descartes's century, however. 

There was a turn to Aristotle, who did not commend lavish embroi­

dery in language. There was even a suggestion that decoration is 

immoral, obscuring the core message, perhaps using beauties as con­

trivances to communicate untruth in the guise of truth. It was a 

modern version of the old Athenian animus against the sweet­

tongued but duplicitous Sophists. Thomas Sprat, who wrote the his­

tory of the Royal Society, warned against the sort of excellence in 

speaking that the Greek Sophists cultivated, as being harmful to sci­

ence. It floated too loftily above the world of hard fact and close 

observation, in which true scientists should have their noses firmly 

planted. Such eloquence was too facile. Of all the skills of men, Sprat 

said, "nothing may be sooner obtain'd, than this vicious abundance 

of Phrase, this trick of Metaphors, this volubility of Tongue, which 

makes so great a noise in the World." The policy of the Royal Society 

would be to "reject all amplifications, digressions, and swellings of 

style: to return back to the primitive purity, and shortness, when 

men deliver'd so many things, in almost an equal number of words." 

Ultimately, the idea that simplicity is natural and nature truthful 

began to wobble in the face of evidence that the world, especially in 

its biological aspects, was not simple at all. Descartes had gaily 

assumed that nonhuman animals were mere robots, relatively sim­

ple clockwork machines-he modified this view later on-which 

obeyed the laws of physics. As for humans, they were machines with 

minds. The rise of experimental, as distinct from theoretical, science 

put a damper on that sort of thinking. In 1665, fifteen years after 
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Descartes died, Robert Hooke, curator of experiments and secretary 

to the Royal Society, peered into a primitive microscope at a sliver of 

cork, smooth and uniform to the naked eye, and saw it was actually 

full of tiny holes, which he named "cells," after the little bare rooms 

in a nunnery. It began to dawn on investigators that all living tissue 

was constructed in this way. Under stronger and stronger magnifi­

cation, Hooke's simple cell, the most basic entity that can sustain 

life, turned out to be remarkably complex, replete with the most 

intricate structure. Most of its parts were so small it took the inven­

tion of the electron microscope, magnifying an image 500,000 times, 

to observe them. "It was now obvious," says the historian Norman 

Hampson, "that the functional organisation of the housefly was as 

complicated as human physiology had been assumed to be a centu­

ry earlier. More generally, microscopes showed that the 'clear and 

distinct perceptions' received through the eye, which Descartes had 

taken as a criterion of truth, were sometimes a mere product oflow 

magnification." 

In time, the creative vitality of the Royal Society began to dry up 

and stagnate in an atmosphere somewhat indifferent to science. 

Leadership fell into the hands of aristocrats and dabblers rather than 

practical investigators. Traditionally, a gentleman had been regard­

ed as especially immune to delusion or self-deception, and there was 

a custom that an aristocrat could testify in a court of law without 

supporting witnesses or payment of a bond, just by his word alone. 

Richard Braithwaite, a Puritan author, spoke for his seventeenth­

century brethren when he said that a gentleman should shun all 

"fabulous relations," all tales that might be factually correct but 

which gave the impression he had invented them in order to show 

off. A gentleman should take pains to speak in such a style as to leave 

no suspicion in the minds of his listeners that his account was any­

thing but the literal truth. But if the "truth" of nature might now lie 

in optical enlargement, or some other device for heightening obser­

vation, the exceptionally reliable eyes and ears possessed by a person 

of aristocratic birth could be surpassed by any old bumpkin or peas­

ant equipped with a microscope. One reason for the decline in the 

importance of the Royal Society may have been that too much faith 
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was placed, not in  hard-core experiment and observation, but in 

what was then regarded as a complete "Theory of Everything," name­

ly, Newton's compact and neat laws of motion, which seemed to 

offer ultimate truth about the physical world. The Society tended to 

resist new ideas, such as the idea of energy, which came from outside 

investigators. Early on, there had been a certain shying away from 

symbolism. Robert Boyle, whose first contact with the work of 

Galileo instilled in him a deep hostility to Roman Catholicism, did 

not wholly trust logical methods and models written down on paper, 

and was apt to frown on "thought experiments," the mental manip­

ulation of nature. His first priority was observation. Abstruse math­

ematics amounted to a form of pride or boasting, comprehensible 

only to a handful of the elect. 

Until the big upheavals at the end of the eighteenth century, the 

single Truth ideology held people's minds in a powerful grip. It led 

to certain unrealistic hopes for a reduction of such complex entities 

as human beings to a simple, basic calculus. If Newton could explain 

celestial motions by writing marks on paper in his ivory tower at 

Cambridge, why could not a science-a "physics" -of society be 

developed along similar lines, deducing grand conclusions from a 

handful of spare, definitely true axioms about human nature? This 

"geometrical" approach was used to rationalize the English Whig 

revolution of 1689 and the French Revolution as well. There was 

actually an expectancy that experiment would become superfluous. 

Once you had the correct method-and Descartes had shown how to 

use it-the sky and everything beneath the sky was the limit. "All 

knowledge," Descartes wrote, "is of the same nature throughout, 

and consists solely in combining what is self-evident. This is a fact 

recognized by very few." Bernard Fontenelle, a French philosopher 

and man ofletters who did much to popularize Descartes, said that 

"A work of morals, of politics, of criticism, perhaps even of elo­

quence, will be the finer, other things being equal, if it is written by 

the hand of a geometer." 

The dream of a social physics, based on the notion that society is 

essentially simple, was promoted by John Locke, a dedicated New­

tonian who had grown up in a liberal Puritan household which 
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placed a high value on simplicity. John Herman Randall writes with­

eringly of Locke as being a typical specimen of thinkers "always start­

ing from a quite inadequate knowledge of the complexity of human 

society, always convinced that a few simple truths could be discov­

ered and from them a complete science developed, always arriving at 

a social theory able to break down traditional beliefs but incapable 

of substituting a more comprehensive system." For that reason, the 

social sciences of the eighteenth century grew sterile, not up to the 

task of coping with the new and different predicament brought on 

by the industrial age. 

As the heyday of the Enlightenment passed, other thinkers began 

to suggest that science, let alone society, was not as "natural" as opti­

mists like the marquis de Condorcet had supposed, nor nearly as 

simple. It might even be forbiddingly abstruse, inhospitable to 

minds that lacked formal training. Newton had his popularizers, 

who avoided difficulties by leaving out the mathematics, concen­

trating on the Opticks, which Newton wrote in graceful English, 

rather than on the Principia, composed in daunting Latin. After New­

ton's death in 1727, a huge commercial enterprise sprang up devot­

ed to his memory, including poems, statues, and a simplified version 

of his ideas for gentlewomen, entitled Newtonianism for the lAdies, 

which did not so much as mention the laws of dynamics. Voltaire 

also came out with Elements of Newton's Philosophy Made Accessible to 

Everyone, keeping the difficult stuff for the latter half of the book so 

as not to scare offhis readers. In 1762, there appeared The Newtonian 

System of Philosophy Adapted to the Capacities of Young Gentlemen and 

Ladies and Familiarised and Made Entertaining by Objects with which they 

are Intimately Acquainted. Newton had deliberately made the Principia 

arduous to read so that his ideas would not be subjected to attack by 

half-baked amateurs of science. The simplicity of Newton's equa­

tions of motion was in any case misleading, since it masked a formi­

dable sophistication and the mind of a unique genius. 

The Marquis de Condorcet, one of the intellectual parents of the 

Victorian belief in progress, had been confident that the easy assim­

ilation of knowledge would ensure a democratic society, improving 

itself steadily from year to year, freeing mankind from nature, a 
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development he regarded as entirely natural. John Locke, Jeremy 

Bentham, the French moralist Claude Helvitius, and others were not 

of one voice, however, as to the inevitable arrival of a democracy of 

wisdom. A certain liberal elitism hovered around the edges of the sci­

entific enterprise, encouraging the snobbish restriction of "truth" to 

a select and special few, whose task was to filter and dilute it for con­

sumption by the uninitiated populace, making easily digestible 

myths out of a reality too opaque for the common understanding. 

In the twentieth century, there was a tendency to stress that sci­

ence, like democratic government, is a profoundly unnatural activity. 

Physicists in general do not celebrate the fact that their theories are 

esoteric, but they acknowledge that those theories cannot be formu­

lated, and certainly cannot be understood, except in the highly spe­

cialized language of mathematics. "With each freshman class, I again 

must face the fact that the human mind was not designed to study 

physics," is the bleak conclusion of Alan Cromer, a professor of 

physics at Northeastern University. There is a Principle ofSimplici­

ty that can be used as a rule of thumb by physicists: when faced with 

a number of possible laws which can all be induced from the same 

data, choose the least intricate one. But there may be a profusion of 

possible laws, all roughly as simple as the others. What scientists 

usually do is decide on the basis of a theory, and the theory may not 

select the simplest option at all. "There can be no doubt that the his­

tory of science shows the laws of nature are always more complex 

than we originally thought," is the conclusion of Rom Harre. "The 

Principle of Simplicity as a blanket principle can hardly be accepted. 

Of course at each stage of knowledge it would be mad to choose any 

more complex hypothesis than one has to, but that is hardly a 

methodological principle of the portentous epistemological status 

assigned to the Principle of Simplicity." 

There is a suspicion today that behind the desire for unity, for the 

one Truth, lurks a yearning for metaphysical simplicity, the super­

stitious dream that if theories and laws are simple, they are more 

likely to be correct. Hovering over this tradition is the shade ofLeib­

niz, whose God made a world that produced a cornucopia of variety 

but made sure it all had an explanation that was ultimately simple. 
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"I know of no other reason for thinking simplicity a guide to the 

truth," the historian of science Ian Hacking has said. "I suspect that 

many admirers of unity have, au fond, a thoroughly theological moti­

vation, even though they dare not mention God. I wish they would! 

It would get things out in the open." 

Einstein, believer in a Supreme Being whose taste was impeccable, 

defined that ruling intelligence as a God of Parsimony. The surface 

prodigality of the world is something a creative thinker aims to peel 

away so as to construct a more austere kind of symmetry, where 

deeper meanings are to be found. "Man tries to make for himself in 

the fashion that suits him best a simplified and intelligible world; he 

then tries to some extent to substitute this cosmos of his for the 

world of experience." On the face of it, the world does not possess 

these gualities. There is more than an echo in Einstein of the Carte­

sian proviso that God only illuminates our understanding when we 

have exerted the maximum effort to make our ideas simple and dis­

tinct. His deity is just as economical as Aristotle's and every bit as 

philosophical as that of Descartes. 

Max Born, however, in his book Natural Philosophy of Cause and 

Chance, pointed out that whereas the logical underpinnings of Ein­

stein's law of gravitation are simpler than those of Newton, the for­

malism itself is nightmarishly complicated. Einstein wrote in the 

margin of his copy of this book: "The only thing that matters is the 

logical simplicity of the foundations." The eguations of Einstein's the­

ory of general relativity are in most cases famously forbidding and 

his theory of gravitation reguires fourteen eguations whereas that of 

Newton needed only three. Yet of the two Einstein's is the more aes­

thetically pleasing, partly because of the simplicity of his key concept 

that gravitation and inertia are eguivalent. Einstein's guiding prin­

ciple has been called the "myth of simplicity," the attainment of sim­

ple results by means that are not simple at all. 

"How unfashionable Einstein was," says Yehuda Elkana, "became 

somewhat hidden by the seeming similarity between Einstein's 

demand for his simplicity and the very fashionable demand for sim­

plicity by the various idealistic schools, such as positivism, behav­

iorism and reductionism. But for these schools, simplicity consisted 
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of reducing all metaphysics to sense experiences. For them, 'simple' 

is whatever is directly available to the senses; all so-called theoretical 

statements are reduced to so-called observational ones." 

The sciences of the past half century have been called "a revolt 

against simplicity." One mark of this revolt is that scientists no 

longer take for granted that truth lies in the depths, or that the 

depths are simpler than the surfaces. There is an even stronger ten­

dency to say that we make things more simple at the price of making 

them more strange. Theories of complexity and chaos have shown 

not only that hugely complex results can be produced by simple 

causes, but also, vice versa, that complex causes may lead to simple 

effects. It is no longer a straightforward matter to say whether some­

thing is genuinely simple or not. 

Systems that are chaotic and wildly intricate may give rise to large­

scale simplicities that are quite a surprise: they seem to take on a life 

of their own, independent of the circumstances from which they 

emerged. For example, the very economical lattice structure of salt 

crystals needs to be immune from the motion of particles that 

swarm about chaotically on the atomic scale, paying no heed to what 

is going on down there. Otherwise, salt could not crystallize in the 

regular way that it always does. This autonomy of structure from the 

fine details of its origin has been called a "complicated simplicity." In 

a sense, there is a serious rupture berween cause and effect, making 

both more problematic than was ever dreamed of in David Hume's 

philosophy. 

That hiatus dividing emergent features from the systems that give 

birth to them tends to subvert the once firmly held belief that the 

closer we approach the single, simple "secret of the universe," Ein­

stein's Old One, the arche, the Logos, the unique principle that gov­

erns all the operations of the cosmos, the more we are converging on 

truth. What use is a Theory of Everything if there is a disconnect 

berween its compact little recipe and the way things are at a higher 

level of less abstraction? Would a complete mathematical descrip­

tion of how the universe began lead to a new understanding of the 

mind of the Maker, as some of today's physicists suggest? The sus­

picion that it would not is at the root of some of the millennial dis-
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satisfaction with the lofty claims of science. A rock-bottom unifying 

principle of great simplicity would be awfully interesting but of no 

practical use whatever. A question arises: Is meaning to be found in 

the middle range between the macrocosm and the microcosm, on 

our own familiar scale of things, where things matter because we 

make them matter? 

In the new sciences of complexity, precipitated by the late twenti­

eth century's fixation on computers, information, language, and 

things close to the middle scale-macroeconomics, weather, ecosys­

tems, population control, politics, the brain-the term "transpar­

ent," which in the eighteenth-century Enlightenment meant plain, 

unencumbered, opening a clear window onto truth, acquires a dif­

ferent sense. A piece of computer software is called transparent if it 

can be put to work without the user having the foggiest notion of 

how it works. It could be monstrously complex in its inner details, 

thoroughly opaque to the untutored eye, but once installed is sim­

ple to operate, just as a novice motorist presses the pedals and turns 

the steering wheel in blissful ignorance of what is happening under 

the hood. That is a new version of the myth of simplicity. 

Complexity confounds common sense. Chaos theory, which 

probes intricacy in the middle scale, shows that very simple equa­

tions can generate unpredictable behavior. In the case of certain 

computer programs, consisting of just a few lines of code, it is impos­

sible to say ahead of time whether or not the computer will arrive at 

an answer. On the other hand, it is the violation of one of the classic 

"laws of simplicity," specifically, the law of symmetry-which says 

that the mathematical description of a system is the same whether it 

is going forward or backward in time-that enables large-scale, novel 

simplicities to appear out of chaos. 

"The idea of simplicity is falling apart," says Ilya Prigogine, one of 

the authors of chaos theory. A new dualism, a surprising distinction 

between the simple and the complex, is introduced, such that the 

simple can give rise to complication so mind-boggling it seems 

incredible that one could have produced the other, and complexity 

that produces simplicities so emancipated and sui generis it is a won­

der that such a parent could have birthed such an anomalous off-
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spring. So  simplicity i s  not just a matter of getting to the bottom of 

things, of stripping Nature to the buff, as Newton was thought to 

have done; rather, it is a way oflooking at the world that assumes a 

vast amount of complexity, but treats it as transparent and beside 

the point for the task at hand. Whether something is simple or com­

plex depends on the kinds of questions we ask, and it is never simply 

simple. Truth often lies at the intersection of the two. 
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When people invited the Duchesse de Guermantes to dinner, hunying so as to 
make sure that she was not already engaged, she declined for the one reason 
which nobody in society would ever have thought: she was just setting off on a 
cruise in the Norwegian fjords, which were so interesting. The fashionable world 
was stunned, and without any thought of following the Duchess's example, 
derived nevertheless from her action that sense of relief which one has in reading 
Kant, when, after the most rigorous demonstration of determinism, one finds 
that above the world of necessity there is the world of freedom. -Marcel Proust 

What a strange contrast did this man's outward life present to his destructive, 
world-annihilating thoughts! -Heinrich Heine 

S T R U T H  D I S C O V E R E D ,  S O M E T H I N G  T H A T  

suddenly sheds radiance on us, like a light bulb going on 

in a comic strip? Or do we make it ourselves, as we make 

meanings in a life otherwise devoid of them? The theo­

ry of the Logos suggested it was possible just to sit back and tune in 

to the truth of the cosmos. In the eighteenth-century Enlighten­

ment, it was thought that a reasonable world contained an order of 

everlasting truths that could be grasped directly by the rational 

mind. But a suspicion began to dawn that this was obtaining truth 

on the cheap, too easily and neatly, that the Age of Reason actually 

suffered from a smug and artificial sense of security. It tended to 

miniaturize truth in a world that was richer, larger, grander, and 

more mysterious than those thinkers gave it credit for being. An 

explosion was on the way. 

In the inhospitable writings of a bachelor professor of regular 

habits living quietly in the East Prussian city of Konigsberg in the 

confident noon of the eighteenth century, there can be detected what 

has been termed "the tremor of a coming earthquake." This shift of 

the tectonic plates of the Age of Reason, seemingly quake-proof due 

to the stabilizing power of orderly thought and the laws of a fully 

127 
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comprehensible universe, was the Romantic revolution. In the words 

of Isaiah Berlin, it brought about "the destruction of the notion of 

truth and validity in ethics and politics, not merely objective or 

absolute truth, but subjective and relative truth also-truth and 

validity as such-with vast and indeed incalculable results." The staid 

genius, whose life was as lawlike and predictable as the celestial bod­

ies in Newton's theory of the heavens, was Immanuel Kant. 

One and only one picture hung on the wall of Kant's sparsely fur­

nished study: a portrait of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, another herald of 

the coming tumult. Rousseau, Kant was to say, "set me straight," 

showed him that the true moral worth of a person does not reside in 

the intellect, but rather in the deeply hidden center where desire for 

the good is to be found. Kant interpreted Rousseau as meaning that 

the autonomous moral law is as necessary, and just as objective, as 

the laws of Newtonian mechanics. That was to be the core of his phi­

losophy, culminating in the unexpectedly anti-Enlightenment asser­

tion that error is essential to a virtuous life, that true moral action 

can flourish only in a universe that is ultimately beyond our com­

prehension. "Newton first saw order and lawfulness going hand in 

hand with great simplicity," Kant wrote, "where prior to him disor­

der, and its troublesome partner, multiplicity, were encountered, 

and ever since then the comets run in geometrical paths; Rousseau 

first discovered amid the manifold human forms the deeply hidden 

nature of man, and the secret law by which Providence is justified 

through his observations." 

There is an important difference between what the lay person 

means by "necessary" in this context and what philosophers, in par­

ticular Immanuel Kant, mean by it. Newton showed that the planets 

move as they do in obedience to inflexible laws of nature: there are 

no exceptions, ever. On the other hand, Plato had allowed that in his 

ideal Republic, rulers, the very topmost executives of the state, might 

find it "necessary" to lie for the good of the community, and Machi­

avelli most wholeheartedly agreed with him. For Kant, brought up in 

a Pietist household, telling the truth was more like a Newtonian law 

than something with a convenient loophole for hard-pressed heads 

of state. He did not, however, insist that we always tell the truth. 
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There are forms of expression that do not communicate a specific 

message to another party: keeping silent, not being pinned down, 

sidestepping, equivocating, exercising common courtesy. But if we 

do commit ourselves to saying something definite, we must never lie 

about it. Otherwise all contracts and covenants would be suspect, 

and so worthless; the whole basis of a just society would totter. 

There was an occasion when Kant was thrust willy-nilly into the 

dilemma of deciding whether to tell a harmful truth or resort to 

something less than the whole truth to avoid injuring another 

human being. In a biographical sketch by Thomas de Quincey, we are 

told that Kant in old age began to be bothered by the disrespectful, 

and perhaps worse than disrespectful, behavior of his footman, 

Lampe. Like Lord Peter Wimsey's servant Mervyn Bunter in the 

detective novels of Dorothy L. Sayers, Lampe had entered Kant's 

household after serving in the army, in this case the Prussian army. 

But there the similarity ends. For many years, Lampe was as correct 

and scrupulously punctual in his habits as his master. Sharp at five 

minutes before five in the morning, he would march into Kant's bed­

room and call out, in a parade-ground voice: "Mr. Professor, the time 

has come." Kant would obey the command as if taking orders from 

a drill sergeant, rising at once and seating himself at the breakfast 

table as the clock struck five. When Kant took his afternoon walk 

along the same linden avenue every day, up and down eight times in 

good weather and bad, Lampe trudged anxiously behind him with a 

big umbrella under his arm if rain was in the offing. It is said that 

Kant made room for the existence of a God in his second Critique just 

to keep old Lampe content. 

As Kant's faculties began to decay, however, Lampe, "presuming 

upon his own indispensableness from his perfect knowledge of all 

the domestic arrangements and upon his master's weakness, had 

fallen into great irregularities and habitual neglects." Among other 

things, he was cheating the great philosopher of his money. Kant 

came to think he must dismiss the man who had performed his 

duties for some forty years. Once the decision was made, there was 

no going back, because "the word of Kant was as sacred as other 

men's oaths." Lampe had deterioriated into an old ruffian who was 
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apt to keel over when in his cups. He  warred continually with the 

cook. One January morning in 1802, Lampe did something so shock­

ing, so "shameful," Kant could not bring himself to say what it was. 

Biographers can only speculate. But the die was cast: Lampe must go. 

A new servant, Kaufman, was engaged. Lampe was sent on his way 

with a handsome pension. 

Now, however, came the moral quandary. Lampe had the nerve to 

call and ask for a reference of good character. "Kant's well-known 

reverence for truth, so stern and inexorable," was at loggerheads with 

his essential kindness and good manners. He sat frowning for a long 

time at his desk, staring at the paper, wrestling with his conscience. 

At last he took up his pen and-to put it bluntly-fudged the facts. 

Lampe, he wrote, "has served me long and faithfully, but did not dis­

play those particular qualifications which fitted him for waiting on 

an old and infirm man like myself." 

Kant gets shot at from both sides for his emphasis on the moral 

core of human nature. He has been called an anti-intellectual for 

subordinating the thinking part of our makeup to the ethical, mak­

ing morality central and basic. The epithet "prig" has been flung at 

him for his inelastic attitude toward duty and codes of behavior. He 

is accused of being a hidebound stickler for truth and, conversely, of 

opening the philosophical floodgates that undermined the whole 

concept of truth. When push came to shove, he gave a manservant 

who had acted unspeakably a euphemistic certificate of merit, 

because the man needed one. 

Human needs play an important role as barriers to truth in Kant's 

philosophy. His idol Rousseau had taken up the question of needs 

and how they may distort or falsify the once axiomatic "true fit" 

between mind and world, as in Hume's work the need to make sense 

of the world of everyday, even if it means being deceived as to its true 

nature, is an overmastering priority. Lying, dissembling, and guile 

flourish, not just because they are easy and tempting, but for the 

added reason that they are necessary for survival. And we acquire 

needs that are superfluous to survival. Rousseau was a forerunner of 

Freud in that respect. He thought that if a person habitually wears a 
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mask, that person might grow to  become the false facade, while the 

real self dwindles, erodes, and finally disappears. Artificial wants 

edge out and replace the genuine, natural ones. Lacking a core of true 

desires, the individual becomes a flunkey to the whims and needs of 

others. 

Hume had put a cloud over reason by saying it cannot provide us 

with true knowledge, since it operates only with information that 

has come to us via the senses. A belief is warranted as "true" by these 

impressions of sight, hearing, touch, but that is not a terrific guar­

antee, since they are impressions unique to mysel£ The belief only 

seems true to me. It is not universal; it cannot be an eternal verity. A 

specific cause "produces" a specific effect, not by virtue of some 

necessity in nature, but as a result of a connection between my ideas, 

the links of habit and custom. And we need habit, in order to make 

sense of the world. 

Kant, who said Hume's dagger-strike at reason roused him from 

his "dogmatic slumber," set out to determine, in his Critique of Pure 

Reason, what reason can and cannot do to set us on the road to truth. 

Kant recognized three types of true assertion. The first is a statement 

such as "All triangles have three sides," which cannot be anything 

else but true, because it is completely independent of external facts, 

which may or may not be correct. It simply defines the meaning of 

the word "triangle" as a dictionary might. The sentence cannot pos­

sibly be false, but it tells us nothing we do not already know. It is true 

a priori, in its own little world. The second type of assertion is "syn­

thetical." In the sentence "Gentlemen prefer blondes," we are told 

something that is not part of the definition of the word "gentlemen." 

We are stepping outside logic and language into the great world, 

observing certain particular facts and making general statements 

about them. This extra information, however, is not certain, but only 

probably true. It would be undone by the discovery of a single gen­

tleman who is partial to redheads. 

A third type of truth Kant called the synthetical a priori. Here the 

predicate does add new knowledge, but the knowledge does not 

come from outside, from the unreliable world of experience. It is 
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contributed by the mind, and i t  is both universal and necessary, not 

local and accidental. "Matter is convertible into energy by the equa­

tion E = mcZ" is a sentence of this third kind. Such an assertion is 

objectively true, but not in the usual sense. We say things exist in 

space and occur in time, but in Kant's system, space and time are just 

mental categories. They are not "real." Yet they are categories pos­

sessed by every human mind, and therefore are universal, and the 

fact that we structure our experience in terms of space and time is an 

objective fact, not an empty tautology. 

Unlike Hume, Kant was not doing psychology. The operations of 

the mind are not peculiar and different in each person, since they are 

not based on the senses. They are necessarily the same for everyone. 

So necessary, that instead of saying the mind conforms to the struc­

ture of things in the world in order to know them, we could put that 

statement into reverse and assert that things as we experience them 

conform to the universal structures of the mind. That is as quake­

making and revolutionary as the Copernican discovery that, against 

all the evidence of common sense, the Sun does not revolve around 

the Earth; instead, the Earth orbits the Sun. It alters the job of phi­

losophy from one of investigating the Being or essence of things, 

things as they are in themselves, to the very different project of con­

sidering the built-in rules of the mind. And these rules or principles 

are "transcendental," in the sense that they transcend or go beyond 

expenence. 

That has an upside and a downside. The upside is that we can have 

an objective, unexceptionable basis for a new kind of Logos, a rela­

tionship of intelligibility between the mind's innate rules of opera­

tion and the predictable, unified, and stable world they construct. 

This world must be intelligible, because the mind organizes it. Kant 

called these rules "categories," and they include substance, cause, 

unity, totality, reality, and limitation, among others. The downside 

of such an arrangement is that we are unable to have any kind of 

experience except for the ones the categories construct. We are total­

ly unequipped to experience the "essence" or core reality of things, 

what Kant called the "noumenon," as opposed to the "phenome­

non" of outward appearances, so that the Holy Grail of traditional 
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philosophy, ultimate truth, which is veiled by mere surfaces and 

appearances, is forever closed to us. We may think we can know it, 

bur that is an illusion, a mirage. 

That banishing of philosophy from the paradise Garden of Ulti­

mate Truth was regarded as a scandal by some. The poet Heinrich 

Heine portrayed Kant as a sort of intellectual bomb thrower, a ter­

rorist of the order of Maximilian Robespierre. Heine saw in both men 

the same "talent of suspicion," the same absence of poetry in their 

makeup. "God, according to Kant, is a noumenon," he sniffed. "As a 

result of his argument, this ideal and transcendental being, hitherto 

called God, is a mere fiction. It has arisen from a natural illusion. 

Kant shows that we can know nothing regarding this noumen, 

regarding God, and that all reasonable proof of his existence is 

impossible. The words of Dante, 'Leave all hope behind! '  may be 

inscribed over this portion of the Critique of Pure Reason." Heine 

blamed Kant's philosophy for casting the baleful influence of its arid 

"packing-paper" prose style over literature and the fine arts. Thank 

goodness, he added, it did not interfere in the art of cookery. 

The categories impose limits on what we can know. Without the 

constraints of the universal rules of the mind, we could know noth­

ing. The world would be nonsense, a meaningless chaos. Yet we are 

so constituted that we chafe at the very restrictions that make coher­

ent experience possible. Human nature is such that it grows dissat­

isfied with meanings that make the world intelligible but do not 

disclose truth, that actually shut us out and bar the gates of truth. 

We are given phenomena, but we crave noumena. The categories 

cater to the sort of needs that Darwin investigated, of "adapting to 

the environment" -in this case, the environment of the categories­

in order to live in the world. But Kant fully recognized that human 

beings have other needs, and one of the most potent of these is the 

desire, so deeply entrenched in consciousness, for metaphysical spec­

ulation. That is risky business, because pure reason, by which Kant 

meant intellect completely divorced from all other faculties, is a 

flighty vehicle that tends to run away with us, trespassing beyond the 

limits that keep us safely moored in experience, like a dove that finds 

it so effortless to fly in Earth's atmosphere it assumes it must be that 
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much easier to soar in empty space. This Kant called "the scandal of 

reason." 

Against all the odds, reason insists on making the futile attempt 

to pry into the "really real," a region outside our mental atmosphere, 

hoping to discover the way the world ultimately is, behind and 

beyond the categories, thus lurching into fallacies and fabrications. 

Reason uses its "ideas" to overstep the limits of what the mind is 

made to know. Infinity is one of these ideas, God another, and 

immortality a third. Kant constantly plays on the theme of illusion, 

of falsehood masquerading as truth, of the temptation to go blun­

dering up the blind metaphysical alley that leads nowhere. Pure rea­

son longs to escape the conditions that constrain what we are able to 

know, in spite of the wealth of knowledge those very conditions 

make possible. The categories become vehicles of deception. It is a 

disease of the understanding that pure reason should have such 

impossibly rarefied ambitions. Writing of the region of genuine 

knowledge, Kant said: "This domain is an island, enclosed by nature 

itself within unalterable limits. It is the land of truth-enchanting 

namel-surrounded by a wide and stormy ocean, the native home of 

illusion, where many a fog bank and many a swiftly melting iceberg 

give the deceptive appearance of farther shores, deluding the adven­

turous seafarer ever anew with empty hopes." Pure reason, in fact, is 

a sort of philosophical Titanic. 

And yet, and yet. If an inclination is so firmly lodged in us, so 

ineradicable and vital, can it be dismissed as a mere nothing, an 

empty falsehood? Is it of no significance whatever? In a provocative 

passage of his Logj.c, Kant remarks that the primary question of phi­

losophy is not so much "What can I know?" as "What is the human 

being?", a relocation of emphasis that bears the marks of Rousseau's 

influence. Seen from the human perspective, metaphysical conjec­

ture cannot be pushed out of sight. It is both important and neces­

sary. "That the human mind will ever give up metaphysical 

researches is as little to be expected as that we, to avoid inhaling 

impure air, should prefer to give up breathing altogether," Kant 

wrote in the Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics. "There will, there­

fore, always be metaphysics in the world; nay, everyone, especially 
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every reflective man, will have it and, for want of a recognised stan­

dard, will shape it for himself after his own pattern. What has hith­

erto been called metaphysics cannot satisfy any critical mind, but to 

forego it entirely is impossible." The demon of deception is all the 

more potent because so deeply embedded in our nature. Even after 

the deception is unmasked, the illusion "will not cease to play tricks 

with reason and continually entrap it into momentary aberrations 

ever and again calling for correction." Susan Neiman uses the word 

"neurosis" in discussing the libidinous character of this sort of meta­

physics. 

It has been suggested that Kant himself never quite realized the 

extent to which he had taken reason off the leash. He recognized 

that, while metaphysics can be dangerously deceptive, it is a genuine 

need and cannot be eliminated without harm to psychic health and 

well-being. The questions it restlessly explores are of profound 

importance to the life of mankind. And its goals are quite unlike 

those of experimental science. The distinction made by Kant 

between VernunJt, "reason," and Verstand, "intellect," was to reverber­

ate to the end of the millennium. The intellect wants to grasp expe­

rience only as it is provided by the senses of sight, hearing, taste, and 

touch. Reason, by contrast, strives to understand its meaning, and 

this is a craving as urgent and insatiable as sexual desire, almost Dar­

winian in its irresistible momentum and its priority as a universal 

characteristic of the human species. 

"The need of reason is not inspired by the quest for truth, but by 

the quest for meaning," Hannah Arendt wrote in her comments on 

Kant. "And truth and meaning are not the same. The basic fallacy, 

taking precedence over all specific metaphysical fallacies, is to inter­

pret meaning on the model of truth." It is the activity of thought on 

its own, regardless of the particular forms it takes, that is "probably 

the aboriginal source of our notion of spirituality." Useless to protest 

that down-to-earth reality must rein in such speculation, as, in Dar­

win's world, the constraints of the physical environment ensure that 

only certain types of biological organisms survive. That would be to 

suppose that all activity of the mind is based on common sense. But 

thoughts "transcend all biological data." It was thought that 
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destroyed Descartes's trust in accepted wisdom and made him doubt 

the most obvious things. The function of common sense is to fit us 

to the world of appearances, of phenomena, so that we need not 

bother our pretty little heads about what it all may mean. 

Vernunft is the faculty that makes us feel at home in the world as it 

seems to us, the humdrum, reliable world of everyday. It was one of 

the achievements of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, and to 

a certain extent of the Romantic movement that followed, to take the 

strange, the uncanny, the exotic, and make it familiar, domesticated, 

and homey. The cosmic spaces that frightened the seventeenth-cen­

tury mathematical prodigy Pascal with their vastness were brought 

down to the scale of the human mind, making them manageable. 

Newton reduced the majesty of the heavens to sets of equations that 

may have intimidated minds as capacious as those ofJohn Locke and 

Richard Bentley, but carried the promise of becoming accessible to 

the lay understanding. Later, Darwin was to render almost banal the 

age-old mystery of the emergence of species. 

Verstand, by contrast, tends to deprive us of the comforts of home 

and the easy tranquility of custom and habit. Our feeling of realness 

is a matter of biology, whereas thinking undermines that confidence; 

in our age it has produced a physics, an art and literature, which 

make us uncomfortable, cause us to doubt reality. It flies in the face 

of common sense and reverses the geist of the Enlightenment by tak­

ing the familiar and making it strange. 

In the later Middle Ages, meaning had been given priority over lit­

eral truth. The world was not a big machine to be taken apart and 

explained, but an allegory, a parable. Its innermost secret was not 

describable as a chain of causes and effects. Rather, it held a sacred 

meaning, which could transform the life of a person able to grasp it. 

That might involve accepting some pretty wild stories, bizarre fables 

that were flatly at odds with nature as common sense construed it. 

The widespread medieval belief in miracles came out of this readi­

ness to put meaning and purpose ahead of truth. Poking and prying 

into the material operations of the world was seen as antagonistic to 

this more elevated pursuit, implying a doubt, a suspicion, totally 

lacking in the sacramental view of nature. Since the whole point and 
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aim of philosophy was to reveal the architecture of a world whose 

highest meaning and reason for existence was God, it was of minor 

concern whether nature was truly described or history accurately 

written. "To the mind of the scholar," says John Herman Randall, "it 

was meaningless to inquire whether the pelican really nourished her 

young with her own blood, or there really existed a phoenix who rose 

from the ashes, so long as these creatures, whether of God directly, 

or of God through the imagination, made manifest the Saviour who 

shed his blood on the cross and rose the third day. Indeed, a knowl­

edge of natural history for its own sake would have been regarded as 

almost blasphemous, taking men's thoughts away from its essential 

meaning for man." 

Kant uses the word "truth" quite sparingly in his writings, prefer­

ring to talk about "knowledge" or "reason," a new departure for phi­

losophy. In a vastly different way and with all his critical faculties on 

the qui vive, he made a case for the importance of talk about tran­

scendent matters in terms of a "meaning which could transform the 

life of an individual able to grasp it." Where previous thinkers aimed 

to demonstrate the noumena by metaphysical argument, Kant 

turned that topsy-turvy and said metaphysics itself must rest on a 

foundation of moral beliefs, and be essentially practical. There is not 

a glimmer of a chance that we can show, by logical reasoning, or by 

amassing "facts," that the universe was created by an all-powerful 

and utterly good Author, or that we are perfectly free and rational 

creatures. We cannot even claim to "know" the world as a whole, 

since we experience only a small segment of it. Neither is there the 

slightest hope of disproving any of these theses. We must, said Kant, 

seek in the practical use of reason sufficient grounds for the concepts 

of God, freedom, and immortality. These are not theoretical dogmas, 

but presuppositions. They are a product of moral intuitions. We 

entertain them as possibilities, and that is as objective as they are ever 

likely to get. Only by virtue of practical reason, Kant said, is our spec­

ulative thinking "justified in holding onto concepts even the possi­

bility of which it could not otherwise presume to affirm." 

We "need" the idea of a soul, as a guide in the workaday task of 

becoming a successful human being, even ifit is just a bedtime story. 
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Pure reason i s  a snare and a delusion if i t  presumes to describe real­

ity, but it can be useful in the form of what Kant called "regulative 

principles," not literal facts, but a kind of fiction; "as if" statements, 

which point us in the direction of genuine knowledge about how life 

should be lived, just supposing there is something to these high­

flown notions. They should not be likened to the obsolete and 

defunct organs noted by Darwin as relics of an earlier stage of evo­

lution and now useless. The regulative principles are a road map for 

living, now, today. They function as the basis of morality and reli­

gion. The way we act under the conjecture that we have free will is 

likely to be quite different from the sort of choices we would make if 

we believed everything we do is detennined by an ironclad necessity. 

A life spent in the faith that there is a God and that the soul is 

immortal, even if such certitude has no basis in science and does not 

even entail genuine knowledge, would surely not be the same as a life 

dominated by the conviction that the world "just is," and has no 

author, no point, and no meaning. 

The whole of Kant's philosophy revolves around the notion of the 

good will. He shared with Rousseau a belief that human beings are 

potentially freer than nature, unique in possessing a will that speaks 

through the voice of conscience, the inner light, and is able to resist 

the importunate, clamoring demands of the material world. In his 

hands, that became the theory of the absolutely free moral will. What 

is odd about this Kantian entity is that it acquires its metaphysical 

importance only in a world that is not fully understood. It is the 

source of action, but what would be the point of action if, like God, 

we knew all there is to know about everything? Paralysis would set 

in. As it is, through obeying the moral law, we transcend the limits of 

the phenomenal, lift ourselves clear of the laws of natural necessity, 

of space and time, cause and effect, that rule the world of ordinary 

experience, in a feat oflevitation that pure reason could never accom­

plish. In the domain of the good will, we are absolutely free. We have 

conquered the Darwinian imperative of mere survival and by doing 

so have come closer to the ultimate meaning of the world than sci­

ence or philosophy could ever take us. 

You might think that, now we hold in our hand the key to the door 
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which had shut reason out, we could ambush truth. Yet Kant still 

denies us entry. He does so because if all were understood, if we 

became as wise as God, there would be no more moral striving, and, 

as he makes clear, exercising the moral will is a higher and nobler 

thing than mere knowledge. Falsehood and error must remain so 

that we may go on struggling to be virtuous. There is always the pos­

sibility that if we were omniscient, if we relaxed and sat back in meta­

physical ease, we would not be godlike, but diabolical. 

The Kant scholar Richard Kroner calls this a case of anti­

intellectualism carried to awesome extremes. We are left with this 

curious outcome of Kant's Copernican revolution in ethics: morali­

ty makes the world incomprehensible. The Kantian, as opposed to 

the Cartesian, dualism proposes that human beings are at one and 

the same time creatures of nature and also beings whose inner light 

enables them to take part in the nonnatural moral order. Meaning 

takes precedence over truth. The world has significance only if 

human actions are significant. The "meaning of the world" is not a 

matter of theory but of practice, of making decisions, having experi­

ences, doing things. What Kant is saying is that only where nature 

and freedom are two separate things can the world be described as 

"philosophical." Absent that separation, "the world would be devoid 

of meaning. It could never satisfy the human longing for meaning. 

Such a world would not even give us a clue to the riddle of why we 

puzzle about ourselves or how beings like ourselves are possible at 

all. Such a world would never give rise to any philosophy whatsoev­

er." In that case, the world is meaningful only if it is meaningful to 

us. It is the will, not the intellect, that reaches to the very limit of 

human experience. 

Kant, who excluded nature from the world of the free, rational 

will, also put off limits aspects of nature that most moral philoso­

phers since Aristotle held to be cardinal for any system of ethics: 

solicitude, warmth, sentiment. He placed all these qualities under 

the umbrella term "inclinations" and subordinated them to Duty, a 

word with wintry overtones that captured the allegiance of Victor i­

ans but chilled Romantics to the bone. His "categorical imperative" 

is a rule of moral action our reason requires us to follow absolutely, 
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never mind our inclinations. That i s  something quite different from 

acting out of prudence, or self-preservation, worsting a business rival 

or beating another person to a taxi in the rain. In that case we are 

obeying our natural wants and needs, our biological and psycholog­

ical urges. 

The categorical imperative is a principle that commands us to put 

inclinations totally out of the picture. We act according to Duty and 

Duty alone, and that requires the use of the will. Kant insisted that 

there cannot be multiple versions of morality, contingent on culture 

and fashion, on history, on feelings. Telling the truth is incumbent 

on every person no matter where or when. He envisages a Utopian 

Kingdom of Ends, in which harmony reigns perpetually, since all its 

inhabitants act rationally all the time. Here a rule against lying is not 

a pragmatic convention, designed to avoid the disruption to society 

caused by falsehoods, but an a priori maxim derived logically, inde­

pendent of experience. A philosopher of today, Robert Solomon, 

professes to be shocked-shocked!-at the fact that Kant thus made 

the consequences of our actions secondary to our intentions, subor­

dinating the effect on others to our own purity of motive, losing the 

sense of belonging to a specific community. "Unfortunately," says 

Solomon, "this encourages moral self-righteousness and celebrates 

the moral prig who obeys all the rules and makes everyone miser­

able." 

In a real-life situation, however, Kant did to a certain degree sur­

render to his inclinations, to the obligation, not of Duty alone, but 

to a fellow human being. He wrote a character reference for the old 

rascal Lampe that does not bear the mark of a prig, that did com­

promise a little with the categorical imperative and that embodied 

what Iris Murdoch, a Platonist, concluded on this subject: that com­

passion, "the great mystery of ethics," cannot always tell the truth. 
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1[ruth at grnl' s 1Lrnllth 

An ironic person does not commit suicide. -Jacob Golomb 

Irony removes the security that words mean only what they say. So too does 
lying. of course. -Linda Hutcheon 

H E N  R E A S O N  L O S T  I T S  S U P R E M E  S T A T U S  

as the key to all mysteries, interest began to focus on 

other parts of the human psyche, less respectable, less 

trustworthy and rational. Whereas reason had been the 

vehicle of truth, these murkier faculties might deliver falsehoods, 

outright lies, in such a devious way the intellect would not even sus­

pect it was being tricked. The biological aspects of our makeup may 

override the purely psychological, by brute force, reminding us that 

life can be more powerful than mind, and less fastidious about get­

ting what it needs. It will opt for a lie if that is more beneficial than 

truth. One of its instruments for riding roughshod over intellect is 

the will, whose reputation as an upright character went into serious 

decline as the nineteenth century went forward. 

Immanuel Kant gave us the good will, and on that score alone he 

can be commended for making a fresh start in moral philosophy. He 

made it clear that the standard virtues, many of them held in high 

esteem by thinkers of antiquity-bravery, stamina, continence, 

resolve-can all be put to the service of immoral causes, whereas the 

good will is good in itself. As Kant put it: "There is no possibility of 

141 
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thinking of  anything at all in  the world, or  even out of it, which can 

be regarded as good without qualification, except a good will." 

The seeds of revolution skulk in this otherwise un-Romantic, 

rational, quiet tongue of conscience, with its inexorable codes and its 

categorical imperatives. This sovereign voice of the inner light 

helped to set the torch of Romantic turbulence aflame. That was due 

in part to the very fact of its radical freedom, which Kant insisted was 

indispensable when it comes to making a moral choice. If ! abstain 

from pushing old ladies off the sidewalk, not for reasons of ethics 

but because I know there is a police officer prowling nearby in a 

patrol car, or refrain from stealing money from a blind man out of a 

suspicion that he may not be sightless and could even possess a gun, 

neither action constitutes a moral choice. To be affected by extrane­

ous circumstances in this way is being a "turnspit," in Kant's con­

temptuous term. The good will operates without taking notice of 

desires or inclinations, fear of punishment or reprisal, prudence, or 

consideration of one's own well-being. Duplicity is at the remotest 

opposite extreme from this principle of moral action, which is why 

Kant regarded lying as one of the worst offenses a person can com­

mit. 

A hallmark of the Kantian inner voice is that its commands are not 

statements of fact. Therefore, they cannot be true or false. Kant 

tucked the voice away in a place safe from the intrusions of external 

authority and from the prying eyes of scientists. It was a noumenon, 

not existing in space or time, immune from the laws of cause and 

effect. Moral action proceeds from this sheltered sanctuary, so that 

nothing in nature, not even the strongest blast of urgency wafting in 

from the senses, can alter its absolute priority. 

This helped to weaken the idea, embedded in a robust philosoph­

ical tradition, that truth is correspondence with the facts. Kant had 

bypassed the skeptical heresies which doubted that we can have 

"truthful" knowledge of the world with his Copernican revolution, 

the theory that the mind does not correspond to the world, but just 

the reverse: the world as we experience it corresponds to the built-in 

structures of the mind. That was a drastic reinterpretation of the 

very concept of truth. It proposed that the really crucial facts are not 
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outside the head but inside it, in the form of mental categories, 

which are given a priori, not learned. We actively organize the data of 

the world according to the rules that come already installed at birth, 

but it makes no sense to say the rules are true. They serve us well, but 

so might a completely different set of rules. It was the possibility that 

a child might invent its own idiosyncratic rules of grammar on the 

basis of the corrupt fragments of speech it hears from adults in its 

vicinity that led the twentieth-century linguist Noam Chomsky to 

his theory of a universal grammar, an organ of the mind as "natur­

al" as the heart or lungs. The Chomskyan grammar is likewise nei­

ther true nor false. It is simply the only one we have. 

In the case of the good will, too, facts are immaterial and truth is 

beside the point. If the will takes its canons from outside itself, it is 

no longer authentic, no longer autonomous. Kant described virtue 

as duties firmly settled in the character. "Autonomy is the ground of 

the dignity of human nature," he insisted. The good will must be an 

independent source of commands. "Perhaps Kant did not, like 

Hume, consciously intend to draw a sharp distinction between 

imperatives and statements of fact," noted Isaiah Berlin. "But in any 

case his formulation had revolutionary consequences. Commands 

or imperatives are not factual statements; they are not descriptions; 

they are not true or false. Commands may be right or wrong, they 

may be corrupt or disinterested; they may be intelligible or obscure; 

they may be trivial or unimportant, but they do not describe any­

thing; they order, they direct, they terrify, they generate action. Sim­

ilarly, a goal or value is something that a man sets himself to aim at, 

it is not an independent entity that is stumbled upon." Berlin 

believed that for all Kant's vision of a unified, harmonious Kingdom 

of Ends, his thesis of moral freedom shook, even sabotaged the clas­

sical idea of a single Truth, one that is immune from the caprices and 

whims of current fashion. 

The doctrine of an inner voice so sovereign it owes no obligation 

to the truth is a potent one that could be highly destabilizing if it fell 

into other hands. Kant was a child of the Enlightenment and sub­

scribed to its codes of reason, restraint, and universal truths, its 

belief that all questions have good answers if only we can discover 



1 44 T H E  L I A R ' S  T A L E  

them. But his successors were inhibited by no such qualms. Kant's 

theory of the inner voice was exaggerated, stretched, travestied. If val­

ues and goals are decreed by the individual conscience, they are not 

objects we discover, but artifacts we make, so the argument went. 

They are creations, like works of art, expressions of the self They are 

not a copy of anything, not an imitation or even a representation. 

The inner voice makes every man and every woman an artist, an 

author, with that extra ration of license and liberty which is a core 

element of the artist's basic accoutrement. 

One of Kant's acquaintances in Konigsberg was a highly strung 

theologian and philosopher named Johann Hamann, a person given 

to emotional excesses and an exaggerated hatred of the sober canons 

of the Age of Reason. Sometimes known as "the Wizard of the 

North," Hamann was one of the leaders of the Sturm undDrangmove­

ment that emerged in Germany during the 1770s, which rebelled 

against the growing dominance of science and scientific thinking. 

The movement championed cultural diversity, the social context of 

anything that sets itself up as an eternal verity, non-highbrow art and 

the principle that thought cannot be separated from language, 

which itself was deemed a cultural product. For Hamann, there were 

only singular truths, not universal ones. As for reason, it can make 

models of reality, but a model is just a model: it does not coincide 

with the world as the world really is. We cannot hope to understand 

what the world is all about by using our intellect. Love alone provides 

the key to knowing its true character-love and the voice of God, who 

communicates through his works. 

Like Descartes, Hamann experienced a mystical disclosure which 

some might call a breakdown, or at least a spirirual crisis. It helped 

to turn him from an adherent of the Enlightenment to one of its 

most savage opponents. In 1757 he was sent to London by the House 

of Berens, a merchant company in Riga, on a delicate mission, its 

exact nature unknown. Possibly it was to float an idea that the Baltic 

region should break away from the Russian Empire and set up as a 

separate state. In any case, the mission was a disaster. Hamann was 

treated with mockery by the Russian Embassy and lost all his confi­

dence. He blew about £300 worth of Berens money on riotous living 
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and took up an emotional relationship with a dubious character, 

supposedly a nobleman, only to fall into an orgy of jealousy when he 

discovered that his companion was being kept by a wealthy man. 

Financially spent, not in the best of health, he called a halt to all his 

indulgences, rented a simple room, subsisted on a Spartan menu, 

and read the Bible. He took Scripture very personally. He studied the 

distresses of the Jews, which seemed to mirror his own. In a "shat­

tering mystical experience" while reading the Old Testament, the 

idea came to him that he was the murderer of Christ. His heart 

thumped, his hands shook. He felt the spirit of God stirring in him, 

revealing "the mystery of love." The inner voice became the voice of 

God himself, speaking to him alone. Hamann was bowled over by the 

thought that everything, the whole content of his waking experience, 

contained a secret message from God. 

These spiritual crises. They tend to throw philosophy into chan­

nels that are more interesting than plausible. In the case of Hamann, 

divine communication, conferred when he hit rock bottom in Lon­

don, helped to mobilize his opposition to the Enlightenment. Privi­

leged to know the secrets of the Almighty, he was not disposed to 

endorse the Age of Reason's belief that man is the agent of his own 

salvation, that he is autonomous. We cannot think our way to the 

truth. We need the supernatural, the transcendent, the intervention 

of a higher power. "The breath of life in our nose," he said, "is also 

the exhalation of God." The cogjto of Descartes, thanks to a very dif­

ferent kind of manifestation from the one Descartes experienced in 

a similar period of solitude, went glimmering. 

One summer evening in 1759, Hamann had dinner with Kant at 

the Windmill, an inn on the outskirts of Konigsberg. The idea was to 

bring Hamann back to the fold of the Enlightenment, to restore his 

respect for reason. The occasion was not a glorious success. The 

mood was stiff and awkward. Kant was less relaxed and genial than 

at his famous lunch parties at home. He persisted, however, propos­

ing that Hamann translate some articles from Denis Diderot's Ency­

clopidie, the classic text of the Enlightenment, as an antidote to 

irrationalism. Another meeting was suggested, but Hamann wrote 

Kant a pungent letter tilting at the tyranny of reason and sending the 
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insulting message that Kant had a crippling defect: he  could not 

understand the "language of feeling." The very idea that a philoso­

pher could tum him back to the Enlightenment was laughable. We 

do not need more reason, he went on, but more faith. Some thank­

you note! But Hamann unwittingly did Kant a favor. He launched 

into a hymn of praise of David Hume, for showing that reason is 

impotent to prove anything worthwhile, cannot make us wise, can­

not even give us the confidence to carry on our daily lives: "we need 

faith to eat an egg or drink a glass of water." That is the first record­

ed connection between Kant and Hume, whom Kant commended 

for rousing him from his dogmatic slumber. 

Hamann set the stage for a thoroughgoing Romantic war against 

reason as an autonomous faculty, independent of all others, not 

excluding the way we speak, the culture which forms us, history, and 

even our desires and instincts. There is a hint of Darwin here. Where 

Kant had made the categories, the structures of the mind that make 

coherent meaning out of the chaotic signals corning from the out­

side world, universal, the same for everyone, the Romantics tended 

to reinterpret them as cultural artifacts, the products of history and 

of a specific society. They were no more "truths" than they were in 

Kant's scheme, but they were not a natural endowment either. They 

lost their radical autonomy. As for the hidden reality of the noume­

na, the things in themselves to which we are structurally unable to 

gain access, they were just a figment of Kant's imagination; he never 

was able to give a consistent account of them. The noumena do not 

exist, so let's not talk about them any more. That was one of the post­

Kantian lines of argument. 

As for reason, it turns out to have a past, perhaps a checkered one, 

which makes it suspect. If the thought processes of the mind are 

shaped by local and historical forces, can that sort of mind be trust­

ed as wholeheartedly as the universal Kantian one, whose categories 

were as permanent and unaltering as God himself? That was a both­

ersome dilemma. One answer to it was the Romantic device of irony. 

Irony in the Romantic era was used as a way of acknowledging the 

elusiveness of Truth with a capital T. We humans are in an ironical 

situation, because we are limited creatures in a universe that has no 
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limits. Hamann used to carry on about how silly it was to suppose 

we can say anything true about the world, as if we were standing out­

side it, when any fool knows we are inside the world and will never be 

anything other than inside it. We are not God. If the mind is a cul­

tural entity with a history, perhaps it suffers from the delusory need 

to convert the universe into a cultural entity. Like an old-fashioned 

historian, it cuts up the world into arbitrary pieces for its own con­

venience, trying to make it stand still when in reality it is mutable 

and fugitive. Nature herself is ironical, deceptively seeming to offer 

a sturdy sameness on which we can rely for definite knowledge, only 

to unravel and destabilize. That was the line spun by Friedrich 

Schlegel. 

Romantic irony, says Anne Mellor, emerged from a post­

Enlightenment distrust of consciousness, and a belief in the 

inevitable incompleteness, and therefore the falsity, of our ideas and 

myths. We can live with that distrust by acknowledging the fictional 

character of the theories and schemes by means of which we make 

sense of the world, yet enjoy the enterprise of inventing ever new 

ones, cheerfully doing what Kant said we should not do, namely, voy­

aging out beyond the limits set by the constitution of our minds. 

Still, philosophical irony is worldly enough to know that ultimate 

truth is out of reach. It is not deceived into confusing the inventions 

with eternal truths. 

That involves an odd kind of doublethink. We treat the inventions 

"as if" they are truths (didn't Kant use this device for his regulative 

principles?). And yet we keep a mental distance from them, since of 

course we are grown-up enough, sophisticated enough, post-Kant­

ian enough, to know they are not truths. We could say that irony is a 

sort of lie, albeit an out-in-the-open kind of falsehood, useful in a 

world where reality is very different from appearance and where 

truth may turn out to be not what it seems. In classical Greece, eiro­

nia meant a devious way of fooling someone by adopting a false 

front, or a tricky use of language. 

Millennia before today's critics detected a flavor of irony in twen­

ty-first-century science, a Greek writer noted that "it may perhaps be 

that nature has a liking for contraries." According to the Roman 
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grammarian Donatus in  the fourth century A.D., Ironia est tropus per 

contrarium quod cognatur ostendens-"Irony is a trope that shows the 

opposite of what one perceives." Its medium was incongruity and 

disparity, which distinguished it from metaphor, a dealer in same­

nesses. Socratic irony, in which the disingenuous Socrates pretends 

to need information and professes mock admiration for his intellec­

tual inferiors, was related to the codes of Greek comedy, in which a 

character simulated humility in order to outwit a boastful but 

dimwitted confidence trickster. It is also a means of self-protection. 

In the Symposium, Alcibiades uses the word eironia to describe this 

distancing strategy, complaining that Socrates spends his whole life 

pretending and playing with people. "It is an outward casing he 

wears," says Alcibiades. "But if you opened his inside you cannot 

imagine how full he is, good cup-companions of sobriety." 

In England, the use of irony was connected with the desire to be 

sophisticated. Chaucer's admired master, Geoffrey of Vinsauf, 

advised that when dealing with foolish people, one should "praise, 

but facetiously," calling a person who is stunted and malformed 

"Paris" and someone of rude speech "Cicero." Such a ruse suggests 

an urbane detachment; one is too civilized to engage in a direct 

insult, yet wishes at the same time to deflate by making a contrast 

between the "true" ideal and the inadequate reality. "An irony," 

according to a seventeenth-century grammarian, "hath the honey of 

pleasantness in its mouth, and a sting of rebuke in its tail." The term 

"irony" came into popular use in the eighteenth century and meant 

saying the opposite of what you mean, intending a strong opinion 

by voicing a weak one. 

In all its various manifestations, irony implies that a speaker or 

writer wants to keep truth at arm's length, for one reason or anoth­

er. It disrupts the correspondence between word and world. Perhaps 

irony is used because the truth is too obvious, too banal or simplis­

tic to be spoken in a straightforward way. Hovering on the fringe of 

the "naked" truth may be cloaked truths just out of view, in the 

noumena where the ordinary rules do not apply; truths infinitely 

more important and transcendent than the literal facts language is 

equipped to capture. Henry James may have had something like that 
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in mind when he said that irony "implies and projects other possible 

cases." In any case, irony is a saboteur of the correspondence theory 

of truth according to which words are a snug fit with facts. A word 

can mean more than it says, or less. In that respect, irony is first 

cousin to lying, even though the intention is often entirely different. 

Thanks in part to Kant, the reliability of knowledge was subvert­

ed, making thinkers who came after him more open to the noncom­

mittal features of irony. Language came to be seen as precarious, 

meaning unstable. Irony is "language drawing attention to its own 

limitations." It, too, joined the reaction against reason. In the 

Enlightenment period, irony tended to retain the idea that every 

question has a definite answer. It made room for the existence of 

truth and moral absolutes. When a traditional ironist says the 

reverse of what he means, he is confident that he knows what he 

means is the truth. 

By contrast, Lilian Furst points out that post-Kantian irony "is 

not used to differentiate the true from the false because for the 

romantic ironist all options may be true, or false; nor can he manip­

ulatively say the opposite to what he means because he cannot be 

sure of any meaning." Later, Friedrich Nietzsche was to say that irony 

is a mark of decadence, resorted to by a person who no longer curs­

es and scolds, who dislikes having to say yes as much as he shrinks 

from saying no. "The habit of irony, like that of sarcasm, spoils the 

character," Nietzsche thought. "It gradually fosters the quality of a 

malicious superiority; one finally grows like a snappy dog, that has 

learned to laugh as well as to bite." Romantic irony is a recognition 

of the contrast between the confined scope of the mind and the 

immense complexities of experience. That may be one reason why 

poetry, a prime vehicle of Romantic irony, is said to observe, not the 

correspondence theory of truth, but the coherence theory, which 

requires only that the parts of a system fit together internally and 

need not match external reality. A poet "nothing affirmeth, and 

therefore never lieth," said Sir Philip Sidney. 

Irony is a device that tends to confer autonomy. Sophistication, 

urbanity, which irony supports, is a form of self-sovereignty. That 

was a Romantic theme, a travesty of Kant's theory of noumenal free-
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dom. I t  leaves all  situations open. I t  helped prepare the way for the 

eventual conversion of the inner voice into pure, irrational will. Kant 

had turned inward, privileging the quest for righteousness over the 

search for truth. "After centuries of abuse by metaphysicians," says 

Robert Solomon, "the Truth acquired a foul taste." Will, like irony, 

became an alternative to truth. "In proportion as the Will has gone 

up the philosophical scale," wrote Bertrand Russell, "knowledge has 

gone down. This is, I think, the most notable change that has come 

over the temper of philosophy in our age." 

The doctrine of the bad will, revived after Kant's death in 1804, 

had been publicized in the Renaissance by Machiavelli, a theorist of 

the will as an agency selfish, rapacious, and all-powerful, constantly 

wanting more, taking precedence over reason and intelligence, never 

altering in the strength of its appetites, agreeing to the restraints of 

authority only in order to enjoy in safety its possessions and plea­

sures. The Machiavellian will, epitome of the needy underside of 

human nature, is ever unsatisfied: sooner or later this leads a society 

down the slippery slope into decadence, making it too self-indulgent 

and hedonistic to resist reversals of fortune. Utopia is out of the 

question. 

It may be no coincidence that the word "sincere" entered the Eng­

lish language only during the sixteenth century when Machiavelli, 

"Old Nick" to those who thought him diabolical, was in his prime. 

Lionel Trilling records that sincerity came into the lexicon at a time 

when society was "preoccupied to an extreme degree with dissimula­

tion, feigning and pretence." 

Machiavelli's refusal to endorse a simple set of moral principles 

has been attributed to the "ruthless and suspicious character of the 

diplomacy of his era, riddled with treason and betrayal, in which 

money and threats seemed the only effective instruments." In public 

life, insincerity is part of the equipment of a ruler, who may opt for 

the beneficial lie rather than the inconvenient truth. "Reasons of 

state" (not Machiavelli's phrase) often require craft and trickery. "A 

Prince must be a great feigner and fraud; people are so simple," he 

advised. In the notorious eighteenth chapter of The Prince, he notes 

that while "everyone" realizes how praiseworthy it is for a prince to 
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honor his word, experience shows that princes who have achieved 

great things are those who give their word lightly, who know how to 

fool people with cunning. 

Kant, hostile to unbuttoned self-intoxication of any kind, had 

kept the will in its place by linking it firmly to reason. It was free only 

to the extent that it obeyed the prescriptions of reason. The later Ger­

man assertion of the will as untrammeled and on the loose was what 

Sturm und Drang was all about. Many of Kant's followers were young, 

radical, and Romantic. They took free will out into the murky bad­

lands where the darker aspects of human nature lurked. The play­

wright Friedrich Schiller, who died in 1805, was an apostle and 

popularizer of the Konigsberg maestro and soon cut freedom away 

from the moorings of reason, speaking of" the legislator himself, the 

God within us," and "the proud demon within man," a sort of imp 

or rascal rather than the high ethical entity of Kant's philosophy. 

The heroes of Schiller's early writings feel free to lie, cheat, and steal 

as acts of reprisal against a lying, duplicitous society. This was all of 

a piece with the Romantic notion of the "irony" of the cosmos. 

Where Kant had described the human mind as essentially uniform, 

each person experiencing the world in terms of the same mental cat­

egories, Schiller boldly declared that each poet interprets the world 

differently, according to temperament. Scientific judgments are as 

personal as moral ones, since they are inventions, stories we fabricate 

to make sense of what is ultimately unknowable, whose trustwor­

thiness does not depend on whether they correspond to the "facts" 

of nature, but on their internal consistency and how they answer to 

human needs. Needs, whose power Kant acknowledged, became 

front and center in the drastically personalized worldview of these 

thinkers. 

Johann Fichte, an ardent German nationalist and career academ­

ic, annoyed Kant considerably by extending his ideas in a Romantic, 

anti-Newtonian direction, brashly inflating the "Copernican revolu­

tion" as if it were the equivalent in philosophy of the French Revo­

lution, which he admired excessively. Kant was bothered both by 

admirers who twisted his ideas with the best of intentions, and by 

opponents like Hamann who "misrepresented the Critique of Pure 
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Reason to a quite fantastic degree." In Fichte's philosophy, everything 

begins with the self, and truth plays little more than a cameo role. A 

person wills rather than knows, and will is first and foremost strug­

gle. It is the need to act, rather than the operations of thought, that 

produces consciousness, and consciousness constructs the world. 

The French Revolution had impressed on Fichte that history does 

not just happen; it is made. The poet Heine, in one of his acidic defla­

tions, commented: "Himself as everything! How does Mrs. Fichte 

put up with it?" 

Among the audience for Fichte's lectures in the newly founded 

University of Berlin was a former medical student named Arthur 

Schopenhauer, who had arrived in the city in 181 1 mainly to hear the 

famous man who claimed to understand Kant better than Kant 

understood himself. Schopenhauer was bitterly disappointed by the 

performances he witnessed, scribbling insults in his notes, calling 

Fichte pompous, obscure, a windbag, his writings humbug. A natu­

rally distrustful person, he was intensely suspicious of conscious­

ness, Fichte's almighty author of worlds. He decided that the will, 

which he regarded as the inner, true, and indestructible essence of 

the human person, is not conscious, and there are times when con­

sciousness does not trust the will. What makes consciousness sus­

pect, in Schopenhauer's view, is that it is conditioned by the intellect, 

and the intellect is nothing but an accidental outgrowth of the body, 

a parasite, which is not involved directly in the inner workings of the 

organism. The will is primary, older and far more robust than con­

sciousness, revealing itself in the shape of "a great attachment to life, 

care for the individual and the species, egoism and lack of consider­

ation for others." Even in the smallest insect, bereft of intelligence, 

the will in its simplicity is present, complete and entire. It is a brute 

force, uncivilized, amoral, an oblivous contending force, and unlike 

God, has no plan for the salvation of the world. 

The will is the core and essence of a person, Schopenhauer repeat­

ed over and over again. The intellect is secondary, a mere tool and 

instrument of the will. It appears in every blindly acting force of 

nature, as well as in the deliberate conduct of human beings. The dif-
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ference between the two is just the extent of the end result, not the 

inner character of the driving energy. 

And the will is a source of falsehood, because its "secret decisions," 

its desires, plans, and demeanor, are tucked away from awareness, 

even though they control behavior. The intellect is essentially a 

stranger to the decisions of the will. It provides the will with motives; 

but only after the fact does it learn how these have turned out. Sup­

pose I have devised a plan, but have reservations about its feasibility. 

I let the matter rest for the moment. Often, I do not know how firm­

ly I am already attached in secret to this plan, how much I desire to 

carry it out, in spite of my scruple. But once a piece of information 

reaches me, conducive ro putting the plan into action, "at once there 

arises within me a jubilant, irresistible gladness, diffused over my 

whole being and taking permanent possession of it, to my own 

astonishment. For only now does my intellect learn how firmly my 

will had already laid hold of the plan and how entirely it was in agree­

ment therewith, whereas the intellect had still regarded it as entirely 

problematical and hardly a match for that scruple." 

The covert operations of the Schopenhauerian will, furtive, rest­

less, and unmanageable, lead to deeply rooted deceptions and illu­

sions in the life of the individual. Consciousness often cannot even 

guess at the real motives for an action. The intellect "does not pene­

trate into the secret workshop of the will's decisions," but tends to 

interpret motive in the most flattering light to bolster our good 

opinion of ourselves. As La Rochefoucauld said: "Self-esteem is clev­

erer than the cleverest man in the world." 

For Schopenhauer, self-deception is not an unusual or accidental 

state of mind, but part of its normal functioning. In that respect, he 

has much in common with today's evolutionary psychologists, Dar­

winians who "come close to calling into question the very meaning 

of the word truth." Schopenhauer's main work was published some 

forty years before the Origin of Species, which he read only at the end 

of his life, deciding it was a lightweight "soapsud or barber" book. He 

did, however, share with Darwin the notion that there are invisible 

constraints on how we act and think, how we view the world, and 
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that these curbs are connected with the most basic forces of  brute 

survival and the perpetuation of the species. A certain amount of 

trickery, deception, and illusion will be used in the service of the 

greater goal. Many of the "things more important than the truth" are 

buried deep in the underground of the psyche. And because the con­

straints are below the level of awareness, we suppose we are freer than 

we actually are. 

The view that the mind is a biological organ waiting hand and foot 

on the will, helping it to survive, its aim not knowledge but action, 

content to cope with reality rather than discover ultimate truths 

about it, was taken up by Hans Vahinger, a German philosopher who 

was seven when the Origin burst upon the scene and eight when 

Schopenhauer died. Vahinger was renowned as a Kant scholar, a stu­

dent of evolution who believed, as many others were to do in the later 

nineteenth century, in the biological character of the mind. He was 

greatly impressed as a young student by Kant's discovery of the con­

tradictions thought encounters when it roams in the Oz land of 

metaphysics, and by his doctrine that action, the practical, must take 

precedence over mere reason. Vahinger was also drawn to Schopen­

hauer, then out of fashion and actually despised at the University of 

Tiibingen. He was vastly impressed by that philosopher's pessimism, 

irrationalism, and voluntarism. Vahinger foresaw and prophesied 

World War I, mainly because he believed that Germany's unrealistic 

idealism and optimism, both diametrically opposed to Schopen­

hauer's thinking, would lead to disaster. 

Linking Schopenhauer's conception of the will to the theory of 

evolution, Vahinger set out as a basic principle that a means, origi­

nally working toward a definite end, tends to cut up, become inde­

pendent, and emerge as an end in itself. At first, thought is only used 

by the will as a means to survive and dominate. But in the course of 

time, it evolves to an extent that is in excess of what is necessary for 

its function. It breaks loose and goes its own way. A device initially 

equipped for the practical task of survival, it outstrips that basic role 

and indulges in theoretical speculation for the sake of speculation, 

puzzling over such pointless questions as the origin and meaning of 

the universe. Other animals have quite small brains which are suffi-
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cient for their function as a vehicle of the will and its interests. In the 

human species, however, hypertrophy sets in, enlarging the brain out 

of all proportion to the rest of the body. Kant's theory, that human 

thought hankers after metaphysical truths it is entirely unsuited to 

understand, now seems to be a natural and necessary result of the 

face that thought outran its original function, which was to serve the 

basic purposes of life. Emancipated from spending all its brain 

power on staying alive, it uses the surplus to conjure with questions 

that are unanswerable, not just by human thought but by any form 

of thought whatever. 

Given these impossible aspirations of the intellect, Vahinger sug­

gested it would be better not to chase after absolute truth, but rather 

to acquire knowledge by means of ideas that we know to be false, but 

nevertheless are of great practical usefulness in accessing reality. 

These ideas he called "fictions." They are needed because many 

thoughts and ideas are not the product of reason but have biologi­

cal origins. They are consciously false assumptions, even self-contra­

dictory ones, formed in order to overcome difficulties of thought by 

an artifical digression, reaching the goal of thought by "roundabout 

ways and bypaths." Vahinger saw an intimate connection between 

these serviceable untruths and "what Darwinism calls useful illu­

sions formed by natural selection." He called his theory of conscious 

fictions "the philosophy of As-if." The world of such figments is just 

as important as the world of the so-called real or actual, he stressed, 

and far more consequential when it comes to ethics and aesthetics. 

One of the most important ethical fictions is the notion of free­

dom, of human actions which are regarded as free, and therefore as 

"responsible," in contrast to the "necessary" course of physical 

nature. That whole notion, Vahinger said, is contradictory, since an 

absolutely free act, caused by nothing, is just as worthless ethically as 

a completely necessary one. Nonetheless, we still make use of the 

concept of free will in ordinary life when we judge a moral action, 

and it is the basis of criminal law. Without that assumption, it would 

make no sense to punish any wrongdoer. At the same time, it is a log­

ical monstrosity, a kind of controlled lie, not even a hypothesis. 

There is nothing in the "real" world corresponding to liberty. It is like 
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an imaginary number in  mathematics. The square root of minus one 

is a mathematical fiction, an unjustified extension of a logical oper­

ation having no existence in reality, and so meaningless from that 

point of view. But mathematics needs the idea and proceeds as if it 

did mean something. 

An example of a modern As-if is the concept of "rational man" in 

economics, an imaginary character who always chooses in such a way 

that the expected benefits of his choice will exceed the expected costs. 

Rational Man is a cornerstone of economic theorizing. He is a sort 

of robot, acting in a perfectly consistent fashion, knowing the things 

he prefers, aware of all the alternatives open to him, selecting the 

ones that give him most satisfaction, unlike any creature that ever 

drew breath in the real world. He represents a highly restricted and 

even warped conception of human life. Yet economists find the idea 

useful for the very reason that it rules out other, less rational kinds 

of behavior, and thus simplifies and directs their thinking. 

Thomas Mann at once deplored and commended the anti­

intellectualism of his day, the glorification of instinct, even the bad 

instincts, because, though false and one-sided, it was a means of 

looking from a new angle at perennial questions of human nature. 

"We have seen instead of pessimistic conviction deliberate malice," 

Mann wrote. "Intellectual recognition of bitter truth turns into 

hatred and contempt for mind itself. Man has greedily flung himself 

on the side of'life,' that is, on the side of the stronger, for there is no 

disputing the fact that life has nothing to fear from mind, that not 

life but knowledge, or rather, mind, is the weaker part and one more 

needing protection on this earth. Yet the anti-humanity of our day is 

a humane experiment too in its way. It is a one-sided answer to the 

eternal question as to the nature and destiny of man." 
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Truth is contrary to our nature, not so error, and this for a very simple reason: 
truth demands that we should recognize ourselves as limited, error flatters us 
that, in one way or another, we are unlimited. -Goethe 

Anything that raises the human spirit is basically good, even ifit's false . 
-Joe Queenan, critiquing The Oprah Winfrey Show 

S T R U T H  B A D  F O R  O N E ' S  H E A L T H ? S H O U L D  

it carry a warning from the U.S. Surgeon-General, and 

might it be less harmful if we did not inhale? The notion 

that the will is stronger than the intellect, especially 

after Darwin's writings captivated the Victorian imagination, 

merged, in the hands of an iconoclastic invalid named Friedrich 

Nietzsche, into the theory that lying is more natural than truth. The 

will is more deepseated and sturdy, because based on the instincts, 

those ancient forces of survival, whereas consciousness is a recent 

arrival, a newcomer weak as a kitten, and therefore delicate and eas­

ily indisposed. Nietzsche held up to ridicule the idea of a moral realm 

out of reach of the inclinations that are a core element of our bio­

logical heritage: 

A new take on morality and its vicissitudes was Nietzsche's patent­

ed philosophical product. Politeness is not equal to goodness in his 

ethical universe, for sure. One may get the impression that Nietzsche 

is a bit of a bully, especially with women, hurtful and rude, an enemy 

of all the amiable virtues. His defenders say, however, that this is a 

misreading of the man. In spite of passages in which "ruthlessness, 

cruelty, and suffering are commended and kindness and charity are 

157 
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condemned," writes Arthur Danto, "there is  overwhelming evidence 

that he was a gentle person, of sweet disposition and capable of great 

considerateness and courtesy-a softspoken man with a disarming 

sense of humor." He was cranky, we are told, only in matters of diet. 

But if Nietzsche spoke softly, he carried a hefty philosophical stick, 

or as he preferred to call it, a hammer. In one of his most hard-edged, 

blitzkrieg attacks on conventional morals, Nietzsche writes with 

scorn of the process by which meekness, modesty, humility, self-sac­

rifice, diffidence, have become virtues, highly prized values. Howev­

er did such an unnatural state of affairs come about? Surely it is 

natural for people to cultivate "masterly" traits, like health, good 

looks, strength, wit, enthusiasm, stamina, and so forth. Nietzsche 

constructed a parable to explain what happened: During the history 

of mankind, the physically weak, the frail and underdeveloped, the 

talentless and ungifted, individuals of low spirits and poor health, 

retaliated against the strong by elevating these very deficits into 

virtues. Pride, once regarded as "good," became "bad." A weak sexu­

al drive was sublimated into saintly asceticism. 

Compassion, that "great mystery of ethics," which must at times 

speak falsehoods in order to do its work, is one of the inferior traits 

transformed by sophistry and hatred of the strong into a virtue. By 

contrast, cunning is a mark of the robust and healthy person; it was 

dragged down and branded a defect by the weak and disadvantaged, 

those who lacked the wit to be crafty and underhand but turned the 

tables on those who were. These are two kinds oflies which reversed 

their status in Nietzsche's allegorical history of morals. 

It is hard to imagine a personality more unlike Kant, the sociable 

but rather prissy Konigsberg professor, than Nietzsche, an intem­

perate smasher of idols, God's funeral director, itinerant invalid and 

one of the loneliest men on the planet, but he did inherit one of 

Kant's dilemmas: how to reconcile the "truth" (Nietzsche often put 

the word in scare quotes) of science with those beliefs that cannot be 

proved by mathematics or logic, yet support our deepest values and 

keep at bay a suspicion that the world is meaningless. Kant's answer 

had been to revive Aristotle's theory of the practical reason as dis­

tinct from the theoretical kind. Aristotle had placed the practical 
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mind in that part of the soul that initiates movement. "Thought by 

itself moves nothing," he said in the sixth book of the Nicomachean 

Ethics, "but only thought directed to an end and concerned with 

action." 

In Kant, theoretical reason may aim at truth, may tell truth apart 

from falsehood. Practical reason, on the other hand, is concerned 

with propriety, with duty and right conduct. These are two different 

kinds of reality, two separate worlds. The mistake thinkers of the 

Middle Ages made was to muddle the two together, trying to 

appraise facts through the lens of value, which meant they could 

never create the sort of science that emerged belatedly in the seven­

teenth century. Kant warned that the reverse procedure is just as 

wrongheaded, to assess values as if they were facts which are either 

true or false. 

Kant had put a tremendous strain on the concept of truth by split­

ting the world of experience in two. But he did not question the value 

of truth. Nietzsche broke new ground by doing exactly that, and we 

are feeling the aftershocks of his particular Copernican revolution to 

this day. He asks point-blank: Is truth really worth more than false­

hood? And if so, why? "That celebrated veracity of which all philoso­

phers have hitherto spoken with reverence; what questions this will 

to truth has already set before us, what strange, wicked, questionable 

questions !" he exclaims at the outset of Beyond Good and Evil. "What 

really is it in us that wants 'the truth'? We did indeed pause for a long 

time before the question of the origin of this will, until we finally 

came to a complete halt before an even more fundamental question. 

We asked after the value of this will. Granted we want truth: why not 

rather untruth? And uncertainty? Even ignorance?" 

The value of truth, Nietzsche decided, must be measured by the 

extent to which it promotes the flourishing of life, which is a "mas­

terly" role for it to play. His thesis was a variant of the teaching of the 

Greek Sophist Protagoras, but in this case it is life, rather than man, 

that is the measure of all things. Health, mental and physical, is 

always Nietzsche's criterion, perhaps in part because his own health 

was so persistently rotten. During the Franco-Prussian War, as a 

medical orderly, he had contracted dysentery and malaria from con-
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tact with six wounded men he  tended, unrelieved, for three days and 

nights in a railroad boxcar. The legacy of that experience was ten 

years of wracking migraine headaches, sleepless nights, and painful 

vomiting. 

As a source of well-being, truth may be less effective than certain 

types of falsehoods, including the falsehoods of art. Truth does not 

come naturally to human beings, because nature operates in terms of 

survival and strength, not authenticity and openness. That is an 

important part of Nietzsche's message. We lack an "organ" for truth, 

but perhaps we inherit one for falsehood. Our frailty as a species, 

quite apart from the large number of inferior individuals compris­

ing it, often makes the counterfeit more serviceable than the gen­

uine. The bulk of people are constitutionally unfit to live with truth. 

They can take it only in small doses, sweetened with plenty of illu­

sion. They are not rugged enough, mentally or morally, to imbibe it 

straight. "Those who can breathe the air of my writings know that it 

is an air of the heights, a strong air," Nietzsche wrote in Ecce Homo, the 

year 1888, his last productive year before madness closed in. "One 

must be made for it." Going all-out after truth involves the sort of 

discomfort endured by heretics and martyrs. "Only great pain, the 

long, slow pain that takes its time-on which we are burned, as it 

were, with green wood-compels us philosophers to descend into our 

ultimate depths and to put aside all trust, everything good-natured, 

everything that would impose a veil, that is mild, that is medium­

things in which formerly we have found our humanity. I doubt that 

such pain makes us 'better' but I know it makes us more profound." 

To "put aside all trust." That was Nietzsche's watchword. "The 

philosopher," he wrote in Beyond Good and Evil, "as the creature which 

has hitherto always been the most fooled on earth, has by now a right 

to 'bad character' -he has today the duty to be distrustful, to squint 

wickedly up out of every abyss of suspicion." 

A cultural vogue for such mistrust was in full swing in Europe at 

about the time when Nietzsche was writing his mature works, his 

brain still seemingly unclouded by the approaching breakdown. 

There was a movement in opposition to naturalism, surfacing in the 
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literature, painting, and music of the period, including the work of 

the English Pre-Raphaelites and the French Symbolists, reflecting 

the fact that the Industrial Revolution, with its smoke and clutter, 

had drastically altered our once close rapport with nature, that rap­

port which had been a dominant inspiration of Romantic poetry. 

Life was much more artificial than it had been earlier in the century. 

The natural world was seen through the filter of aestheticism, and as 

being in decline rather than evolving toward new and interesting 

forms of life, as certain adherents of Darwin believed was the 

inevitable course of things. There was a widespread interest in the 

irrational and in the exploration of the mysterious subterranean 

depths of the mind. Modern psychoanalysis developed alongside 

this "unmasking" trend, the suspicion that what a person says he (or 

she) thinks may be vastly different from what he "really" thinks in 

the hidden recesses of his psyche. Dostoevsky and Ibsen pursued this 

unmasking theme in fiction and the theater. 

Suspicion was a woven strand of Nietzsche's personality, a trait he 

shared with Schopenhauer. The cult of artificiality meant that every­

thing could be a lie, including God and what passed for nature in a 

decadent age. Nothing should be taken at face value. That was part 

of Nietzsche's early training. The son of a Lutheran pastor, he 

showed brilliant promise as a student of classical philology and was 

named to a chair at the University of Bas Ie at the age of only twenty­

five. Years of close scrutiny of ancient manuscripts, whose authen­

ticity was open to question, reinforced a habitual tendency to look 

askance at anything that was put in front of him. "All our so-called 

consciousness is a more or less phantastic commentary on a text 

which is unknown, perhaps unknowable," he once wrote. Among the 

early influences on the young Nietzsche were the French moralists, 

with their acutely sensitized antennae for picking up tokens of self­

deception. "My writings have been called a school of suspicion," 

Nietzsche wrote in the Preface to Human, All Too Human. "Indeed, I 

myself do not think that any one has ever looked at the world with 

such a profound suspicion; and not only as occasional Devil's Advo­

cate, but equally also, so to speak theologically, as enemy and 
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impeacher of God." Such a temperament made him liable to "chills 

and anxieties of loneliness," brought on simply by being a person 

with an uncompromising difference of outlook. 

Nietzsche was suspicious even of nature. He made fun of the eigh­

teenth-century and Stoic doctrine of "Follow nature" as laughably 

counterfeit. Nature is a deceiver. She needs to be, in a world where 

total truth would be as dangerous to a fragile species like Homo sapi­

ens as trying to stare down a tiger. Even plants are "masters of cun­

ning," a remark that makes us wish Nietzsche could have had access 

to the wealth of research by natural scientists into the widespread 

deviousness of living things. In an essay On the Pathos of Truth, pre­

sented to Cosima Wagner as a Christmas gift in 1872, thirteen years 

after the publication of the Origin of Species, Nietzsche pointed out 

that nature conceals most things from us, even something as close 

and intimate as our own bodies, of which we have only an illusory 

awareness. We are locked inside this consciousness, and nature 

threw away the key. "Oh, the fatal curiosity of the philosopher, who 

longs, just once, to peer out and down through a crack in the cham­

ber of consciousness." And people talk about nature as if she were a 

source of wisdom, a muse, a guide to truth. What a joke! Nature is 

sublimely indifferent to us. She doesn't care whether we live or die. 

How could a person act or think in accordance with such a vast 

unconcern! If we were honest with ourselves, we would admit that 

we want to be different from nature. Geniuses of self-deception, we 

read into nature our own human values and ideals. In notebook 

entries to The Philosopher, written in 1872, Nietzsche wrote: "The man 

who does not believe in the truthfulness of nature, but instead sees 

metamorphoses, disguises and masquerades everywhere-the man 

who catches a glimpse of gods in stones and nymphs in trees: now 

when such a man sets up truthfulness as a law for himself, he also 

believes in the truthfulness of nature toward him." 

Nietzsche had a prickly attitude toward Darwin. He did not agree 

with the Origin's emphasis on self-preservation, which he thought 

misread the character of nature. Self-preservation is a symptom of 

distress, a curb on the core principle of life, which is just the oppo­

site: expansion, enlargement, mental hardihood, creative verve. Liv-
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ing things hazard their own survival to make the most of their poten­

tial. The doctrine of the "struggle for existence," a hallmark of Dar­

winism, he ascribed to a quirk of the English class system: most 

natural scientists in that damp little island came from blue-collar 

backgrounds, descendants of poor, obscure folk living in cramped 

conditions, scraping by, learning the art of survival perforce at first 

hand. "The whole of English Darwinism breathes something like the 

musty air of English overpopulation, like the smell of the distress 

and overcrowding of small people," was Nietzsche's scathingly aris­

tocratic assessment. The mistake these timid, hard-pressed people 

made was to accept the outmoded fallacy that nature "does nothing 

in vain," whereas in fact what we see in nature is not niggardliness, 

but superfluity, overproduction, and squandering, even to an absurd 

degree. The struggle for existence is only a temporary aberration. 

All the same, Nietzsche took seriously Darwin's argument that the 

human species emerged from humble origins. He recognized that 

falsehood may have been the primary mode oflife, not just for brute 

subsistence but for exactly that flourishing and augmentation which 

was at the kernel of existence; the "will to power," as he called it. 

Truth could have been a later evolutionary development, parasitical 

on falsehood, a synthetic overlay or by-product. The laws of "truth" 

would have been invented as a social convenience, and then only in 

the form of an agreement to abide by certain beliefs, a sort of con­

ventional Krazy Glue whose function is to keep the community 

together. They could be just a useful illusion. 

Nietzsche also shared Darwin's doubt that human consciousness, 

given its emergence by random accidents from primitive life forms, 

is equipped to deal with deep metaphysical questions, among them 

the eternal one: "What is truth?" Descartes had rested his case for the 

reliability of human knowledge on the guarantee that God would 

not deceive him. Falsehood was a Satanic ruse, and Satan was a loser. 

Nietzsche had no such fallback position. The "simple" truth, in his 

book, is somehow diabolic. The argument that truth has a divine 

warranty reveals an attitude that is actually hostile to life, since all of 

life is based on semblance, art, deception, points of view. Take away 

perspectives, take away error, and you are left with nothing. If "one 
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wanted to  abolish the 'apparent world' altogether, well, assuming 

you could do that at any rate nothing would remain of your 'truth' 

either." In the Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche puts a question mark 

over the whole tradition that God is truth: "what if this belief is 

becoming more and more unbelievable, what if nothing turns out to 

be divine any longer unless it be error, blindness, lies-if God himself 

turns out to be our longest lie?" We are on the brink of the arrival of a 

new doctrine, the gospel of the holiness of falsehood. 

Nietzsche himself was apt to assume disguises and false fronts. It 

was one of his ways of coping with a recalcitrant world. He may or 

may not have contracted syphilis in his student days, which may or 

may not have been responsible for his abrupt decline into insanity. 

Even unhinged, Nietzsche left some in doubt as to whether the 

breakdown was entirely genuine, or merely a protective camouflage. 

One morning in early 1 889, he walked out of his lodgings in Turin 

and saw a cabbie thrashing his horse in the Piazza Carlo Alberto. 

Weeping, he threw his arms around the horse's neck, then fell uncon­

scious to the ground. Corning to, he began to clown, singing and 

shouting, banging away at the piano. He wrote letters to the king of 

Italy, to the Vatican. Other letters he signed "The Crucified" and 

"Dionysus." He called himself the successor to the God that was 

dead. His antics grew steadily more bizarre, but at the beginning of 

1890, Peter Gast, a musician friend oflong standing, on the basis of 

extended walks with Nietzsche every day, had the impression that his 

friend was merely feigning madness, as if that were the preferred last 

act of an extraordinary life. Another friend, Franz Overbeck, a pro­

fessor of theology, carne to see the self-proclaimed new God and did 

not take the deranged vaudeville act at face value. He knew the man 

too well. "I cannot escape the ghastly suspicion," said Overbeck, 

"that his madness is simulated. This impression can be explained 

only by the experiences I have had of Nietzsche's self-concealments, 

of his spiritual masks." 

Nietzsche in his prime regarded consciousness, which early mod­

ern philosophy banked on as bedrock, as just another product of 

evolution, with its roots in the subhuman. It proceeded under the 

mistaken idea that it could forge the key to unlock the secrets of the 
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universe. Consciousness, too, suffered from delusions of grandeur. 

Probably, it had emerged out of the need to communicate, which 

meant it was merely utilitarian, inviting his contempt. As an instru­

ment of social cohesion it catered to the mentality of the crowd, "the 

herd," in his disdainful term. As a recent innovation, consciousness 

was also the most fragile and incomplete of faculties. It gave rise to 

innumerable errors, some of them life-threatening. It is only thanks 

to the superior force of the instincts, far more ancient than the arriv­

iste consciousness, that humanity is still around today. We exagger­

ate wildly its capacity for truthful knowledge, and this "ridiculous 

overestimation and misunderstanding" prevents consciousness 

from developing at a rapid rate: assuming that we already possess 

consciousness, we do not exert ourselves greatly in order to cultivate 

it. What little we do have has made us frail by comparison with other 

species; delicate, irritable, suffering, and in need of the consolation 

of chimeras and fantasies. 

This downgrading of truth, and the boosting of life-enhancing 

illusions, was contemporary with a similar upending of traditional 

priorities; the neo-Romantic, end-of-the-century notion that the 

artificial is more replete with meaning, more "real," than the natur­

al. In 1878, Henry James explored this idea in his novel The Europeans, 

which deals with a New England family, the Wentworths, who live a 

life of "unpretentious" simplicity in a Puritanical milieu, where 

nature has not been excessively improved upon by art. The Went­

worths are deeply suspicious of a visiting European couple, Felix 

Young and his sister Eugenia, seeing them as poseurs and role play­

ers, too witty by half and strangers to sincerity. It turns out, howev­

er, that it is the Wentworths who are pretentious, and the European 

Youngs, with their cultivated gaiety and fashionable clothes, are the 

ones who accomplish the difficult feat of being themselves. Gertrude 

Wentworth blurts out that she seeks the company of Felix because 

she is "trying for once to be natural." She has only been pretending 

to be natural all these years. Tony Tanner, in a critique of the novel, 

comments: "The Puritans' self-conceit was that their way oflife rep­

resented something nakedly simple and natural, whereas the amoral 

Europeans were given over to concealment and pretence. But here is 
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a spirited child revealing that i t  i s  those honest, simple Puritans who 

have imposed a life of concealment and pretence on her, while it is 

with the adorned and eloquent Europeans that she feels most 'nat­

ural.' The paradox is a deep one. Perhaps it is precisely with the aid 

of art that we may most readily discover, and be, our natural selves." 

Oscar Wilde, with whom Nietzsche has often been compared, pro­

moted a drawing-room-comedy version of this thesis, throwing vio­

lently into reverse the cliche that art should mirror nature. The 

"truth" of nature unadorned, stripped naked, is not sufficiently 

interesting to make us care about it. In Wilde's dialogue "The Decay 

of Lying," a character named Vivian talks about nature's "extraordi­

nary monotony." Vivian, who hates to be interrupted when he holds 

the conversational stage, enlarges on the theme that nature imitates 

art. Sunsets, he asserts, "are quite old-fashioned." They belong to the 

time when Turner was the last note in painting. To admire sunsets is 

a distinct sign of provincialism of temperament. "Yesterday evening 

Mrs Arundel insisted on my going to the window and looking at the 

glorious sky, as she called it. Of course, I had to look at it. She is one 

of those absurdly pretty Philistines, to whom one can deny nothing. 

And what was it? It was simply a very second-rate Turner, a Turner 

of a bad period, with all the painter's worst faults, exaggerated and 

overemphasized." Later, he complains: "I wish the English Channel, 

especially at Hastings, did not look quite so often like a Henry 

Moore." 

Another heretical reversal, an overturning of what seemed most 

settled and impregnable in Western philosophy, was the assertion 

that surface may have priority over depth. Art periodically rebels 

against such distinctions. Frederic Jameson has noted trends infin­

de-siecle twentieth-century architecture which emphasize the "epi_ 

dermis," or outer membrane of structures, shunning dimensions of 

depth. He speaks of "a new kind of flatness or depthlessness, a new 

kind of superficiality in the most literal sense-perhaps the supreme 

feature of all postmodernisms." Alan Wilde (no relation to Oscar) 

finds in the late work ofE. M. Forster a celebration of a world with­

out "causality, sequence or depth," and the feverish acceptance of 

surface. Late modernism did not know quite which to value more, 
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depth or surface, and postmodernism discovered "horizontal 

depth," a surface without superficiality. Early in the twentieth cen­

tury there was in the novel an almost obsessive concern with pro­

fundity, which gave way in the 1930s to a "noticeable, if somewhat 

ambiguous shift to surface that amounted to something like a new 

sensibility." It was a major reversal. 

Ezra Pound, the Imagists, Wyndham Lewis, George Orwell, Evelyn 

Waugh, were all exponents of surface. This was a reaction against 

modernism. "The early modernist tendency to connect truth with 

depth, and at times to sacrifice the phenomenal for the reality that is 

presumed to underlie it, gives way to a counterassertion that truth 

inheres in the visible," in the view of Alan Wilde. "Thus the repeated 

announcements that things are what they seem-provided, of course, 

that the seeing eye is clear, unclouded by the mists of convention and 

tradition, free from the deliberate evasions and sentimentalities of 

the past and from the still more insidious deceptions of the self. The 

trick, then, is to see not more deeply, but differently." It is as if the 

cogjto of Descartes is now optical rather than intellectual, but still the 

sworn enemy of custom and tradition. 

For much of his career Nietzsche did not deny the possibility of a 

hidden truth beneath the epidermis, but he regarded such a truth as 

possibly dangerous, unnatural, unhealthy (health obsessed him), 

and antithetical to our deeply implanted needs and desires. At this 

late stage of civilization, when we are sophisticated enough to ques­

tion how much truth is really worth, might it not be better to keep 

some things decently concealed? Could it be a sign of immaturity, of 

being behind the times, to hanker after ultimate reality? In his 1886 

Preface to The Gay Science, Nietzsche wrote: "This bad taste, this will 

to truth, to 'truth at any price,' this youthful madness in the love of 

truth, have lost their charm for us: for that we are too experienced, 

too serious, too merry, too burned, too profound. We no longer 

believe that truth remains truth when the veils are withdrawn. We 

have lived too much to believe this. Today we consider it a matter of 

decency not to wish to see everything naked, or to be present at every­

thing, or to understand and 'know' everything." A little girl, told that 

God the all-knowing is present everywhere at all times, gave the 
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answer of  a perfect aesthete, so old-fashioned now to us with our hid­

den cameras, our reality television shows, our paparazzi: "1 think 

that is indecent." 

Nietzsche would surely have agreed with Oscar Wilde that "Lying, 

the telling of beautiful untrue things, is the proper aim of art," 

though his attitude to art was much more complex, more contra­

dictory and wayward, than Wilde's. The morning-after hangover 

from his infatuation with Richard Wagner had left a toxic residue. 

He did say that art is only possible as a lie. But these lies are of a spe­

cial kind: they are not really intended to deceive us. Art treats illusion 

as illusion, so that in a sense it is sincere. Yet its truth is a surface 

truth. "Oh those Greeks! They knew how to live. What is required for 

that is to stop courageously at the surface, the fold, the skin, to adore 

appearance, to believe in forms, tones, words, in the whole Olympus 

of appearance. Those Greeks were superficial-out of profundity." 

The "great sweep oflife," Nietzsche insists, has always been on the 

side of the most unscrupulous, wily, and resourceful deceivers. He 

uses the word polytropoi, applied to Odysseus in the first line of the 

Odyssey. Life itself, in Nietzsche's view, seems to aim at semblance, 

mirage, simulation, self-delusion. Odysseus is the prototype of Dar­

winian man. His strength comes, not from truth, but from the skill­

ful deployment of error. 

Nietzsche, it has been said, perhaps unfairly, was a moralist whose 

criteria of better and worse were inseparable from feeling better or 

worse. They fluctuated with the condition of his body. Truth may 

have seemed too harsh for his precarious state of health, like a purga­

tive medicine or a bloodletting. Prozac might have been more bene­

ficial. He thought it aristocratic to be solitary, to "live almost always 

in disguise, to travel incognito," but might it be that solitude, like the 

masks he wore, protected him from the exertion of social inter­

course? He liked the anonymity possible in a crowded resort like 

Nice, where he told his friend Peter Gast they should both settle: "As 

hardworking and solitary animals, we will keep tactfully out of each 

other's way, except for an occasional celebration of togetherness." 

Holed up in a pleasant room with a view of eucalyptus trees and the 

Mediterranean at the Pension de Geneve in the year 1885, he worked 
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on his pivotal book, Beyond Good and Evil, where he definitely rejects 

the idea that truth is of the highest worth. Being a religious tenet, it 

is anti-life. Q.E.D. Self-preservation dictates that we be superficial, 

that we accept falsehood, and this, as a biographer has pointed out, 

comes from a man in whom the instinct of self-preservation had 

become remarkably feeble. 

In 1888, Nietzsche wrote the last book he saw printed, Twilight of 

the Idols. He was at the end of his tether. He wrote to Overbeck of 

"grim hours, entire days and nights when I no longer knew how to 

go on living, and when a black despair, unlike any I have known, took 

hold of me." He complained of a draining away of his stamina, keep­

ing himself on his feet only by means of great art and caution. There 

were symptoms of a profound nervous exhaustion "in which the 

whole machine is worth nothing." His breakdown was only months 

away. Twilight demolished completely the notion of a "true" world 

behind appearances. It aimed to smash "with a hammer" the notion 

that one can dehistoricize, "make a mummy" of anything, remove 

the world of Being from the world of becoming. Being is an empty 

fiction. The "apparent" world is the only one. The "real" world of hid­

den truth "has only been lyingly added." All talk about an alterna­

tive, truer world, Nietzsche decides, is a waste of time. It slanders and 

disparages our actual existence. It is a form of revenge against a life 

which does not meet our needs, a mark of decadence, a symptom of 

decline. Abolish that alternative universe, and the world of everyday, 

of common sense, can be redeemed. It can be taken seriously. But it 

still does not cater to us, which is why we tell so many lies about it. 

"We have become cold, hard and tough in the realization that the 

way of this world is anything but divine," he had written in The Gay 

Science, finished two years earlier. "Even by human standards it is not 

rational, merciful or just. We know it well, the world in which we live 

is ungodly, immoral, 'inhuman'; we have interpreted it far too long 

in a false and mendacious way, in accordance with the wishes of our 

reverence, which is to say according to our needs." 

Nietzsche knew that we hanker after truth and yet long to satisfy 

the whole of our being, and we cannot have both. That is part of his 

gripe with the majority of philosophers. What they present as the 
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answers to the great metaphysical questions are actually disguised 

versions of their deep inclinations, perhaps even of something as 

crassly Darwinian as the need to protect a certain kind of life. The 

artist in Nietzsche recommended keeping a safe distance from 

things because "in themselves" they are seldom or never beautiful, 

attractive, or desirable. We should be "poets oflife" first of all in the 

smallest, most everyday matters. He called art "the goodwill to 

appearance," the cult of the untrue, softening the bad news that 

delusion and error are the conditions of human knowledge. 

In fact, Nietzsche's strongest legacy to the twenty-first century is 

his decision, sometimes tacit, to treat the world, not as an object of 

the kind that science investigates, but more like a work of art or lit­

erature, where there are no "facts," only interpretations, the more the 

merrier. It was an elaboration of his 1873 thesis that "Truth cannot 

be recognized." As in philology, commentary can obliterate the text 

altogether. Just as there is no single Truth, there is no pure self, no 

observer who is wholly neutral, who comes with no cultural baggage, 

unaffected by circumstances of place and time and upbringing, 

innocent of all proclivities, leanings, desires, memories. God might 

be so unencumbered, but we are not. 

The problem of placing confidence in life is a tremendous one. To 

solve it, Nietzsche said, man must be a liar by nature. He must be 

above all an artist. "The pleasure of lying is an artistic pleasure; oth­

erwise, only truth would possess any pleasure in itself. Artistic plea­

sure is the greatest kind of pleasure, because it speaks the truth quite 

generally in the form of lies." Existence with all its horrors is 

endurable only as an aesthetic fact. Art is a counterpoise to honesty, 

whereas honesty by itself would lead to disgust and suicide. It is the 

goodwill to illusion, the only sure antidote to that itch to chase after 

absolute truth, with all the "metaphysical nausea" that goes with it. 

In The Birth of Tragedy, written some sixteen years earlier, while he was 

still infatuated with Wagner, Nietzsche had theorized that the 

Greeks of antiquity invented the gods of Olympus in order to make 

life bearable. "The Greek knew and felt the terror and horror of exis­

tence," he wrote. "That he might endure this terror at all, he had to 

interpose between himself and life the radiant dream-birth of the 
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Olympians." The gods formed a "middle world" of artifice, of fiction, 

which acted as a sort of theatrical and poetic demilitarized zone, mit­

igating the terror. It was in order to be able to live that the Greeks 

had to create these gods from a most profound need. The gods jus­

tify the life of mankind simply by living it themselves: "Existence 

under the bright sunshine of such gods is regarded as desirable in 

itself." 

Montaigne-a favorite author Nietzsche read to cheer himself up 

when the discomforts of rented rooms pressed hard upon his spir­

its-had hated falsehood because of the sheer quantity of untruths 

that are available on any given matter. By contrast, Nietzsche saw 

this very kind of anarchy and confusion, the Dionysian element of 

life, as the raw material of new creations. "One must have chaos in 

one," says Nietzsche's hero Zarathustra, "to give birth to a dancing 

star." Safety might suit a logician, but it starves an artist, who must 

venture out onto the open seas of dangerous but fertile new possi­

bilities. Nietzsche himself was extraordinarily restless in his anchor­

less wanderings, always seeking new surroundings. Here is his 

itinerary for a single year, 1887. He changed his lodgings in Nice 

from the Pension de Geneve to a room in the rue des Ponchettes, the 

twenty-first room he had occupied during seven winters in Genoa 

and Nice. In April of that year he left Nice for Cannobio, on Lake 

Maggiore, staying only three weeks. The bright sun bothered his eyes 

and he lacked a stimulus. Should he take a cold-water cure in 

Switzerland, or return to Venice? He finally chose Zurich. After ten 

days he was off to Chur and walked in the woods to soothe his eyes, 

but soon tired of that. He quit Chur early in June, spent four days in 

Lenzerheide, intending to stay there for the summer. But another 

four days later he was in Sils-Maria, headachey and throwing up. In 

September he moved to Venice, intending to stay for two months, 

but four weeks later he shuttled back to Nice, pleased to note that 

the food in hotels had improved, settling in there until the following 

April. 

The theme of not playing it safe, of not staying put, caught on at 

the turn of the century. The word "adventure," with its connotation 

of risk and the unknown, became one of the key terms of the post-
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Victorian age. Suspicion, distrust, and falsehood all had the virtue 

that they open up possibilities, whereas truth closes in, seals in, 

slams doors shut. Nietzsche, having proclaimed that truth is a late 

and rather fragile invention growing out of a more basic and robust 

accumulation of beneficent falsehoods, comes close to saying that 

the world, or at least all of it that could possibly be of interest to us, 

is a human creation that supersedes nature. That is a variation of the 

Romantic doctrine that art and literature do not represent reality, as 

common sense would suggest, but instead make it a more important 

kind of reality. 

The concept of adaptation, of simply adjusting to one's niche, is 

anathema to this way of thinking. It was one of Nietzsche's chief 

grumbles about Darwin's theory of evolution. An artist, a poet, does 

not adapt, but invents his or her own world and justifies it through 

the work itself. "Nietzsche stands as the founder of what became the 

aesthetic metacritique of 'truth,' wherein 'the work of art,' or 'the 

text,' or 'language,' is seen as establishing the grounds for truth's 

possibility," says the Nietzsche scholar Alan Megill. It is not a ques­

tion of whether what is written or painted "corresponds" to actuali­

ty, since the connection is an aesthetic, not a logical one. "The truth, 

such as it is, refers only to how we comprehend the world as a work 

of art." 
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You must not be frightened by words, Ernest. What people call insincerity is sim­
ply a method by which we can multiply our personalities. -Oscar Wilde 

It was so sincere, that nineteenth century, it pronounced the lie, the lies of life, to 
be indispensable. -Thomas Mann 
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ations in the fabric of society, truth may not be grand or 

inspiring enough to mobilize the necessary energy and 

enthusiasm to overthrow an entrenched regime. Some­

thing fabulous may be called for, narratives in the heroic vein that 

tell of deeds impossible but glorious, drawing minds away from a fix­

ation on the merely possible. A myth of this kind makes contact with 

those parts of the psyche that are apt to ignore the difficulties that 

loom if seen with a strictly rational eye. The "lies" of myth acquire a 

political power through their contact with the will rather than with 

the intellect, rich in meaning if poor in the literal truth. 

That theory of the galvanizing untruth was espoused by one of 

Nietzsche's devoted admirers, Georges Sorel. Sorel was a man struck, 

like his hero, by the spiritual sickness of society and in particular the 

moral decadence of France. Georges Sorel led as quiet and 

respectable a life as Nietzsche's was turbulent and untidy. He has 

been called variously a prophet, a modern-day Machiavelli, a "mere" 

romantic journalist, an amateur, a genius, and, with Marx, the only 

original thinker of which socialism can boast. Lenin referred to him 
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cuttingly as a notorious muddlehead. Isaiah Berlin said Sorel is one 

of the fathers of the culture of protest in America in the 1960s, with 

his belief in absolute moral ends and the power of the collective will. 

Born in Cherbourg in 1847, three years after the birth of Niet­

zsche, to middle-class Catholic parents, Sorel, like the twentieth­

century philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein, was trained as an engi­

neer. He spent much of his life as a government official in the depart­

ment of bridges and roads. A narrative of these years provides not 

much in the way of enthralling reading. Sorel was posted to Corsica. 

He fell ill at a hotel in Lyon in 1875, where he met a chambermaid, 

Marie-Euphrasie David, nearly illiterate, who nursed him back to 

health and became his lifetime partner, though they did not marry 

and it is said that even close friends could only guess at their rela­

tionship. It provided a measure of social isolation which enabled 

him, like Nietzsche, to concentrate on his work. When Marie­

Euphrasie died, Sorel wrote all his letters on black-bordered sta­

tionery for the rest of his life and shared his house with the family of 

her nephew, a masseur and bicycle racer. Once he resigned from the 

civil service, he was as stay-put as Nietzsche was restless. Ensconced 

in a modest house in a suburb of Paris, his outward behavior was 

curiously akin to that of the respectable middle class he despised. He 

cultivated his garden (wearing a disgraceful old straw hat and carpet 

slippers) and asserted that every person ought to have only one 

house as they have only one mother. Yet it was here, in retirement, 

that he discovered the work of Karl Marx. 

Sorel shared with Nietzsche a distrust of the "vices" of rational­

ism. He, too, was a Master of Suspicion. Woe betide a civilization if 

the intellect comes to be prized above the manly virtues of valor, the 

doing of great deeds, virility, glory in battle. The Greeks went down 

the slippery slope of decline once philosophers in armchairs came 

into their own. Sorel, in an early work, portrays Socrates as the 

enemy of the heroic ideal exemplified in the Iliad, of bravery and dis­

cipline, and disputes the view that the death sentence, the hemlock 

verdict on him, was a crime. Socrates represented decadence, under­

mining the moral order of the Homeric world, preaching a sophisti­

cated indifference, epitomizing the "little and illusory divinity of 
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Reason." And, like the author of Beyond Good and Evil, Sorel insists 

that human beings are not Darwinian organisms merely adapting to 

circumstances, just surviving, no matter with what devious cunning 

and guile, with what Machiavellian ingenuity. They make their own 

circumstances. 

Sorel was obsessed with the future of European society and the 

unrest he saw brewing and building. The twentieth century was not 

six years old when he predicted that a foreign war could put new 

energy into a lethargic bourgeoisie, and six years after that he pre­

dicted a bright future for the young Mussolini. He was that danger­

ous character when let loose in the world of politics, an immoderate 

moralist with a vituperative pen, a gift for invective, and a tendency 

to ignore social realities. Such a person tends to decide that democ­

racy is stupid and mediocre, that it lacks grandeur. "One cannot 

understand Sorel," wrote Isaiah Berlin, "unless one realizes that 

what caused the ferment in his mind was a passionate conviction 

which he shares with some of the early romantic writers, that the 

pursuit of peace or happiness or profit, and concern with power or 

possessions or social status or a quiet life, is a contemptible betrayal 

of what any man, if he takes thought, knows to be the true end of 

human life: the attempt to make something worthy of the maker." It 

was a different take on the Nietzschean theory of the world as a work 

of art. 

The "something more important than truth" for Sorel was the dis­

covery of a new moral principle to revive a tired, corrupt, fraudulent, 

and decadent civilization. He wanted a "true" society; but the means 

to bring about such a thing need not be true in the ordinary sense of 

the word, any more than the legends that inspired the Greeks in their 

political achievements had to be actual, literal fact. Times were so 

rotten, Sorel considered, that nothing less grand than a legend 

would suffice. 

What makes him interesting for us is his explicit approval of fic­

tions, or "social myths," artifices entirely independent of truth or 

falsehood, to operate as engines of history, inspiring individuals to 

create a more moral society. A myth, Sorel stressed, is quite different 

from a lie. Totalitarian regimes may hoodwink a naive populace into 



1 7 6 T H E  L I A R ' S  T A L E  

swallowing rank falsehoods, invented by the ruling powers for their 

own benefit. Myths, on the other hand, are untrue by normal stan­

dards, but are not simply concocted out of thin air. They exist in 

embryo in the unconscious minds of the people. Sorel believed 

strongly that the results of any social action must first be imagined 

as a fully accomplished fact before the action is undertaken. "When 

we act," he said, "it is because we have created an entirely artificial 

world, placed in advance of the present, formed of movements that 

depend on ourselves." 

Myths, by this definition, are synthetic realms created by the will 

as an explanation of its own action. And the artifice not only expands 

one's horizons; it also acts as a constraint, forming a defined, myth­

ical world of order and parsimony amid the chaos and profusion of 

nature. As an engineer, Sorel knew all about the Second Law ofTher­

modynamics and its principle of entropy, the tendency of all things 

to decay into disorder, randomness, and nonsense. The constraints 

of myth provide a little clearing in the forest, some orderliness, where 

human beings can hope to be masters. The world created by modern 

scientists, as artificial as any, is an example of such a useful fiction. 

Sorel was strongly opposed to certain key values of the Enlighten­

ment, especially its belief in the inevitability of progress, its faith in 

the ameliorating effect oflaws and education, and its celebration of 

liberty, equality, and individualism. He hated utopian blueprints 

based on the principle of the rightness of reason. He regarded mid­

dle-class democracy as a kind of cloak that hid the arrogance of rul­

ing-class coercion and celebrated the class struggle as "the alpha and 

omega of socialism." The middle class acts to defuse and emasculate 

class warfare in the name ofliberalism and democracy. It blunts the 

sharp blade of violence with bromides and cliches. Democracy is "an 

economic tactic of the weak." It perpetuates the status quo. "In all 

countries where democracy can develop its nature freely, the most 

scandalous corruption is displayed without anyone thinking it even 

necessary to conceal his rascality." Mass action, impromptu and 

unpremeditated, is the best instrument against the domination of 

the state, and violence becomes an end in itself. 

Civilization, Sorel thought, was not on autopilot toward better 
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times, as the Enlightenment optimists had supposed. It was a task of 

socialism to demolish "the entire structure of conventional false­

hoods and to ruin the esteem which those who popularize the pop­

ularizations of the eighteenth century are still held." He read 

voraciously in studies of fin-de-siecle periods of the past: the glory and 

the fading of the glory of Greece, the vicissitudes of the Roman 

Empire, the story of Christianity in Europe. Civilizations emerge, 

rise, thrive, then sink, rot, decompose. There is no predetermined 

future where all will be well. Sorel had a contempt for Utopian 

thought, a typically wrongheaded hobbyhorse of the Enlightenment 

which had an insatiable desire "to fix dates for the arrival of the mil­

lennium." He abhored the utilitarian ethic. He vehemently denied 

the Enlightenment say-so that reason is a more effective tool of 

social betterment than violence and revolution, which the rational 

thinkers of the eighteenth century considered to be mere reflex 

actions of the lazy-minded masses. For Sorel, violence was a test of 

manliness and tenacity in the pursuit of class interests. It was a 

cleansing agent. It was heroic. Pacifism was a symbol of decadence, 

violence of virility. "It is to violence that socialism owes those high 

ethical values by means of which it brings salvation to the world." He 

saw the future of socialism in the organization of workers into mili­

tant trade associations, or syndicats. 

History, Sorel decided, is driven primarily by psychology, not by 

politics, or economic and social forces. "Subjective distortions rather 

than objective laws" govern its workings. And the distortions need 

not be conscious. He read widely in the literature of individual and 

group psychology, trying to understand what makes a person or a 

collective act as they do. In particular, he was drawn to the work of 

Gustave Le Bon, who theorized about "collective hallucinations," 

which motivate people to do risky things, "fictions" that provide the 

impetus for altruistic and unselfish behavior. The trouble with 

Marxism as it existed then was that it lacked such a psychological 

theory of history, or at least one that could be called scientific. Marx­

ism was too exclusively economic and social. Sorel did not think that 

revolutions could be accounted for without reference to the ideals, 

or "myths," that egg them on. Which was more likely: that a person 
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sacrifices his life, dies on the barricades, for an economic principle, 

or that he dares death in the pursuit of a dream, an ideal, an imag­

ined future that is not literal fact but an inspiring fiction? "Social 

poetry" rather than dry logical arguments was the spur to such oth­

erwise inexplicable heroism. "It is often the case," says James Gregor, 

"that such myths are in fact unintelligible, having of themselves no 

cognitive yield whatsoever. They may be little more than bits of 

transparent foolishness and sometimes literal contradictions. None 

of this impairs their effectiveness, under appropriate conditions, as 

a means of mobilizing the sentiment that informs the will." 

This way of thinking had a considerable appeal to Italian intellec­

tuals, who tended to emphasize psychological factors in the exercise 

and maintenance of power. There were radicals in Italy opposed, like 

Sorel, to Socialist orthodoxy, who read him with enthusiasm. His 

ideas were to influence their agenda, and they expounded them in 

the pages of the Avanguardia socialista, published in Milan, which also 

gave space to the writings of a young revolutionary and anti-parlia­

mentarian whose name was Benito Mussolini. Like Sorel, Mussolini 

believed people undertook radical political action at the behest of an 

ideal-patriotic sentiment. And, again like Sorel, he was interested in 

moral revival as much as in economic forces. In 1909, he reviewed 

Sorel's Reflections on Violence-he was to call it "my bedside book"­

and made the point that only in heroism, in strife, do people show 

those heroic virtues, the readiness to give up their life, that the war­

riors of pre-Socratic Greece had in abundance. To implant such a 

spirit in the masses, he wrote, is a task "grave, terrible, sublime." 

Since his youth, Mussolini had shown an interest in the psychology 

of crowds, the force of sentiments that activate the will. He, too, had 

read Le Bon on collective fictions. And he subscribed to the view that 

violence is a necessary part of real social change. 0 f M ussolini, Sorel 

said in 19 12: "He is an Italian of the fifteenth century, a condottiere! 

The world does not know him yet, but he is the only energetic man 

capable of redressing the feebleness of the government." 

Reason, in Sorel's view, is an impediment to the creation of a bet­

ter society. It insists on truth, and truth is a chimera; the search for 

it, the notion that one must first have truth before one can have 
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action, tends to reinforce conservatism. Cartesian doubt leads to 

paralysis. Imaginary futures, on the other hand, are dynamic and 

productive. Sorel was attracted to the radical wing of French labor, 

the syndicats, because they did not treat Marxism as an empirical sci­

ence, but applied it as a myth. Truth is simply not brawny or potent 

enough to accomplish the tremendous task of transforming society. 

The Greeks had the myth of "glory," the ancient Romans the myths 

of "frightful inequality and suffering," and the early Christians that 

of the Second Coming of Christ and his kingdom. The Gospel of St. 

John was on his recommended reading list for good revolutionaries. 

The myth of Napoleon buoyed up the courage of French soldiers; the 

dreams ofMazzini helped to make possible the unity ofItaly. 

The syndicats, Sorel thought, had the wind of myth at their backs. 

They had dreams as to what lay ahead. Those dreams might be 

entirely false, quite unscientific, yet still have a unique type of focus 

and incentive to action. Such images are "a present morality stated 

in the future tense." Unlike utopian theories, they are immune from 

refutation, from logical challenge or caviling as to whether they are 

literally true. They are not at all discredi ted if the believers in a social 

myth do not attain their objectives. Man, Sorel said, "would proba­

bly never abandon his inertia if he had a perfectly clear view of the 

future, and if he could calculate exactly the difficulties in the midst 

of which he ventures." 

The central Sorelian myth is the general strike. It promotes a sense 

of unity and harmony of purpose, inspires a vision of total catastro­

phe and breakdown, intensifies the sense of class struggle. Critics 

might talk about "general rubbish" in connection with this theory, 

but workers under the spell of the myth regard themselves as "an 

army of truth fighting an army of evil." Start a general strike, so went 

the dream, and the capitalist state would collapse. It might be object­

ed that if every worker is ready to come out on strike, the war is 

already won, so why bother to have a strike in the first place? Sorel's 

answer is that it is not the function of a myth to speak truths about 

the future, but to embody the aspirations of the masses. "Social 

poetry" should not be read as textbook prose. 

The promotion of sublime falsehoods, of energizing fictions, was 
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a reaction to the prevailing late nineteenth-century mood of  disillu­

sion, of disgust with the moral temper of society. Life in Paris in the 

Third Republic, in Isaiah Berlin's words, was "commercialized, jaun­

ty, insolent, dishonorable, easy-going, cowardly, mindless, bour­

geois." A spiritual crisis had dawned. And education, reason, 

knowledge, the advance of science, all those Enlightenment virtues, 

did not seem to improve the situation. Might it be better to tum a 

blind eye to the unpleasant truths such instruments of progress 

revealed by sticking to the fictions that are so much more palatable? 

"Ignorance," wrote Anatole France in LeJardin d'Epicure in 1895, "is 

the condition necessary, I do not say for happiness, but for existence 

itself. If we knew all, we could not endure life for an hour. The feel­

ings which make it either sweet, or at least tolerable, are born of a lie 

and are nourished on illusions." 

Several strands of thought were coming together at this time to 

suggest that the amenities of civilization were a facade, highly artifi­

cial, precarious, out of kilter with the more basic and firmly estab­

lished aspects of the psyche. The European intelligensia was making 

its first head-on assault on the hypocritical morality of the middle 

class and Oscar Wilde was shocking it with his Nietzschean epigrams 

about the superiority of illusion to truth. 

In England, the liberal journalist and member of Parliament John 

Morley famously castigated Victorian society as a big lie, "a commu­

nity where political forms, from the monarchy down to the popular 

chamber, are mainly hollow shams disguising the coarse supremacy 

of wealth, where religion is mainly official and political, and is ever 

ready to dissever itself alike from the spirit of justice, the spirit of 

charity, and the spirit of truth." It was an age of fragile beliefs, weak 

creeds, masked by robustly proclaimed moral attitudes, all the more 

stridently asserted in public because of the effete state of private con­

victions. There were, of course, many notable exceptions, occasions 

when uncertainty came charging out into the open. T. S. Eliot said 

of Tennyson's In Memoriam that it was religious "not because of the 

quality of its faith, but because of the quality of its doubt. Its faith is 

a poor thing, but its doubt is a very intense experience." 
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Leslie Stephen, father of Virginia Woolf, was a cleric who resigned 

his tutorship at Cambridge after he lost his faith, a Bloomsbury 

Group precursor, prophet of the modern secular society whose 

members, "bereft of Christianity's consolations, but determined 

nonetheless to live and die like gentlemen, admired men who would 

go to the stake for their beliefs, with the hoots of society ringing in 

their ears." In America, Stephen once met the abolitionist W. L. Gar­

rison, who had been hauled through the streets of Boston for preach­

ing abolition and was only rescued by the daring intervention of the 

police. Stephen thought Garrison a muddle-headed pacifist, but 

pointed out that "it is impossible not to feel some respect for a man 

who has been dragged through the streets by a rope." 

There was a tendency to subscribe to the Sorelian idea that belief 

by itself is a virtue, even if it is mythical, even if it is unsound and its 

foundations flimsy. Better that than be bereft of all convictions. A 

belief could be a species of falsehood, and still be useful, still have a 

bracing effect on character. It tended to produce model citizens and 

to have beneficial effects on society, steadying and taming inclina­

tions to anarchy, the reverse of Sorel ian myths, which were intended 

to shake up and disconcert the establishment. Stability was highly 

valued in a country like England where there had never been a prop­

er blowoff along the lines of its Continental neighbors. The fear of 

social explosion was rampant in nineteenth-century Britain. Bertrand 

Russell's grandfather, lying on his deathbed in 1869, heard a noise in 

the street and immediately deduced that the expected revolution had 

begun. "Victorian society," said Walter Houghton, "particularly in 

the period before 1850, was shot through, from top to bottom, with 

the dread of some wild outbreak of the masses that would overthrow 

the established order and confiscate private property." 

One review of Darwin's Descent of Man chastised the author for 

"revealing his zoological conclusions to the general public at a 

moment when the sky of Paris was red with the incendiary flames of 

the Commune." A collapse of trust in the official doctrines of reli­

gion was something better hushed up, kept hidden, like a mad wife 

in the attic. "I pray that Mr. Darwin's theory is not true," a Victorian 
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woman said. "But if  it i s  true, I pray i t  may not become widely 

known." That sort of thing fed, of course, the hallmark Victorian vice 

of hypocrisy, and its first cousin, dogmatism. 

An age "destitute of faith but terrified of skepticism" is how 

Thomas Carlyle summed up the atmosphere of the time. It has been 

noted that whereas Carlyle'S published works exude confidence in 

the eternal verities, his letters disclose unsettling visitations of 

doubt. Bravado papered over inner waverings. It was an unspoken 

premise that to express pessimistic reservations as to the truth or 

otherwise of traditional doctrines was somehow effete. The muscu­

lar Christian Charles Kingsley was known for his hectoring style of 

conversation, which brooked no unmanly questionings of what 

strong, upright men ought to believe. He had a way of talking "with 

the air and spirit of a man bouncing up from the table with his 

mouth full of bread and cheese saying he meant to stand no blasted 

nonsense." Putting on a bold or even brash face was sometimes the 

safest option if one were to avoid the traps and snares lying in store 

for anyone who ventured to give a closely argued defense of Christ­

ian teachings. There was a constant tug-of-war between the pragma­

tists and the purists. John Stuart Mill held that a religious belief may 

be morally useful without being intellectually sustainable, but that 

was a position John Morley scorned as lazy and cowardly. 

The importance of artifice as a refuge from simply doing what 

comes naturally-and that includes telling the truth when truth is 

just a reflex action akin to a facial twitch-is a theme that surfaces 

repeatedly in the literature of the latter part of the Victorian era. In 

the early 1880s, when Nietzsche was still in command of his facul­

ties and had yet to publish Beyond Good and Evil and The Gay Science, 

Henrik Ibsen was writing about the antagonism between imperson­

al truth which, like nature, can be violently destructive, and the false­

hoods that are indispensable to the human attempt to prevent such 

desolation. Gregers Werle, a character in Ibsen's play The Wild Duck, 

is imbued with the compulsion to tell other people the unvarnished 

truth about themselves, in order, as he fondly supposes, to free them 

from illusion and enable them to live more authentic lives. He is 

taken to task by the cynical Dr. ReIling, who stands up for the right 
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of the average person to retain the "life lies" that make possible the 

limited amount of happiness and confidence without which exis­

tence would be unbearable. 

Gregers, apt to talk portentously about the "claims of the ideal," 

takes it upon himself to inform his boyhood friend Hjalmar Ekdal 

that his wife, Gina, was the mistress ofGregers' father. That man had 

helped to ruin Ekdal's father, who was his former business partner. 

The disclosure leads Ekdal to doubt whether Hedwig, his fifteen­

year-old daughter, whom he worships, is really his own child. The 

results of such truth-telling are catastrophic. Hedwig commits sui­

cide. Gregers is shown as harboring, behind an ostensible desire to 

emancipate others from self-deception, the ulterior motive of aveng­

ing himself on his father. Relling, who has tried to bolster Ekdal's 

confidence with false notions that he would some day restore the 

family fortunes, taunts Gregers for having "an acute case of inflamed 

scruples." At the very end of the play he blurts out: "Oh, life would 

be all right if we could only be rid of these infernal fools who come 

to poor people's doors presenting their demands of the ideal." 

Here, in dramatic form, is a working out of Nietzsche's terse epi­

gram, in a work he kept secret, On Truth and Lies in a Moral Sense: 

"Truth as a cloak for quite different impulses and drives." Truth can 

be sinister, selfish, ulterior, a smoke screen for submerged inten­

tions, untrustworthy and dangerous in the highest degree. Earlier in 

his career, Ibsen had embraced the obtrusive Victorian aspiration to 

base life on a foundation of truth and sincerity. It is even suggested, 

in An Enemy of the People, that liars should be excluded from decent 

society. But in The Wild Duck, Ibsen, in Herman Wiegand's words, 

"examines the status of the average run of men with regard to their 

capacity for truth and records as its finding that, far from truth 

affording the foundation on which the life of the average man can 

thrive, life is so steeped in make-believe that the habit of fostering 

illusions can better afford cultivating than destroying." Henry James 

thought the whole truth, told regardless of the consequences, could 

"destroy civilization." 

Thus, Sorel's theory of the potency of fictions to renew and cleanse 

civilization had a certain allure. In America, the theologian Reinhold 
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Niebuhr also turned a hostile face to liberalism in religion and poli­

tics, also rejected the notion that human beings, left to themselves, 

are rational and well intentioned, and that science, law, ethical teach­

ings, will lead to the good society. Niebuhr decided that the use of 

force is sometimes necessary in the struggle for a just community, 

and violent revolution is acceptable if all other measures fail. He 

argued that the workers will engage in militant action only if they are 

given nonrational psychological inducements, such as symbols and 

"emotionally potent oversimplifications." Without the exercise of 

religious imagination, no society would have the boldness and dar­

ing to overcome despair and attempt the impossible. The vision of a 

just society is an impossible one, and it can be put into practice only 

by those who do not think it is impossible. "The truest visions of reli­

gion are illusions," Niebuhr said, "which may be partially realised by 

being resolutely believed. For what religion believes to be true is not 

wholly true but ought to be true; and may become true if its truth is 

not doubted." 

Here truth is actually equated with illusion. In Sorel's scheme, a 

myth is not true in the literal sense, but it is armor-plated against all 

attempts to prove it false, since it must be seen as an organic whole 

that cannot be taken apart and broken down into logical elements. 

"People who are living in this world of myths are secure from all refu­

tation," Sorel wrote in Reflections on Violence. Myths trigger uncon­

scious sentiments that are large enough, grand enough, to do justice 

to the enormity of the task of regeneration. The myth of the general 

strike, for example, produces an "epic" state of mind. 

Behind the paradoxes of Sorel's ideas stands a pregnant fact: he 

had a "contempt" for the correspondence theory of truth. He actu­

ally despised it, as he despised intellectuals, fashionable talkers, 

moderate politicians, all the star turns of Enlightenment thought. 

For him, "truth" was merely the relation of one statement to anoth­

er. It was an artifact of language. He was that most incongruous of 

characters, an anti-intellectual who was also a man of ideas; an 

enthusiast of action who spent his time in sedentary pursuits. Truth, 

such as it is, would emerge as a result of action. 

Myths, the irrational, the life force, the products of the uncon-
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scious mind, are adjuncts of the will rather than of reason. And the 

will gives birth to monsters as well as to comely offspring. Fascism, 

with its overt irrationalism, was a child of the philosophy of the will. 

Mussolini defined the state as "the universal ethical will," a phrase 

that is Sorelian to the core. Sorel himself underwent repeated disen­

chantment at the outcome of his hopes for a transformation of soci­

ety. Early on, he shifted from orthodox socialism to revolutionary 

labor agitation. Just before World War I, he soured on that and flirt­

ed with the far right, with monarchists in the royalist Action Franraise 

and with ultranationalists. "Socialism is becoming a demagogy," he 

wrote; "consequently it no longer offers anything of interest to 

philosophers." After the war, he became interested in Italian fascism 

and waxed enthusiastic about Bolshevism. He was still searching for 

a myth that would restore the virtues and the morals of a vanished 

era. Lenin he saluted as ifhe were the Second Coming itself: the myth 

of Lenin acted like the myth of Napoleon to invigorate the heroism 

of the Red Guard in its struggle against the intervention of the West­

ern powers. But the Lenin myth turned into the Soviet reality. And 

the irony of that mutation is that Soviet ideology, as has been noted, 

did not deal in the irrational, with myths lurking deep in the uncon­

scious setting off great spontaneous bursts of moral grandeur. It 

advanced by deliberate planning, by an eyes-wide-open awareness of 

the class struggle. Consciousness was a key element in the survival of 

the system; it promoted responsibility, structure, and method. 

Sorel died in 1922, when the full horrors of the Soviet regime were 

in the future and the world-wrecking consequences of the Fascist 

myth had not yet matured. Looking back from the vantage point of 

the post-World War II period, Thomas Mann, with Nietzsche in 

mind, but passing a judgment that would apply equally well to Sorel, 

asked "whether it would not be better to maintain in the masses 

respect for reason and truth, and in so doing honor their longing for 

justice-far better than to implant mass myths and turn loose upon 

mankind hordes dominated by 'powerful illusions.' " 
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We possess the truth. I am as sure of it as fifteen years ago. 
-·Freud in a letter to Sandor Ferenczi, May 1913  

Truth is unobtainable; humanity does not deserve it. 
-Freud in a letter [0 Arnold Zweig, May 31 , 1936 
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on to perform "impossible" deeds, fill them with a sense 

of power that truth could never match, the petty false­

hoods people tell themselves and others every day ful­

fill a more mundane purpose: to provide a buffer against the 

cruelties of existence which arise in even the most democratic and 

enlightened societies. Again, untruth is a means of power, but of a 

very different kind. Lying may not be as antisocial as we might sup­

pose, but rather the price to pay for the fact that the individual is 

not at liberty to do anything he or she likes. "Lies are an index of 

powerful propensities and passions. And, equally important, lies 

are an index of the conflict between civilization's morality, saturat­

ed with hypocrisies and protected by sanctions and sanctimony, 

and the powerful longings, both affectionate and domineering, of 

individuals." 

Sigmund Freud was a child of the Victorian Age, and as such he 

could not be a lifelong disbeliever in the possibility of truth. And yet 

this archeologist of the human mind, this bathyscope of the psychic 

depths, came to discover that lies and self-deception are a key to 

understanding human character. 

186 
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People need illusions. That principle is an arche of Freud's world­

view, a starting point for any investigation of what makes human 

beings tick. A person, Freud said, is in important respects an enemy 

of civilization, chafing at its tyranny, resenting the way it curbs and 

thwarts his selfish impulses, expecting him to sacrifice his own inter­

ests for the benefit of the community. Every civilization is built on 

coercion and the bridling of instinct in individuals who harbor anti­

social and anti-cultural bents, some more than others. 

Freud had contempt for the ordinary run of the human species. 

The masses "are lazy and unintelligent; they have no love for instinc­

tual renunication, and they are not to be convinced by argument of 

its inevitability." They must be made to rein in their desire for end­

less gratification by the intervention of an elite which stands guard 

over the welfare of civilization. This elite needs to have its hands 

firmly on the reins of power, since it is continually tempted to sur­

render to the craving of the masses for more pleasure and less work 

in order to hold onto its leadership status. An immense amount of 

coercion would be needed to transform the anti-cultural majority 

into a minority, and that in itself would be about all a society could 

ever hope to achieve. 

During the history of mankind, Freud said, external coercion to 

domesticate the unruly instincts became internalized in the psyche, 

in the form of the Superego. Thanks to it, the vast majority of peo­

ple are able to say no to such basic social transgressions as murder 

and incest. They are less apt to abstain from indulgences that stand 

a chance of going unpunished, including greed, lust, fraud-and lies. 

But the effect of such oppression of the "natural" instincts by the 

instruments of culture is finally to make reality unsatisfying. It kin­

dles a desire for fantasy, for illusions and myths that might be able 

to make civilized life bearable. 

As a Master of Suspicion, Freud, like many philosophers, had a 

strong distrust of what people think they know. He harbored a cer­

tain disdain for philosophy, however, in particular for its tolerance 

of what Kant called regulative principles which we cannot show to 

be either true or false, but which guide human thought and conduct. 

The argument that we agree to fictions, knowing them to be mere 
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artifacts but acting as if  they were true, Freud said, "is one that only 

a philosopher could put forward. A man whose thinking is not influ­

enced by the artifices of philosophy will never be able to accept it." 

Illusions are illusions. That was the Freudian decree. The secret of 

their strength is to be found in the strength of the wishes that give 

rise to them. An illusion is not the same as an error and it need not 

be an error. Christopher Columbus' belief that he had discovered a 

new sea route to the Indies, on the other hand, was an illusion, one 

in which his wishes played a very important part. "We call a belief an 

illusion when a wish-fulfilment is a prominent factor in its motiva­

tion," Freud said, "and in doing so we disregard its relations to real­

ity, just as the illusion itself sets no store by verification." 

Freud classified religion as an illusion, and then castigated it for 

not doing more to make people happy, give them comfort, reconcile 

them to the austere burden of denying the instincts, reconstitute 

them as vehicles of civilization. What do we see instead? "We see that 

an appallingly large number of people are dissatisfied with civiliza­

tion and unhappy in it, and feel it as a yoke which must be shaken 

off." Each person is "obliged to live psychologically beyond his 

income," knowing that the rewards provided by society do not fully 

compensate for the loss of instinctual satisfaction. 

Late in life, Freud declared that throughout his career, his single 

motive had been the love of truth and the pursuit of truth. Yet it has 

been well noted that in his writings the concept of truth is not 

explored in any depth and does not even appear as a main element in 

his theory of the mind. Equally striking is Freud's discovery that the 

mind is a more habitual liar than mere nature could ever be. For that 

reason, it should be approached with unceasing suspicion and mis­

trust. As a guide to knowing what the mind is all about, moreover, 

the sort oflies it tells are often more instructive than its unblemished 

truths. "Primitive and infantile man (and every man is in some way 

primitive and infantile) cannot stand much truth, and yet he has to 

believe that his very self-deception is truth. This he accomplishes by 

rationalization, giving himself good reasons instead of true ones-a 

deceptively successful accomplishment, which, just because it works 

for the moment, will destroy him in the long run." 
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Freud treated a patient's narrative account o f  his or her life histo­

ry somewhat as Nietzsche the philologist had scrutinized ancient 

manuscripts, taking nothing for granted, nothing on trust. Each 

reading was an interpretation, one of many possible interpretations, 

never final. Likewise, Freud believed that a dream is always open to a 

more complete interpretation, as are works of literature. The trade 

of Lit. erit. will never come to an end. No biography can capture a 

life in its entirety, an assertion Freud made with force to an author 

aspiring to write his own: "Anyone turning biographer commits 

himself to lies, to concealment, to hypocrisy, to flattery, and even to 

hiding his own lack of understanding, for biographical truth is not 

to be had, and even if it were, it couldn't be used." 

Freud was shaken to discover that a number of the "texts" of his 

patients' unburdenings were counterfeit, deceitful, without intend­

ing to be. He saw human beings as torn between the frankness and 

simplicity of their instincts and the hypocrisy of their culturally con­

ditioned intellects. To heal this fissure, a person must be educated to 

be profoundly suspicious of the falsehoods that such a conflict 

entails. This process of stripping away the masks that civilization 

imposes on the barbaric impulses seething within the psyche has 

been linked to another trend in twentieth-century literature, a "drive 

toward disenchantment." 

People protect their well-being by keeping unwelcome facts a 

secret from themselves. Psychoanalysis is in large part a theory of 

self-deception and systematic misreadings of what is "really" going 

on in the mind. In the last article he wrote, Freud was still wrestling 

with the anomaly of a mind that is able to lie to itself, suggesting a 

deep rift within the psyche. Like Nietzsche, he regarded most indi­

viduals as insufficiently robust for the task of coping with the strain 

of sorting out the genuine from the fake in their makeup. In the con­

sulting room, he turned upside down the moral code of civil con­

verse that assigns a useful role to hypocrisy, considering it immoral 

to hold back ugly impulses or hurtful truths, and ethical to blurt 

them out unvarnished, with the skin off. Secrecy "is the category of 

moral illness, for it provides a hiding place for false motives." On one 

occasion, a complete breakdown in treatment occurred when a high 
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government official, undergoing analysis, refused to divulge certain 

state secrets he had sworn never to communicate. An element of mal­

ice has been detected in this ruthless unmasking of considerate lies 

that normally would be commended as good manners. 

On the other hand, it is only too apparent that a patient's fantasies 

and illusions are as much foddu for the analyst as the naked truth. 

They are "mental facts" on which he or she can work. "Psychoanaly­

sis sets up the conditions for a scientific study oflies," in the view of 

the historian of science John Forrester. "In order to defuse the ques­

tion of deception, which is so pressing for other human sciences, the 

psychoanalyst first of all places the patient in a situation where she 

has minimal incentives either for telling the truth or for telling lies. 

Which way she goes is entirely up to her. The analyst is professional­

ly disinterested in the difference between truth and lies. This attitude 

goes hand in hand with the highly idiosyncratic place of reality in 

psychoanalysis. The extent to which psychoanalysis takes no 

account of reality has perennially been seen as something of a scan­

dal, but acutely so in the 1980's." 

Just as Darwin saw no preestablished harmony between the mind 

and the world, and certainly no natural intuition into profound 

metaphysical questions, Freud regarded reality as somehow not 

helpful to the psyche, at odds with and even antagonistic to its deep 

needs and wishes. The psyche has to resort to ruse and artifice in 

order to shield its interests and appetites from domination by the 

uncooperative environment. As a result, for all the emphasis on 

truth-telling, straightforwardness, and keeping no secrets back, the 

fictions invented by the psyche are so sturdy and vigorous, so need­

ed by the patient, that they are extremely difficult to break down. 

That is no less the case in the post-Freudian world. At a conference 

of three dozen psychoanalysts at Mount Sinai Hospital in New York 

in 1998, a consensus was reached that the hope of eliciting a reliable, 

nonfiction account of a patient's life and traumas is more distant 

today than it was a century ago, when Freud was in his prime. The 

analysts described themselves as experts, not in helping patients to 

learn facts, but rather in assisting them to construct useful myths. 

"We are fantasy doctors, not reality doctors," said Robert 
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Michaels, one of the participants. "We don't help patients decide 

what is true. It is important to show them that they can organize 

their experience in many ways, that they can become more comfort­

able, not about what happened in the past, but about living with 

uncertainty and ambiguity." Many patients do in fact want to know 

what "really" happened to them, but there is general agreement that 

this is precisely what they must be taught not to expect. "Everybody 

wants certainty about history," another analyst was quoted as saying. 

"And that may be the first thing to get rid of in therapy." Instead, they 

should be given a "reasonable narrative." 

The issue of historical truth emerged as a central controversy early 

in the career of psychoanalysis. In the autumn of 1900, an eighteen­

year-old girl, identified only as "Dora," was brought to Freud by her 

father, a wealthy manufacturer. Dora, whose real name was Ida 

Bauer, was suffering from migraine headaches, shortness of breath, 

periodic spasms of nervous coughing, fainting, and thoughts of sui­

cide. Her symptoms also included a feverish spell that mimicked 

appendicitis, and an occasional limp. Dora told Freud her father was 

involved in an adulterous relationship with a family friend, whose 

husband, Herr K, had taken a sexual interest in her since she was 

fourteen years old. While she and Mr. K were taking a walk by a lake 

in the Alps, Dora said he "had the audacity to make a proposal." She 

slapped him in the face and hurried away. Mr. K vehemently denied 

doing anything of the sort, suggesting that Dora, who had been read­

ing Mantegazza's Physiolog;y of Love in the family's house by the lake, 

invented the entire scene. Dora's father, to her disgust, agreed. He 

handed her over to Freud with the instruction: "Please try to bring 

her to reason." 

Freud attempted to persuade Dora that it was hysterical on her 

part to rebuff the man who kissed and pressed his affections on her, 

that she had been in love with him all the time, and that by repress­

ing her sexual fantasies she was in large part to blame for her present 

unhappy situation. He wrote it up as a "Fragment of an Analysis of 

a Case of Hysteria." But was it? Frederick Crews thinks Dora may 

have been suffering from an organic disease: asthma, tuberculosis, 

and syphilis were present in her immediate family to an extent that 
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"would have set off alarms in  the mind of a responsible physician." 

As a Master of Suspicion, however, Freud assumed that Dora's con­

sciousness was false. He made no attempt to find out if Dora was in 

fact a hysteric, but instead, as Crews puts it, "leaped to a conclusion 

that would permit him to put his trademark suppositions into play 

and then hold to them like a pit bull-later, however, portraying him­

self as having gradually solved the case with all the prudent objec­

tivity and uncanny astuteness of his favorite literary character, 

Sherlock Holmes." 

In a notorious passage which has given critics of Freudian analy­

sis plenty of ammunition, Freud insisted that the more strenuously 

Dora rejected her interpretation of her "real" emotions and desires, 

the greater the likelihood that his version was the correct one. A "no" 

signified an emphatic "yes." Freud was collaborating with the drift 

that since Kant had tended to give meaning priority over truth, 

because life is too complicated, too ambiguous and conditioned by 

all sorts of hidden or ignored factors to be dealt with by a single 

explanation. Freud talked about "overdetermination," by which he 

meant we had better be ready to accept that there are multiple caus­

es for the things we do and say. We live in a world "in which every­

thing has a meaning, which means that everything has more than 

one meaning." 

The calamitous and abrupt collapse of Freud's seduction theory 

was a turning point in his attitude toward the truthfulness of a 

patient'S testimony. As late as 1896, Freud said he had found the key 

to hysteria: all hysterics were seduced as children. No shrinking vio­

let when it came to his own reputation, he announced that he had 

solved a thousand-year-old problem, had in fact found the "source 

of the Nile," in deciding that early experiences of that kind were spe­

cific causes of later adult illness, and that the sort of childhood 

occurrence determined the type of adult disorder. He thought his 

discovery would make him rich and famous. The very next year, how­

ever, he reversed himself, asserting that fantasies of seduction, not 

actual seductions, were the cause of hysteria, though he did not pub­

licly abandon the seduction theory until 1905. For the purposes of 

diagnosis, reality was now divided into two kinds: physical and psy-
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chical. Freud reinterpreted the clinical data to theorize that patients 

in childhood conceived incestuous desires and then suffocated 

them. He decided he had been told a collection of tall tales instead 

of genuine life histories. He acknowledged that he probably sug­

gested such fictions to his patients himself. 

From this fiasco, however, he made an adroit recovery. Taking a 

hard look at himself while on a walking tour of the mountains of 

northern Italy, Freud realized that his suspicions about his father, 

Jacob, whom he had conjectured to be a prey to warped impulses, 

were entirely without foundation. He had imagined the whole thing. 

What now came under suspicion in his mind was the unconscious 

itself, where fact could not be distinguished from emotionally 

charged fiction. What if the stories of seduction were untrue? Was it 

not the case that they were real in the consciousness of his patients, 

genuinely felt, and were invented for some specific, deep reason, 

which when elucidated might lay bare the actual cause of hysteria or 

neurosis? Tales of seduction could be elaborate cover stories mask­

ing the fact, that, as a child, a patient had sexual yearnings for a par­

ent. The tables were turned. The suspicion now was that instead of 

adults being sexually attracted to children, the children were in love 

with father or mother, and, hey presto, the Oedipus Complex was 

born. Freud's biographer Ronald Clark thinks his failure to admit 

publicly his "first great error" over the seduction theory was due in 

part to his invention of the Oedipus Complex so soon afterward. "He 

was impatient of society's unwillingness to face unpleasant truths 

and contemptuous of its hypocrisy, which cloaked the subject in 

Vienna as in Victorian Britain, Calvinist Switzerland or the Godfear­

ing homes of New England." 

Freud railed against the illusions that make life more congenial, 

that see society as basically good and reasonable, the world full of 

purpose and meaning. What bothered him was the endless capacity 

of the mind to dupe itself. The key to a healthy society was clear-eyed 

rational honesty. Oddly, Freud did not attach excessive importance 

to the premeditated lie, the intentional untruth calculated to mis­

lead another person; he saved his censure for the habitual devices of 

self-deception that the mind uses against its own integrity, a theme 
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that had been developed with a considerable amount of  biting wit by 

the seventeenth-century French moralistes. Freud was an enemy of the 

kind of sanitized discourse one trades over teacups when on one's 

best behavior. On the analyst's couch, a patient must dispense with 

the polite rituals and mealy-mouthed cliches that are de rigueur in 

ordinary converse. He or she must be thoroughly unicivilized and 

boorish, if need be. Nietzsche had inveighed against the "shameful­

ly moralized way of speaking which has gradually made all modern 

judgments of men and things slimy." The most distinctive feature of 

modern life, he said, is not lying, but a kind of deepseated innocence 

which makes do with fake moral attitudes, a mendaciousness that is 

abysmal, but sincere, blue-eyed, and maidenly. "Our educated people 

of today, our 'good people,' do not tell lies-that is true; but that is 

not to their credit! A real lie, a genuine, 'honest' lie (on whose value 

one should consult Plato) would be something far too severe and 

potent for them: it would demand of them what one may not 

demand of them, that they should open their eyes to themselves. All 

they are capable of is a dishonest lie." 

Freud has been seen in this respect as very much the heir ofNiet­

zsche, doing more than anyone else to alter the style ofthe twentieth 

century. Freud insisted on using the explicit term "sexual" rather 

than the more polite "erotic" and fought against the "slimy" 

euphemisms of the age. "Civilization being necessarily hypocritical," 

Philip Rieff noted, "a certain terminological vulgarity, Freud calcu­

lated, was a moral imperative and a positive value." This did not not 

go down well with the public. A man once accosted Freud on the 

street and shouted in his face: "Let me tell you what a dirty-minded, 

filthy old man you are." 

Freud has been described as "a tough old humanist with a pro­

foundly skeptical mind." There was a residue in him of the Enlight­

enment, with its high respect for reason and the redeeming force of 

science. He shared with certain eighteenth-century thinkers the idea 

that if we are in possession of the truth, goodness will follow as the 

night the day. Truth is therapeutic and leads to virtue, though per­

haps not the kind of virtue Victorian England prized. The relation­

ship between analyst and patient Freud described as "based on a love 



�rin!l b� j1ction 1 9 5 

of truth-that is, a recognition of reality." It precludes any kind of 

sham or deceit. A person who has succeeded in educating himself to 

the truth about himself is "permanently defended against the dan­

ger of immorality." In that case, why not let up a bit on curbing the 

instincts and go all out for truthfulness as to what our real desires 

and cravings are all about? Nietzsche had put a question mark over 

this theory of the power of truth to liberate and make us happy, and 

even Freud in the early Studies in Hysteria stated as an ideal goal of 

treatment the replacement of acute neurotic misery with the plain, 

ordinary blues. "If truthfulness about sexuality is supposed to make 

us less nervous, less needful of psychological medicine," says the 

philosopher Barry Allen, "the result of the experiment is negative." 

Talking dirty did not necessarily mean talking truth. The uncon­

scious is so devious and ulterior it does not even respect the basic, 

logical rule of the truth or falsity of propositions. Logic dictates that 

a statement is either true or false; there is no third alternative. In 

dreams, the land of the unconscious, the true and the false can exist 

side by side and be equally meaningful. Asked who a particular per­

son is in a dream, a patient might reply: "It's not my mother." Where­

upon the analyst immediately thinks: "So it is his mother." Freud 

wrote that there is no evidence of reality in the unconscious, which 

makes it impossible to tell the difference between a truth and a fic­

tion coated with emotion. There is no way to decide which is which 

just by listening to a person talk on a couch. The analyst cannot be 

a lie detector, but he can detect important clues to the hidden truth 

about a patient in what she says, regardless of whether or not it is fac­

tually correct. 

False memories, invented connections between unconnected 

things, might be more useful than the literal truth in guiding the 

analyst to the discovery of psychic reality. To repeat a theme that is 

becoming ever more obtrusive as our narrative moves forward, the 

emphasis shifts toward meaning and away from truth. Everything 

that the cunning psyche throws up to consciousness has meaning, 

even though it may be an outright lie. The unconscious is a law unto 

itself and a moral world to itself. Freud allowed himself tremendous 

latitude in his interpretations of a patient'S narratives, in part 



1 9 6 T H E  L I A R ' S  T A L E  

because of  this belief in  the disclosing power of  fictions. Some "over­

interpretation" is always called for. Philip Rieff contends that the 

flowering of modern literary criticism, which certainly has been 

influenced by the Freudian method of deciphering, "follows closely 

this model relation of neurotic symptom and medicinal interpreta­

tion. Works of art are esteemed for the ambiguity, or richness of tex­

ture; and some of the great modern pieces of fiction seem 

deliberately unfinished (vide the novels of Kafka), as if inviting the 

completion of an interpretation, or are themselves constructed as 

many-layered conundrums, inviting (as James Joyce said of his own 

works) a lifetime of interpretative meditation to decipher them." 

The analyst is in a position of asserting authority, since his inter­

pretation of what the patient says about dreams, memories, child­

hood, is closer to psychic reality than what the patient thinks is 

actually the case. According to Freud, the dreamer never knows the 

meaning of a dream. He or she is hung up on the literal content, 

which is just a cloak concealing more important information. In one 

of Freud's own dreams, he felt affection for "my friend R" but inter­

preted it as envy and rivalry. Memories as well as dreams were open 

to decipherment, tempting the analyst always to go overboard with 

his interpretations, making him at all times "suspicious of the obvi­

ous." 

Lately, there has been harsh censure of Freud for separating mean­

ing so drastically from truth, for elevating interesting falsehoods 

constructed by the patient above historical fact. Mistaken memories 

were regarded as more potent for the psyche than events that actu­

ally happened. Jeffrey Masson, who was projects director of the Sig­

mund Freud Archives, is particularly hard on Freud for dismissing 

out of hand the significance of hard reality versus psychic reality, the 

imaginative creation of his patients. It is a professional hazard for 

psychoanalysts to take more interest in fantasy than in fact. If para­

noiacs can have real enemies, neurotics can have real memories of 

really awful things that actually happened to them. Masson views it 

as ironic that the ideal patient today is someone whose childhood is 

absolutely lacking in terrible experiences and severe traumas, since 

psychoanalysis after Freud is intent on the interpretation of fantasy. 
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No one calls it "lying" any more. Analysis is unsuited to the task of 

treating people with a history of genuine and serious emotional 

injury. By shifting the emphasis, Masson argues, from "an actual 

world of sadness, misery and cruelty to an internal stage on which 

actors perform invented dramas for an invisible audience of their 

own creation, Freud began a trend away from the real world that, it 

seems to me, is at the root of the present-day sterility of psycho­

analysis and psychiatry throughout the world." 

It is curious that Freud, who sang the praises of Truth the 

Redeemer, should now stand accused of repeated acts of dishonesty. 

"Though Freud loved to sermonize about courageously opposing 

the human penchant for self-deception," says another ex-Freudian, 

Frederick Crews, "it is no exaggeration to say that his psychoanalyt­

ic career was both launched and maintained by systematic mendac­

ity." There were lies told about the case of Anna 0., a young woman 

suffering from various hysterical symptoms, including partial paral­

ysis and the loss of the ability to speak German, her native language. 

She was treated by Joseph Breuer, a noted surgeon and friend of 

Freud's. Breuer put his patient into deep hypnosis, during which the 

"missing connections" between her symptoms and their causes were 

supposedly revealed. In one astonishing episode, Anna, whose real 

name was Bertha Pappenheim, talked about a hallucination she 

experienced while nursing her sick father-a large black snake which 

she tried to strike with her right arm. The arm was paralyzed, where­

upon, terrified, she recited a prayer in English, the only one that 

carne to mind. After Anna disclosed this incident under hypnosis, 

her arm regained its normal function and she was again able to speak 

German. According to Freud's admirer Ernest Jones, however, 

Breuer's description of this as a "cure" was exaggerated. Anna 

regressed several times into her previous state and spent some time 

in an institution. She continued to suffer from hallucinations. 

Breuer had abruptly terminated his treatment after his patient 

showed signs of attachment to him and went into the throes of an 

illusory, hysterical childbirth. Breuer put Anna into hypnosis, ran 

out of the house "in a cold sweat," and next day took off for Venice 

on a second honeymoon with his wife. We are advised to treat both 
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versions of  the story with caution, however. Breuer wrote from mem­

ory some thirteen years after the event and altered certain facts in 

order to protect the anonymity of the patient, while Jones drew large­

ly on hearsay and his account put Anna in a sanitarium that did 

not exist. In the end, Anna returned to health and became active in 

the women's movement, later doing highly distinguished work for 

orphans and unwed mothers. But she did not champion the cause of 

psychoanalysis. She would not permit the girls she looked after to 

receive the sort of treatment which allegedly had worked such mira­

cles of healing. She described psychoanalysis as "a double-edged 

sword," like the priest'S confessional, a healing instrument in the 

right hands and under the right circumstances, but harmful in 

others. 

Two researchers friendly to Freud have judged nearly all Freud's 

fully described cases as manifest failures, yet Freud himself reported 

eighteen cases in The Etiology of Hysteria to be successful. He even 

acknowledged to friends that duplicity of this kind was essential if 

his enemies and hostile critics were to be kept at bay, an example of 

the "constructive" lie if ever there was one. Duplicity, in fact, is an 

essential component of hypnotism itself; the doctor himself makes 

suggestions that he knows are deceptive; he is like an actor playing a 

role in a drama. Within the very practice of hypnotism, says John 

Forrester, "lay the recognition that fiction can cure as well as truth." 

Hysteria was a disorder in which the body seemed to bamboozle the 

physician who was trying to relieve its distressing symptoms. Tit for 

tat, the physician responded by doing some deceiving himself "The 

doctor began to play the same game as his patient: began to deceive 

his patient through the art of hypnosis," Forrester writes. "Hypnosis 

has this double edge: it was intended as a sure physiological means 

of duplicating and reproducing hysterical symptoms, thus bringing 

them under the sway of a physiological model in which nature can­

not lie. On the other hand, it was intended as a means for securing 

total dominion over the patient'S mind, through control of the body, 

and the suggesting away of pains and symptoms. Now, instead of the 

patient deceiving the doctor, it was the doctor who assessed his priv­

ileged relation to the truth by deceiving the patient." 
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Heinz Hartman, one of the most influential of the post-Freudians, 

altered the picture of the psyche with his theory of the Ego as being 

to a certain extent autonomous, not so dependent on the needy, 

obstreporous, uncivilized Id for its very origin and existence. The 

main role of the Ego in this version is to adapt to reality, and there­

by survive-an evolutionary imperative-unlike that of the Id, which 

is a reckless pursuer of pleasure and a stranger to reality. The Ego is 

master in its own house within limits, especially in the realms of 

memory and language. As a result of this Ego sovereignty, a person 

is able to cultivate virtuous reflexes, overcoming base inclinations to 

lying, selfishness, and greed. It can develop a kind of "second nature." 

But it is still the case that truth is not an indispensable factor in con­

structing this second nature. In fact, it may be a liability. Someone 

who thinks she is a little stronger, smarter, more upright than is 

actually the case may in the end make a more successful life for her­

self than a person who habitually underestimates his own assets. The 

harmful effects of "the truth" have been called the skeletons in the 

closets of older psychoanalysts. 

Another theorist of the dubious value of truth in the treatment of 

disordered psyches was Jacques Lacan, a "postmodem" Freudian 

who was active in the Surrealist movement in Paris in the 1930s. He 

was a friend of Andre Breton and Salvador Dali, and acted as Picas­

so's personal physician. Lacan, born in 1901, studied medicine, but 

kept up a keen interest in literature, art, and philosophy. His doc­

toral thesis was a study of paranoia, in the person of a woman named 

Aimee, who had tried to stab a famous Parisian actress, Huguette 

Duflos. Lacan argued that the woman, by attacking the actress, was 

punishing herself for not being a person as free, as admired by soci­

ety, as Duflos. A person's identity, he suggested, does not end at the 

boundaries of the body or the mind, but incorporates elements of 

the social world surrounding her. 

Freud's work, said Lacan, put truth into question. He apologizes 

for even using the term, "flinging this word in your faces, a word 

almost of ill repute, a word banished from polite society." Yet psy­

choanalysis is constantly remaking the discovery of the power of 

truth in our selves, "in our very flesh." That truth may be buried sixty 
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fathoms under the conscious part of the mind, i t  may be profound­

ly quelled and subdued, but it is the truth of our deep desires, the 

"truth of the subject." And that truth may be revealed in speech which 

contains an abundance of falsehoods. It is not only quite different 

from reality, it may even be opposed to reality. Lacan protests that he 

is "not reviving here the shoddy Nietzschean notion of the lie oflife," 

the untruth that makes life more bearable. But he insists that truth 

discloses itself, not in plain propositions, but in lies, mistakes, trick­

ery, and tall stories. Lacan's truth has the structure of fiction. Truth 

is that much truer for being mendacious. "There is in Lacan," says 

the French theorist Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen, "a sort of privileging of 

the lie, and this is because the lie, being inadequate to the thing it 

speaks about, is better able to reveal the truth of the subject." 

Lacan considered the Ego to be inherently falsifying, papering 

over the gaps and holes in what masquerades as a unified and coher­

ent self, which in fact is nothing of the kind. It puts up a facade of 

completeness that cannot be trusted. An analyst who treats it as hon­

est is engaging in mutual deception. Lacan broke free entirely with 

Freud's "biological" approach to the mind, especially the uncon­

scious mind, which Freud linked to mankind's evolutionary past. In 

Lacan's system, the unconscious mirrors the shift in intellectual 

fashion which caught hold as the twentieth century advanced, 

whereby language, rather than ideas, occupied the center of the 

stage. The Lacanian unconscious is structured like a language, but 

with a twist: it tends toward the surrealism that flourished when 

Lacan was swept up in the literary life of Paris between the two world 

wars. It is a Parisian unconscious, surrealist in its predilection for 

incongruities, jokes, puns, and words that do not mean what they lit­

erally say. Hamlet in his quirky, ellipitic, paradoxical moods, teasing 

Ophelia with clever word games, exemplifies the surrealist style that 

is the hallmark of this theory of the unconscious, its unspoken 

premise that the way to "truth" is by paradox and contraries. A joke 

is often the key that opens this region of the psyche to inspection. It 

embodies the surrealist bent for negation, for being restlessly anti­

this or anti -that, rebelling against reality while professing a desire to 

be absolutely sincere. Lacan refers to the venerable joke about two 
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men who meet in a railway car at a station in Galicia. Says the first: 

"Where are you going?" Replies the second: "To Cracow." The first 

man explodes with irritation: "What a liar you are! If you say you are 

going to Cracow, you want me to believe you are going to Lemberg. 

Bur I know perfectly well you are going to Cracow. So why are you 

lying to me?" 

Whereas Freud was uneasy about the "recollections" by hysteric 

patients of dreadful experiences in their past under hypnosis, 

accounts which as often as not were figments, the "cure by fiction," 

Lacan rested easy in the confidence that language, speech, is itself 

prior to reality. The important thing is for patients to "verbalize" 

their myths. 

Jane Gallop notes that in America, Lacan was taken up by literary 

critics before psychologists clambered onto the bandwagon. The 

"Freudian slip" was a new way of probing the nether realms of the 

mind on the theory that an error, a mistake, which disrupts what a 

person intended to say, contains more profound, more startling 

truth effects than could have been produced by the intention itself. 

This is the stuff ofliterary criticism, because according to Lacan, the 

truth reveals itself"in the letter rather than the spirit." It emerges out 

of the manner in which something is said, not from the intended 

meaning. Literary critics "learn how to read the letter of the text, how 

to interpret the style, the form, rather than just reading for content 

or ideas." Similarly, says Gallop, "the psychoanalyst learns to listen 

not so much to her patient's main point as to odd marginal 

moments, slips of the tongue, unintended disclosures." 

Lacan was a forerunner oflate twentieth-century deconstruction, 

the theory that there is an unstable relation between a concept and 

words that signify that concept. The traditional view, that a concept 

comes first and a word gives access to it, is reversed. The signifier has 

priority. It is sovereign over the signified. Lacan believed there is a 

barrier that obstructs the simple link between word and meaning. A 

word, a signifier, never holds still to ensure a fixed and stable mean­

ing, but is always making connections with other signifiers in an 

endless chain. It is restless, like the surrealist artist. This makes lan­

guage and thought highly artificial, in exactly the place, the uncon-
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scious, where we might expect to find the basic, biological, natural 

components of the psyche. Instead of the concrete and the literal, the 

Lacanian unconscious is the home of rhetorical devices: metaphor, 

metonymy (the pan signifies the whole), and other dodges of the lin­

guistic game. Also, in this basement realm, there lurks the Other, the 

alternative or extraneous self that is always present, which is why 

everything the unconscious says has an alternative, an Other mean­

ing, that contradicts the apparent truth on the surface. 

By this stratagem Lacan, the surrealist Freud, can get away with his 

seemingly whimsical pronouncements about truth and falsehood. A 

contradictory unconscious may open itself to a complete miscon­

strual, and real cures are effected by absolutely fabricated "memo­

ries." Freud's treatments seemed to "flirt dangerously with magic," 

but to accuse him of shamanism, Lacan asserted, is to mistake the 

potency of speech and its entirely symbolic character. "The ambigu­

ity of the hysterical revelation of the past is due not so much to the 

vacillation of its content between the imaginary and the real, for it is 

situated in both. Nor is it because it is made up oflies. The reason is 

that it presents us with the birth of truth in speech and thereby 

brings us up against the reality of what is neither true nor false." 

Freud's treatments, Lacan said, were actually more effective when 

his interpretations were awry, because it was then possible to indoc­

trinate a patient starting from scratch. He recommended a prag­

matic "fictionalizing" of the truth, since the patient is nothing but 

what is said about him. "In this strange analytic universe, where 

there is no real reality and everything is reduced to a contractual 

interaction, all speech by definition will be active and effective-all 

speech and therefore any speech," says Mikkel Borch-Jacobsen. 

"Freud might just as well have said 'Abracadabra;' the beneficial 

effects of his speech would have been none the less evident." 
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From the point of view of art there are no concrete or abstract forms, but only 
forms which are more or less convincing lies. That those lies are necessary to our 
mental selves is beyond any doubt, as it is through them that we form our aes­
thetic view of life· -Pablo Picasso 

To try and approach truth on one side after another, not to strive or cry, nor to 
persist in pressingforward, on any one side, with violence and self-will-it is only 
thus, it seems to me, that mortals may hope to gain any vision of the mysterious 
Goddess, whom we shall never see except in outline, but only thus even in out­
line. -Matthew Arnold 
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machines and houses, clothes and furniture, paintings, 

vehicles, ingenious cuisines and creature comforts, 

codes of polite behavior, is very different from the pris­

tine wildlife park inhabited by Adam and Eve. "If nature had been 

comfortable," said Oscar Wilde, in a fairly typical dismissal of the 

idea that Eden could possibly have satisfied Victorian tastes for the 

unnatural, "mankind would never have invented architecture, and I 

prefer houses to the open air." Doing what comes naturally, saying 

what comes naturally, may no longer be adequate or fitting to what 

is increasingly a non-natural environment. The simple truth, which 

might (or might not) be sufficient to describe the world of physical 

nature but in any case cannot harm it, may be a source of disruption 

in the world of the artificial and tends to be regarded by that world 

with hostility and even fear. 

The cultural revolution known as modernism, in which Freud was 

a major voice, reflected this triumph of the artificial and shifted the 

balance between truth and falsehood. That is understandable, since, 

as in the days of other major upheavals of thought, from the Refor­

mation to the Romantic movement, it can be said, as Virginia Woolf 

203 
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famously remarked of the new climate of the arts in 19 10, "human 

character changed." 

Modernism lasted roughly from the final third of the nineteenth 

century to the middle of the twentieth. Scholars have lately tended 

to upgrade its importance, and that is a victory of sorts for the arts, 

since modernism was first and foremost a movement of artistic inno­

vation. It suggests that literature, music, and painting may be as 

potent an influence in the shaping of history as economics and pol­

itics. Modernism showed that art on its own can be a world-chang­

ing, mind-altering force. The historian Norman Cantor thinks 

modernism must now be seen as at the core rather than out on the 

margins of the structural changes that took place in the twentieth 

century. Its impact has often been underestimated, in part because it 

never acquired a political ideology of its own, though attempts were 

made in the thirties to link it to Marxism. Instead, it "produced a 

host of ambiguities and ambivalences." Nevertheless, Cantor thinks, 

modernism represents a transformation as profound as the Refor­

mation, the Enlightenment, or Romanticism. 

After the French Revolution, the term "avant-garde," originally a 

term of military strategy, came into general use, designating a new 

kind of radical politics, one which looked to the future for the com­

ing of a better society and had utopian overtones. Later, in the nine­

teenth century, the Romantics picked up the phrase and applied it 

to the arts. The inference was that in the new society, artists would 

be the leaders, in fact, well ahead of the commercial class and even of 

the scientists. Gifted with imagination, the writer or painter could 

envision a grander tomorrow, and thus help to bring it into being. 

Artists were the front-line troops, the vanguard, marching toward a 

more just and seemly, a more "poetic" civilization. A privileged elite 

would create a society without privilege, a paradox which can be 

detected in the ideology of Marx and Lenin. Buried in the notion of 

the avant-garde was the Romantic dream of the poet as prophet, as 

legislator, taken up in earnest around the middle of the Victorian 

period by a handful of cultural iconoclasts who made it their mis­

sion to wreak havoc on the formal traditions of art. 

Two kinds of avant-garde confronted each other with a hostile 
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glare. On  one side was sClence artd industry, hardheaded social 

reform, apostles of the useful artd of the gospel of material progress. 

The other side was entirely different in character. It was aesthetic to 

the core, artti-middle class, arttagonistic to modernity in the sense of 

mercantilism artd technology. The arttipathy between the artists artd 

the utilitariarts is beautifully summed up in a famous Max Beer­

bohm cartoon in which Rossetti is at work on a mural for the interi­

or of the Oxford Union, depicting a congregation of Arthuriart 

knights and immaculate ladies. Startding watching, his feet firmly on 

the floor, is BenjaminJowett, the worldly and well-connected Master 

of Balliol College. "And what were they going to do with the Grail 

when they found it, Mr. Rossetti?" is Jowett's deflationary question. 

The aesthetic mentality took a view of truth and falsehood which 

was very different from that of the Philistines the aesthetes despised. 

One of its leading figures was Walter Horatio Pater, whose Conclu­

sion to his Studies in the History of the Renaissance included the notori­

ous phrase "the love of art for art's sake," artd was hailed by Oscar 

Wilde as "the holy writ of beauty." Jowett viewed such a worldview 

with intense suspicion, artd at first regarded Pater as a pernicious 

influence at Oxford. The Conclusion was suppressed in the second 

edition of the book for fear "it might possibly mislead some of those 

young men into whose hartds it might fall." In this short essay, Pater 

declared that the value of philosophy is not to bring closure to the 

eternal quest for the artswer to it all, but "to rouse, to startle" the 

humart spirit to a life of constant and eager observation. Exactly how 

it accomplishes this task Pater does not inform us, but he is artXious 

to divert us from the futile chase after Being, the One, which "to the 

majority of acute people is after all but a zero, a mere algebraic sym­

bol for nothingness." 

Each insight or intellectual excitement is real for the moment only. 

"Not the fruit of experience, but experience itself'" is the point and 

purpose of it all. It is a waste of time trying to capture Truth as a 

thing, out there, to be trapped like a butterfly in a net. Experience, 

Pater said, is ringed round for each one of us by "that thick wall of 

personality" that is impervious to the real, so that we Cart only con­

jecture as to what is actually in the external world. "Every one of 
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those impressions is the impression of  the individual in his isolation, 

each mind keep as a solitary prisoner in its own dream of a world." 

So truth is relative to the particular prison cell we happen to occupy. 

Objects are no more substantial than impressions, flickering and 

inconsistent. What is real for us are simply images and sensations 

that coalesce and dissolve unceasingly, and even the self, that seem­

ingly coherent and enduring whole, is a "continual vanishing away." 

In Marius the Epicurean, Pater talked about the "flaw at the founda­

tion" of every philosophy of the universe, namely, the "weakness on 

the threshold of human knowledge," which enforces the subjective 

approach. Forget about absolute truth, concentrate on immediate 

experience: "burn always with this hard gemlike flame." 

Pater himself presented a striking contrast between the bold asser­

tion of the cult of beauty in his writings and the "abnormal caution, 

hesitancy, reticence" of his social demeanor. "Life is infinitely seduc­

tive," he once said, in the bachelor kingdom of his rooms at 

Brasenose College, "but books are safer, much safer." Pater lived at 

one remove from the ordinary and was famously unpractical. "He 

liked the human race, one is inclined to say," recalled Edmund Gosse 

in an obituary notice, "liked its noise and neighbourhood, if it were 

neither too loud nor too near, but his faith in it was never positive, 

nor would he trust it to read his secret thoughts." In his way, Pater 

was another Master of Suspicion. He conversed from behind a mask 

that hid all that was most precious to him. Oscar Wilde warned a 

young poet on his way to visit the great aesthete: "He never talks 

about anything that interests him. He will not breathe one golden 

word about the Renaissance. No! He will probably say something 

like this: 'So you wear cork soles in your shoes? Is that really true? 

And do you find them comfortable? How extremely interesting!' " 

Pater taught that a new "faculty for truth" must be acquired if the 

mind is to operate in a modem world of huge complexity. This fac­

ulty is decidedly an aesthetic one. Ancient thinkers, he said, tried to 

arrest objects, to fix thought and classify things by kinds or species. 

That is all well and good as long as we are dealing with the given, with 

nature, the worlds of physics and biology. It is a different matter, 

however, when it comes to a universe crowded with the products of 
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humankind's brains and imagination and genius. Such intricacy 

presents everyone, including artists, with a new kind of difficulty. 

Oscar Wilde in 1889, sixteen years after the publication of The Renais­

sance) wrote that "There is something interesting in the marked ten­

dency of modern poetry to become obscure. Many critics, writing 

with their eyes fixed on the masterpieces of past literature, have 

ascribed this tendency to wilfulness and affectation. Its origin is 

rather to be found in the complexity of the new problems, and in the 

fact that self-consciousness is not yet adequate to explain the con­

tents of the Ego." 

The realm of the man-made was expanding on a terrific scale at 

this time. England had been the leader and innovator in the Indus­

trial Revolution, and such a heads tart was the key to its prosperity 

and imperial power. Vicitorian cities were smoky and grimy, dusky 

gulags of brick and noise and sulphurous emissions that excluded 

nature altogether; the works of man shut out the works of God. 

Charles Kingsley, for example, could speak of London's picture gal­

leries, artificial substitutes for the givenness of nature, as the towns­

man's paradise of refreshment, where "his hard-won heart wanders 

out free, beyond the bleak world of stone and iron, smokey chimneys 

and roaring wheels into the world of beautiful things." Of the Victo­

rian city, ]. Hillis Miller said: "Everything is changed from its natur­

al state into something useful or meaningful to man. Everywhere the 

world mirrors back to man his own image, and nowhere can he make 

vivifying contact with what is not human. Even the fog is not a nat­

ural fog, rolling in from the sea, but is half soot and smoke." It was 

impossible to tell whether man had banished God by the creation of 

these urban monsters, or whether God had vanished, after which the 

cities were built to fill the vacancy left by his absence. 

The new sort of truth that Pater espoused, a citified variety, was 

not the truth of the given, the God-made or the natural, in the sense 

of Plato's Ideas, which were simply there, prior to human history and 

every other kind of history, eternal, unalterable, absolute. The mod­

ernist aesthetic theory said that nothing can be rightly known except 

in relation to other, "ungiven" things. A truth of this sort is always 

conditional, a truth of relations that the mind constructs-not easi-
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ly and naturally, but with intelligence and a certain amount of exer­

tion. It is unashamedly subjective, multiple, local, and relative. Pater 

had no nostalgia for a vanishing Age of Faith. "Modem thought," he 

said, "is distinguished from ancient by its cultivation of the 'relative' 

spirit in place of the absolute." Relativism became a respectable aes­

thetic doctrine and set the scene for later modernist themes, includ­

ing truth as a point of view, the narrator whose word the reader 

cannot fully trust, and obscurity as a literary device, among others. 

One feature of Pater's thought, growing out of his relativism, was 

the notion that if one must pursue truth, the quest itself may be 

preferable to actual possession. It is better to travel open-mindedly 

on that sort of journey than to arrive at a destination encumbered 

with hopelessly limited horizons. There is an echo here of Lessing's 

famous affirmation that if God held all the truth in his closed right 

hand, and in his left hand the living aspiration and impetus toward 

finding the truth, with the proviso that this lifelong chase will always 

become bogged down in error, and asked him to choose, Lessing 

would kneel respectfully in front of God's left hand and say: "Father, 

give me this. Pure truth is for Thee alone!"  Max Beerbohm's Jowett 

had a point. What, after all, would one do with the Grail, supposing 

one were to find it? 

In Plato and Platonism, Pater recommended the literary form of the 

essay rather than the philosophical treatise as the best vehicle for "a 

mind for which truth itselfis but a possibility, realizable not as a gen­

eral conclusion, but rather as the elusive effect of a particular per­

sonal experience." The non-terminating quality of the Platonic 

Dialogue, a foretaste of the "interminable" Freudian analysis, lent 

itself to this inconclusive exercise, resulting in at best "a many-sided 

but hesitant consciousness of truth." The paradox of Plato was that 

he aspired to absolute and eternal forms of knowledge, but made it 

clear throughout the give-and-take of his "theater of ideas" that 

truth depends in large part on the person who opens his mind to it. 

"The philosopher of Being," Pater wrote, referring to Plato, "or of the 

verb 'To be,' is after all afraid of saying 'It is.' " 

At times Pater gives the impression that he is bored with the whole 

question of truth as defined in traditional philosophy. That was a 
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trademark attitude of many modernists toward the culture they had 

inherited. Boredom was the secret vice ofVictorian England, the con­

tagious disease, according to Matthew Arnold, of modern societies 

in general. Ruskin attributed the breakdown of faith to a condition 

of "jaded intellect." Pater himself spoke of "that inexhaustible dis­

content, languor and homesickness, that endless regret, the chords 

of which ring all through our modern literature." 

Ennui, which Baudelaire identified as the "great modem mon­

ster," fed the creative engines of modernism. Oscar Wilde taunted 

Victorian society for its growing boredom, exacerbated by the 

"tedious and improving conversations of those who have neither the 

wit to exaggerate nor the genius to romance." In an essay of 1860, 

"The Painter of Modern Life," Baudelaire celebrated the new in art 

for the sake of its newness, as opposed to the "boring" realism of the 

academy. Life by itself, the "given," unmodified by the mind of the 

artist, was stultifying and uninteresting. 

The classic statement of that creed was an observation by Henry 

James, who spoke of "clumsy Life again at her stupid work." He 

might just as well have spoken of "boring Truth again at its lifeless 

work." The occasion was as follows. James was seated next to a 

woman at a Christmas Eve dinner party. The woman made a chance 

remark, "a mere floating particle in the stream of talk," which set his 

novelist's imagination off on a flight that eventually resulted in a fic­

tion, The Spoils ofPoynton. The woman "spoke of such an odd matter 

as that a good lady in the north, always well looked on, was at dag­

gers drawn with her only son, ever hitherto exemplary, over the own­

ership of a fine old house accruing to the young man by his father's 

death." Her entire communication was no more than ten words in 

all. But in this little "speck of truth," James recognized the germ of 

his story. At that juncture, the last thing he wished to hear was the 

lady proceed to narrate the rest of the actual chain of events. That 

would severely offend his novelist's sensibility. When she started up 

again,James recognized the inarticulate meandering of actuality, of 

tiresome life. He was concerned with art, not with life, and these were 

very different commodities. What is more, their "truths" were 

incompatible. At the first step beyond the little particle that art could 
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use, "life persistently blunders and deviates, loses herself in  the sand. 

The reason is of course that life has no direct sense whatever for the 

subject and is capable, luckily for us, of nothing but splendid waste." 

Fighting off the listlessness induced by clumsy Life could mean 

making a work of art as different as possible from it. In literature, 

words need not be a passage to actuality. It was a core belief of mod­

ernism that the attunement between the order of the mind and the 

order inherent in social structures, traditions, and conventions, 

which are to the individual what the " environment" is to a species in 

Darwin's theory, had been ruptured, possibly beyond repair. Adjust­

ing to this new, discordant state of affairs calls for strategies far 

removed from the old, straightforward codes of transparency and 

directness. Thomas Mann, for part of his career a modernist experi­

menter, depicts this dislocation in his novel Doctor Faustus, a remi­

niscence of one Adrian Leverkuhn, written by Serenus Zeitblom, a 

scholar and humanist. Adrian, a theologian turned composer, who 

bears some resemblance to Nietzsche, is haunted by the realization 

that the musical tradition which sustained so many great artists of 

the past has been worked to death. The artist must break free of that 

tradition, but to do so requires "ingenuities not thought of in heav­

en." 

Adrian symbolically enters into a pact with the devil, who arrives 

in the form of a mentally heightening but physically wasting disease. 

He sells his soul for two dozen years of musical genius. He writes 

masterpieces "instilled with the poison of the angel from the deep." 

In a dreamlike scene, a bow-tied, nasal-voiced Lucifer, suave but "not 

a gentleman," tells Adrian that composing has become too difficult, 

in fact, "devilishly" difficult. It does not go along with sincerity any 

more. Adrian proposes that there might be a "spontaneous harmo­

ny between a man's own needs and the moment, the possibility of 

'rightness,' of a natural harmony, out of which one might create 

without a thought or any compulsion." Lucifer, perched on a horse­

hair sofa, a pair of horn-rimmed spectacles on his hooked nose, goes 

off into a spasm of cynical laughter. Music, by conforming her spe­

cific concerns to the ruling conventions, is part of a "highbrow swin­

dle." It is all up with the "once bindinglyvalid conventions." For four 
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hundred years the high works of musical genius were based on the 

idea that there is a natural congruity of the rules of tonality with the 

psychological makeup of the listener, that a unity exists between 

the formal elements of musical composition, the "conventional uni­

versal law," and the necessaty logic of the mind. The "law" no longer 

recognizes itself in the mirror of human inwardness, and the human 

heart no longer feels that any general order of things can be valid. 

A theme of Mann's very rich, very disturbing Doctor Faustus is that 

in the Age of Modernism, the Age of Suspicion, att has become too 

difficult, and that is something to worry about, because we cannot 

separate matters of art from matters of truth, and of the value of 

truth in a culture whose art puts truth in question. The critic Erich 

Heller thinks the chief difference between Mann's treatment of the 

Faust legend and that of Goethe is its concern with the breakdown 

of attunement between mind and world. Goethe's Faust is protected 

from the schemes of Mephistopheles to lure him into Hell as long as 

he persists in striving for knowledge, for the truth. He "needs no sav­

ior, because he is safe in the preestablished hatmony between the 

intellectual, moral and aesthetic aspirations of man and the real 

nature of things." In the case of Adrian Leverkuhn, however, there is 

no such safety net. The relation between the soul and the world it 

inhabits is not a harmony, not a guide to truth, but inane, meaning­

less. Dissonance is sublime, tonality belongs to the domain of Hell. 

Lucifer is a modernist figure who holds truth, truth for its own sake, 

in low esteem and champions the life-enhancing power of the 

stratetically chosen falsehood. "What uplifts you, what increases 

your feeling of power and might and domination, damn it," he tells 

his purchased victim, "that is the truth-and whether ten times a lie 

when looked at from the moral angle. This is what I think: that an 

untruth of a kind that enhances power holds its own against an inef­

fectively virtuous truth." 

Modernism came at the question of truth and falsehood from a 

peculiat angle, owing to certain of its basic tenets, which were in 

shatp antagonism to those of its eatly and mid-Victorian predeces­

sors. The Victorians in general believed that truth had a history. They 

were powerfully influenced by the triumphs of evolutionary theory 
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and the historical method. The key to understanding anything, nat­

ural or artificial, was to investigate its past, its origins. Nineteenth­

century philosophy was dominated by Hegel, who took history with 

exceptional seriousness and regarded human nature as something 

that altered from one age to the next. Hegelian history is the evolu­

tion of the consciousness of freedom, and therefore of huge impor­

tance. "Truth" is a quarry we hunt over time, a continual testing of a 

timeless universal idea against a particular instance that occurs at a 

specific moment in time, setting up a certain rivalry between the two, 

then reconciling them to produce a new concept which is truer than 

the original one. 

All that was anathema to modernism. Truth-finding became ana­

lytical, not historical. A modernist would not try to fit anything into 

a sequence stretching from the past into the future; instead, he 

would examine the thing itself, what it is here and now, never mind 

where it came from or where it may be going. Self-sufficiency enters 

as a theme and a guide to meaning that would have large repercus­

sions in twentieth-century thought. 

Analytic philosophy is quintessentially modernist, enjoying a 

revival at the turn of the century. It resisted all "top-down" ideolo­

gies such as idealism. In the early stages of the anti-idealist reaction 

led at Cambridge by G. E. Moore and Bertrand Russell, the world was 

thought of as consisting of simple propositions related in simple 

ways, each one independent of and isolated from all the others. 

Being simple, each bit of reality was knowable and each proposition 

must be either true or false. The notion of absolute truth, a bedrock 

axiom of analytical philosophy, was taken over from the old-hat ide­

alists, but in an entirely different form. The rules oflogic made truth 

an absolute concept. We cannot say of something that it is a little bit 

true or partly false, or truer than something else. It cannot be more 

or less true. Russell was especially adamant on this point: a single 

proposition had the status of the absolute that Hegel said could only 

be the pinnacle of a process of reconciling opposites. 

Part and parcel of Russell's system of "logical atomism," inspired 

by the philosophy of Leibniz, was the correspondence theory of 

truth. The simple elements out of which knowledge of the world is 
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made up are based on encounters with the actual world we inhabit. 

They are validated by matching them up with observation. There is 

a one-to-one correspondence of sentences with reality, and it is this 

conformity that shows the sentences to be true. There is no wobble 

or looseness in the fit, and that is thanks to the fact that a sentence 

is an autonomous, self-sufficient entity with a clear boundary, not 

open to question, as it might be if it were entangled with other sen­

tences. By virtue of that stable agreement, logic becomes a key to the 

structure of the "real" world. Analyze logical form correctly and you 

accomplish what metaphysicians had groped their way toward for 

thousands of years: an insight into the true nature of the universe. 

For this task, clarity, precision, simplicity are essential. 

Predictably, the modernist tendency to isolate truth from history, 

and to deal with knowledge in simple, separate units, helped to ele­

vate the intellectual or aesthetic element over mere physical reality, 

and to sever connections between the two. Art became intensely arti­

ficial, and artists strove to make their work as different as possible 

from anything to which its content might allude. Truth was internal 

to the work, not a correspondence with anything external to it. In a 

poem, words were not a passage to actuality. Paintings did not por­

tray nature. Some modernists wrote of nature as if it were an inert 

material of the sort one might purchase at a butcher's shop to be 

taken home and sliced up for conversion into an aesthetically pleas­

ing form. "A Picasso studies an object the way a surgeon dissects a 

corpse," said the poet Guillaume Apollinaire. Cubist art drew its 

inspiration from a dead nature: the man-made became more ani­

mate than the God-given. Critics talk about modernist "cruelty" and 

"barbarism," a sort of reckless exuberance in the discovery of forms 

that disrupt normal expectations. There is a sense of overmastering 

the natural, an operating-theater vandalism "which mocks the 

humanist fetish of the unified body. The avant garde rejection of 

mimesis is now clearly linked with a dismemberment of the body 

and its translation into inorganic form as a prerequisite of , original' 

aesthetic perception." This was the aesthetic counterpart of the 

denaturing inclinations of the modernist logicians. 

As a result, such creations ceased to harmonize with anything out-
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side thernselves that rnight guarantee their truth. They rnust be 

understood exclusively on their own terrns. W. H. Auden, for exarn­

pIe, was adamant that a poern is not prirnarily "about" anything but 

the words that cornpose it. Painting was also about itself. It was rad­

ically autonornous. "Yours is a hellish craft," the painter Degas, who 

also wrote verse, once rernarked to the poet Mallarrne. "I can't rnan­

age to say what I want, yet I'rn full of ideas." To which Mallarrne 

replied: "My dear Degas, one does not rnake poetry with ideas, but 

with words." In the sarne vein, Auden defined a prornising poet, not 

as sorneone who has irnportant things to say, but as a person who 

likes "hanging around words listening to what they say." 

Cubisrn was celebrated as a new forrn of art which no longer irni­

tated nature and which, "like a flarne, has the sublirne and incon­

testable truth of its own light." Just as each god creates in his own 

irnage, so does each painter. In 1913 Apollinaire, one of the fire­

brands of the rnodernist revolution in the arts and a close friend of 

Picasso's, laid it down as law that art spurns resernblance and sacri­

fices everything to a new sort of truth. Henceforth, painting is to be 

like rnusic, which does not refer to anything outside itself, but is 

cornplete, sheer, needing no external world to describe or rnirror. It 

would concentrate exclusively on creating "harrnony with unequal 

lights." 

Writing ten years later, Picasso, displaying the anti-historical bent 

of rnodernisrn, ridiculed the idea that art evolves, as if it were a 

species in a Darwinian universe. In art there is no past or future, no 

advance toward an unknown "truth" or ideal of painting. Sornewhat 

in the rnanner of T. H. Huxley declaring an antagonisrn between 

ethics and nature, Picasso stressed the profoundly anti-natural char­

acter of painting. Nature and art are two quite different things; 

through art, an artist expresses his idea of what nature is not. And if 

nature is truth, art is sornething else entirely. Picasso stated this as 

an article of belief: "We all know that art is not truth. Art is a lie that 

makes us realize the truth, at least the truth that is given us to under­

stand. The artist must know the manner whereby to convince others 

of the truthfulness of his lies." Both Picasso and Apollinaire sub­

scribed to the Nietzschean dogma that God is dead, which meant the 



�ttg. $ininl1 1Jrs 2 1 5  

artist had a duty to affirm his role as a "microcosm of the universe," 

and rescue the known world for art. It was said that Apollinaire was 

dedicated to the task of becoming "a sort of illegitimate Christ sav­

ing the world through the Verb." 

It is through the lies of art that we form an aesthetic view of life. 

That was the faith of Picasso and of many like him. And it is the aes­

thetic that becomes an absolute in the modernist universe. Art edges 

out metaphysics, religion, history. Andre Malraux talked about art 

museums as sacred shrines, holy temples, the only ones left in the 

modern age. "Though this art is not a god, but an absolute," he said, 

"it has, like a god, its fanatics and martyrs and is far from being an 

abstraction." Artists have this supreme status because they do not 

represent the visible world, but try to create a totally different world 

for their personal use. 

Modernist literature's famous preoccupation with lies and liars 

was a side effect of its refusal to make its own truths easily accessible 

to a public whose taste and intelligence it did not respect. Like Pater 

discoursing on the virtues of cork soles to avoid talking about things 

close to his soul, writers in the Age of Suspicion did not trust their 

readers, who in turn were not inclined to take what an author wrote 

at face value, but were always sniffing about for concealed meanings 

and ulterior motives. The Victorians were apt to think that the real­

istic depiction of nature and life brought art close to "the truth," 

whereas the modernists agreed with Arthur Symons, who said: "I 

affirm that it is not natural to be what is called 'natural' any longer." 

By that he meant an artist should not succumb artlessly to the 

impulse to blurt everything out, sharing his secrets with the com­

mon herd. 

There is detectable in certain modernist authors a suspicion of all 

earnest chasers after truth, and of truth itself as some kind ofblun­

dering, heavy-footed enemy of art and privacy. Joseph Conrad noted 

how "bizarre" it is that secrecy should play such a large part in the 

comfort and safety of people's lives. For that sort of reason, the crit­

ic Allon White argues, modernist authors such as Contad, George 

Meredith, Henry James, were "fascinated by liars. They persistently 

return to explore situations in which people are forced to lie to 
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defend themselves or  to defend others. Their lies are rarely malicious 

or calumniating; they are defensive, often so vague or subtle that 

their relation to the truth is hopelessly perplexed. Lies are as old as 

the fictions to which they have been assimilated, but in late nine­

teenth century fiction lies and liars focus some complex issues oflit­

erary obscurity. Lies took on a special significance in a period when 

it was often felt that neither culture nor individual expression could 

be entirely sincere." 

There was a sense that if society is held together and kept up as a 

going concern by artificially created deceptions, truth-telling may be 

terribly disruptive, irresponsible in the extreme. In Conrad's novel 

The Nigger of the Narcissus, able seaman Jimmy Wait, aboard a vessel 

sailing from Bombay to London, falls sick. He is dying, and his death 

would lead to chaos on the ship. So he pretends to be malingering, 

acting out a lie and hiding a secret that might have enabled the trou­

blemaker Donkin to incite a mutiny among the crew. Wait stands by 

his falsehood even when it is public knowledge that he is lying, and 

by his steadfast loyalty to it emerges as a sort of hero who saves his 

ship from anarchy by refusing to take the ruinous path into truth­

fulness. Lying, secrecy, equivocation are prominent in Conrad's sto­

ries, due in part to the fact that culture and civilization are insecure, 

yet their very artificiality is necessary to preserve the decencies of 

everyday life. 

Freud, Conrad's contemporary, sounded the same theme in Civi­

liwtion and Its Discontents. It was not only religion that was losing its 

authority. The whole tradition of philosophy as an exploration of 

truth was fraying and growing irrelevant for ordinary human pur­

poses. Ian Watt theorizes that Conrad's Heart of Darkness, published 

in 1902, is in part an expansion of this idea. Marlow, the narrator of 

the story, traveling in Africa for a trading company, hears of a Mr. 

Kurtz, a successful agent of the firm, dealing in ivory. He undertakes 

a two-month journey on a rickety steamboat to find this man cele­

brated for his exceptional abilities and mysterious power over the 

natives. Arriving, Marlow is horrified to discover that Kurtz has 

descended to a subhuman level of degradation, indulging in barbar­

ic cruelty and ritual sacrifice to enforce his hold over the local peo-
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pie. His hut is surrounded with the evidence of his crimes: a row of 

severed heads on stakes. 

Marlow tries to rescue Kurtz from his blood-spattered king­

dom, but Kurtz, who has up to that moment spoken chiefly in plat­

itudes about his life, dies with these words of truth on his lips: "The 

horror! The horror!" 

At one stage in the novel, Marlow states that "I hate, detest and 

cannot tell a lie, not because I am straighter than the rest of us, but 

simply because it appals me. There is a taint of death, a flavor of mor­

tality in lies-which is exactly what I hate and detest in the world." 

Yet he tells a number oflies in the course of his adventures. He exag­

gerates his influence in order to obtain needed rivets to repair the 

cranky steamboat that was to rescue Kurtz. He deceives by with­

holding the truth about Kurtz, and flatters him insincerely as a ruse 

to lure him to return to the company station. Arriving in Europe, 

Marlow destroys the single honest opinion scrawled by Kurtz on a 

report he drafted about the proper treatment of natives: "Extermi­

nate all the brutes !" And he dissembles while visiting Kurtz's fiancee, 

making no response when the girl utters glowing commendations of 

her deceased intended. Asked what were Kurtz's last words, Marlow 

lies that he expired speaking her name. 

These fabrications, contrary to centuries of philosophical cogita­

tion about the value of truth-telling, are actually presented as forms 

of self-restraint, and self-restraint is a trait which separates humans 

from the rest of nature. T. H. Huxley, Darwin-intoxicated as he was, 

regarded it as an important, deep mystery. "In the perspective of intel­

lectual history," writes Conrad's biographer, Ian Watt, Marlow's 

"whole series of deceptions, equivocations and silences can be regard­

ed as part of a general trend towards the abandonment of the idea 

that the truths of philosophy could be applied to any of the practical 

problems of life." It is not the seemingly sturdy ideals of truth and 

goodness that maintain society, but the much flimsier facade of civi­

lization and the deceitful character of our day-to-day attitudes and 

disposition. Raw nature, the wild ocean and the untamed jungle, are 

for Conrad more likely to outlast these makeshift illusions, "includ­

ing, perhaps, the illusion of humanity's necessary survival." 
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I t  i s  because people in the normal course of affairs habitually lie 

to themselves that the rare individual who sees the world clearly, but 

also understands the insecurities of those who do not, is unable to 

bring himself to demolish their fantasies. In the case of women, crea­

tures Marlow believes are out of touch with the truth and live in a 

make-believe world of their own, must-simply must-be allowed to 

continue in it. If their dream bubble bursts, the grittier and uglier 

world of the male might also be impaired. That, Conrad makes Mar­

low say in the original manuscript of the novel, "is a monster-truth 

with many maws to whom we've got to throw every year-or every 

day-no matter-no sacrifice is too great -a ransom of pretty, shining 

lies." 

Just as the characters in the early modernist novel face the dis­

comforting realization that being "sincere" leaves them open to the 

destructive intrusions and betrayals of other people, so the authors 

use various literary devices to avoid making themselves transparent 

to the reading public. Obscurity was one such device, creating a wall 

of difficulty and hindrance for the common reader to overcome, 

denying access to the multitude. And obscurity has a family resem­

blance to secrecy, which in turn is a blood relative of untruth. T. S. 

Eliot, speaking for the modernist sensibility, observed that "it 

appears likely that poets in our civilization, as it exists at present, 

must be difficult." The poet must be more allusive, more indirect than 

his nineteenth-century predecessors, "in order to force, to dislocate 

if necessary, language into his meaning." In language not at all indi­

rect, Henry James confessed that difficulty was the only thing, at bot­

tom, that interested him. "I hate American simplicity," he wrote. "I 

glory in the piling up of complications of every sort. If I could pro­

nounce the name of James in any different or more elaborate way I 

should be in favor of doing so." 

Modernism refused to accept the realities that history provides or 

nature offers. It insisted on a new Genesis and a new knowledge of 

good and evil. Transparency would have meant acknowledging that 

truth is simple, public, natural, and it is none of those things. "Man," 

said Jean-Paul Sartre, the modernist philosopher of the ubiquity of 

self-deception, "is the being whose plan it is to become God." God-
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like, he creates from nothing. What is more, it is not possible to know 

him entirely from his works. His works resist full disclosure. This is 

a reversal of the famous doctrine of Vi co in the eighteenth century, 

who said we can understand completely only what is made by human 

minds and hands, not what is given by the extrahuman. We know art, 

said Vico. As for nature, it must remain in part a mystery. 

The obscurity of modernist literature is different, a new kind of 

non-illumination that cannot be illumined by close analysis of sen­

tence structure, by looking up unfamiliar words in a dictionary or 

reading up on the cultural context of an author's life. "The obscuri­

ty of modernism," says Allon White, "is not susceptible to simple 

decoding. It is usually not a matter of information suppressed or 

omitted which the critic can patiently recover. It is rather that, 

despite a remarkable diversity of intent and effect, modernist diffi­

culty signifies in and by the very fact of offering resistance." In other 

words, inaccessibility in itself acquires a meaning. It does not hide a 

clear, distinct message which in principle could be retrieved. Obscu­

rity is the message. Things that cannot be said are of higher signifi­

cance than the things that are spoken. One example is the letter that 

is burned unread and the letter that is never opened-both of which 

contain information crucial to the ending of the story-in Henry 

james's novel The Wings of the Dove. James refuses to communicate 

what the ordinary reader most desperately wants to know, for the 

very modernist reason that goodness is no longer linked to open­

ness, plains peaking, full disclosure, all the Cartesian virtues of a clear 

consciousness and a limpid mind, but to secrecy, the fog banks of 

opacity, the closed door, the sealed envelope. "Innocence in the late 

James is not granted by simplicity of utterance, but by an almost 

impenetrable reticulation of surface which envelops that which is 

desired and feared." Obscurity of information betokens purity; the 

overt delivery of it, the unbridled transmission of truth, heralds vul­

garity, perhaps some kind of moral peril. 
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LAnguage is the main instrument of man's refosal to accept the world as it is. 
-George Steiner 

O D E R N I S T S  E N C O U R A G E D  T H E  P R O V O ­

cative idea that the artificial is a source of truths that are 

more nourishing, more sustaining and interesting than 

the truths of the natural, and that the two are incom­

mensurable. And after modernism was over, there arose a tendency 

of intellectual fashion, leaning to a certain Wildean taste for the 

paradoxical and perverse, to take this to extremes and tum upside 

down orders of precedence long accepted as obvious. It would hard­

ly occur to the ordinary person to doubt that the natural, the simple, 

and the primitive are basic, while the artificial, the mature, and the 

complex are late arrivals superimposed on them. To a significant 

number of thinkers, however, these priorities are back to front. The 

latter so predominate over the former as to claim a sort of aboriginal 

status. Briefly expressed, these reversals of the normal order of things 

include the following: 

. Culture is prior to nature, since nature is an invention of culture, 

and a relatively recent one at that . 
. Society precedes the individual, and by a long chalk. The concept 

of the unique self materialized only in the seventeenth century, 

220 
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when the bourgeois belief i n  individualism was i n  the ascendant. 

· Meaning edges out truth, which is a metaphysical notion. Truth 

dissolves in the acids of a philosophy that puts culture and lan­

guage first. Truth can no longer be defined as a correspondence 

between the world of signs and the world of things. 

· We do not have a thought first, and then express it in the form of 

connected speech or text. Instead, thoughts do not and cannot 

exist without language, which brings them into being. 

· The whole of language takes precedence over a single actual sen­

tence, spoken or on the printed page. Writing is more faithful to 

the true nature of language than speaking. 

· Man-made constraints and taboos inherent in the structure of 

society are more basic than "natural" liberties we assume existed 

prior to civilization, but which in fact are an illusion produced by 

the constraints themselves. 

· It would be more accurate to say that language and social mean­

ings make us, rather than that we make them. They are ultimate 

realities, necessary and unavoidable, a present-day version of the 

remorseless Fates of the Greek tragedies. 

Oscar Wilde had announced some of these heresies in the early 

days of modernism, only more elegantly and with his tongue at least 

partly in his cheek: "The whole ofJapan is a pure invention. There is 

no such country." They flourished in an atmosphere where language 

not only became the focus, even the obsession, of philosophers, but 

was granted almost total independence, a priestly autonomy from 

everything that lay outside its domain. This privileging and isolating 

of the word, the word closing in on itself, was carried to such 

extremes that the scholar Richard Harland could say: "Language, I 

suggest, is important not because it ties onto objects and states of 

affairs, but because it disengages from them. We don't need language 

in order to know actuality but in order to conceive of possibility." 

More or less the same could be said of falsehood, as we have seen time 

and time again in our overview of thought from Kant onward. It is a 

theme that will not go away. 

The theorist who set the scene for this sort of contrariness was the 
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Swiss Ferdinand de Saussure, whose Course in General Linguistics, pub­

lished in 1916, showed that no matter what common sense or schol­

arship might say, there is no direct correspondence of language to 

the world. Instead, language is a network of signs, in which a partic­

ular sign has meaning only by virtue of its difference from other signs. 

Outside this network, the "real" world acquires meaning insofar as 

language as a whole throws significance onto it. There is a certain 

haughty aloofness, a standoffishness and cultish condescension, on 

the part of the linguistic system. Words do not refer to anything in 

the realm beyond their territory. According to this view, truth is not 

discovered; it is produced by differences between signs. It is a proper­

ty of language, not of the world. A statement "is true when it con­

forms to certain norms that govern what a particular way of writing 

takes to be true." 

Saussure's provocative snipping of the umbilical cord between 

words and the world undercut the traditional view that literature is 

unique because it does not deal in facts, and therefore cannot be 

accused of lying. Nonfiction, on the other hand, is supposed to 

describe what "really" happened and is held accountable for its accu­

racy. But how can this commonsense definition offactual writing be 

accepted iflanguage does not correspond to the real? "Suddenly, all 

forms of writing were revealed as being distant from the real world, 

and as linguistically embedded, as literature had been thought to 

be." 

The Saussurian revolution shared with modernism an anti­

historical bent. It did not bother itself with the evolution and devel­

opment oflanguage, but only with its structural properties here and 

now, just as they are. All that comes within its purview is a finite 

number of constituents, which are manipulated according to a finite 

list of rules. As in a game of chess, it matters not in the least who 

invented the game, how it has altered during the course of its histo­

ry, what material the pieces are made of, or what they symbolize. You 

just play chess by moving the pieces about according to the existing 

rules. No object that sits on the board, nothing that happens on the 

board, has any "correspondence" to anything in the world outside it. 

What matters is just that a particular chess piece is different from 
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other pieces, either in shape o r  position. An d  these differences are 

purely conventional. Difference, not identity, is the producer of 

meamng. 

Later, there was to be a tortuous political interpretation put on 

Saussure's theory. Marxists in the overheated political atmosphere 

of France in the 1960s decided that Saussure's description of the lin­

guistic sign as made up of two parts-the "signified," a mental con­

cept, and the "signifier," the material mark or spoken sound-could 

be used to reinstate the importance of the material conditions and 

actual economic constraints that ruled the lives of ordinary people, 

as opposed to the dreamy idealism of the bourgeois, which relegat­

ed such gritty actualities to secondary status. The "liberation of the 

signifier" became a summons to the ideological barricades. Jacques 

Lacan saw the unconscious as a place where signifiers slide about, 

making meaning not by reference to anything in a person's con­

scious life, but by the position of a sign in the signitying chain. 

The campaign to free the signifier had ominous implications for 

traditional ideas of truth and falsehood. According to George Stein­

er, the problem of the nature of truth entered a new phase in the 

modernist period, thanks in large part to the virtually uprecedented 

emphasis on language. There was a shift from an outward-looking 

concept of truth as something independent of personal intuition, 

but immediately accessible to the mind and to the will, to an inward­

looking sort of truth as no more than a feature of logical form and 

oflanguage. 

There are three standard theories of truth: truth as pragmatic, as 

coherence, and as correspondence. The pragmatic theory, an inven­

tion of nineteenth-century American philosophy, to which a major 

contribution was made by Henry James's brother William, defines 

truth in terms of what it is useful for a person to believe, and being 

useful, an instrument of action. John Dewey, partly under the influ­

ence of William James, jettisoned his earlier belief that we actualize 

ourselves by tracing the outlines of an ideal, universal self, and went 

Darwinian, went biological, arguing that the mind is a product of a 

struggle by the human species to make a proper adjustment to the 

environment, so that its chief function is practical; it is meant to 
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solve problems and act, not merely contemplate or  indulge in 

dreams. James and Dewey both believed that the truth of an idea can 

only be shown by putting that idea to work in practice, and noticing 

what sort of results it obtains. It is results, not prior criteria, that 

determine truth. "If they succeed in their office they are reliable, 

sound, valid, good, true," Dewey wrote. "By their fruits shall ye know 

them. That which guides us truly is true-demonstrated capacity for 

such guidance is precisely what is meant by truth." 

In the pragmatic theory there is a distinct inward bias, an empha­

sis on the utility of truth to us as believers. This smacks of relativism, 

since what is useful for me may be useless to you, and vice versa. Here 

the individual mind does not exactly "make" truth, but it certainly is 

not a detached observer. Pragmatism implies that truth, so defined, 

matters. It has value in a person's life. We note that Dewey equates 

truth with goodness, a throwback to the Greeks. 

The coherence theory of truth, by contrast, defines a true state­

ment as one that harmonizes with a consistent set of already exist­

ing beliefs. Whereas the correspondence theory, which bears the 

stigma of being compatible with ordinary common sense, says a 

proposition is true when it corresponds to facts or to the world, the 

coherence theory, held by such thinkers as Fichte and Hegel but jilt­

ed by Dewey in his Darwinian swerve in the 1890s, suggests that 

truth is strongly dependent on the mind, on a crucial relation 

between established beliefs and new knowledge. In the view of many, 

this falls afoul of the famous theorem of Kurt Godel, published in 

1931, which says that no system above a certain minimal level of 

complication can prove its own consistency without recourse to 

rules that lie outside its borders. 

It was in the spirit of analytic philosophy that truth came to be 

seen, not as a connection between words and things, but between 

words and words. It was a rock-bottom axiom of the analytics that 

truth and falsity play an essential role in the meaning of any state­

ment. But, in George Steiner's view, this tilted the balance too far in 

one direction. A theory of truth must also be able to deal just as effec­

tively with falsehood. "None of the accounts of truth given by mod­

ern linguistic philosophy seems to me to fulfil this requirement," 
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Steiner said. "Yet I believe that the question of the nature and histo­

ry offalsity is of crucial importance to an understanding oflanguage 

and of culture. Falsity is not, except in the most formal or internally 

systematic sense, a mere miscorrespondence with a fact. It is itself an 

active, creative agency. The human capacity to lie, to negate what is 

the case, stands at the heart of speech and of the reciprocities 

between words and the world." 

This very modernist sentiment is diametrically opposed to that of 

the nineteenth-century colossus, Hegel, who was adamant that truth 

is primary, sovereign, and independent. Truth is the measure of 

things, including those things that are false. Untruth, lies, and error 

are not competitors or rivals for the crown, posing a danger to truth; 

they have no legitimate status with which to claim such a prize. 

The new discoveries made in the past half century about the roots 

of syntax, how it works in the mind and on the page, have helped to 

disconnect language from its various anchors outside syntax, includ­

ing the anchor of truthful intention. Language has lost any close 

coexistence with logic, where propositions are either true or false and 

it matters extremely which is which. The logical positivists, who 

aimed to detoxify philosophy by ridding it of metaphysics and any­

thing that smacked of metaphysics, and decided that the meaning of 

a sentence was the procedure for showing it to be true, naturally took 

more intetest in truth than in meaning. They wanted to be scientif­

ic, and meaning belongs more to psychology and literature than to 

science. Ordinary language was the wrong instrument for their pur­

poses; it functions more as a vehicle of meaning than as a guarantor 

of truth. There is too large an element of the private and the person­

al, of the idiosyncratic, about it, whereas the criterion of science since 

the seventeenth century has been that it be public, impetsonal, 

shared. 

The philosopher Karl Popper, from his youth intent on marking a 

clear difference between science and nonscience, went to some pains 

to make a new kind of distinction between meaning and truth. As a 

very young man living in Vienna in the 1920s, Popper became a 

Marxist, only to suffer a bitter disillusionment at the age of seven­

teen, when he watched unarmed young Socialist demonstrators 
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being shot to  death by police. The demonstration had been instigat­

ed by the Communists. The experience jolted him into realizing he 

had accepted a complex doctrine like Marxism uncritically, as a "sci­

ence," whereas it was more like Freudian psychoanalysis. It claimed 

a privileged access to truth, but in fact was nonrational in the sense 

that any new fact could always be made to confirm the theory but no 

fact could ever disprove it. It was immunized against criticism. Pop­

per decided that science is different from nonscience chiefly in its 

openness to refutation, to falsification, to devastating criticism. Sci­

ence has a defective immune system. And part of the strength of a 

scientific theory is to rule out, to exclude, rather than to incorporate. 

The more a theory prohibits, the more it tells us. 

Popper went a long step beyond Cartesian dualism by introducing 

not two, but three distinct "worlds" of knowledge, each with its own 

special attributes. 

World One is the universe of physical objects and states, of nature 

in the traditional sense of the word. 

World Two is reserved for mental states and dispositions to act. It 

includes everything that goes on inside the human head. 

World Three consists of those products of thought that are pub­

lic, out in the open for all to discuss, to argue about, ridicule, or crit­

icize: theories, conjectures, texts, poems, scriptures. World Three has 

much in common with Plato's supernatural realm ofIdeas and with 

Hegel's Objective Spirit, but also is unlike them in important ways. 

It has a large degree of autonomy. If a global cataclysm wiped out all 

machines and tools, together with our memory of how to make and 

use them, yet spared all the books in all libraries, we would eventu­

ally be able to get civilization back on track. If libraries were demol­

ished, however, it might take thousands of years to recover. 

Knowledge in World Three is knowledge without a knower. Pop­

per presents us with an anti-psychological thesis: we can learn more 

about how the contents of World Three are produced by studying 

the products themselves than by examining the mind of the person 

who made them. That is a novel approach. It starts back to front, 

with effects rather than causes. Products are prior to the producer. 

World Two is the home of common sense, and for that reason is 
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not free of bias and slanted perspectives. Its contents are personal 

and subjective: ideas, expectations, stereotypes, presuppositions 

which can and do distort and prejudice the mind. Common sense 

may put blinkers on our judgments. World Three's role is to tear off 

the blinkers and subject skewed opinions to merciless scrutiny. That 

explains why scientists are sometimes so cauterizingly rude to each 

other when a new theory is under discussion. 

The contents of World Three are human inventions, the "made" 

rather than the given, which modernists sometimes treated as 

extrahuman, as if they were given. It is as if explorers were groping 

their way around a new continent without the help of maps, not 

knowing what to expect until they arrive at their destination. The 

number system, for instance, may be a mathematical artifact, but 

that does not mean we know all there is to know about it. Seeming­

ly simple questions about the nature of numbers may present night­

marish difficulties. The innocent-looking conjecture that every even 

number is the sum of two prime numbers is in fact so disingenuous 

as to stump the best efforts of mathematicians for centuries. Logic 

also, once regarded as a tamed and settled province, turned out to 

harbor monsters, in the form of strange and deadly paradoxes. The 

difference between World Two and World Three in this respect is 

that World Three thrives and prospers on such exigencies, whereas 

in World Two the mind tends to look for evidence that will confirm 

its partialities rather than for unsettling new facts that are likely to 

disconcert them. 

A core property of World Two-and here our central theme enters 

again like a leitmotif-is that it prefers meanings to truths. It is at 

home with interpretation, conjecture, opinion, belief. All these, in 

Popper's words, are "nets in which we try to catch the real world." 

What the mind catches in its nets is a seriously slanted version of 

reality; but the alternative, the fully open mind of World Three, 

would not be able to catch reality at all. Without the meanings, with­

out conjectures and interpretations, it would not even know where 

to begin. 

Language, as it emerges from the penetrating and subtle probings 

of twentieth-century thinkers, is likewise multidimensional. And it, 
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too, has its private and public mien. In  the theory of  Sa  us sure, a word 

has no definite import on its own, but only in relation to other words 

which might have been chosen instead, but were not. A word may be 

surrounded by a ghostly cloud of related words in a sort of vertical 

formation: 

MUSCLE 

RUSTLE 

TASSLE 

HASSLE 

WRESTLE 

SETTLE 

METAL 

M ENTAL 

SENTINEL 

This may look like a simple game of word association, one word 

triggering others in the subterranean world of the Freudian uncon­

scious. But the connections are not primarily mental. The situation 

is more like a game of chess, where a single, specific move logically 

implies all the other legitimate moves that could have been played, 

but were ruled out by the choice of a unique strategy. The entire sys­

tem of chess lurks behind a decision, say, to move a pawn one square 

forward. And the system itself exists independently of the thoughts 

and desires of the player. 

Yet, there is a certain private, individualistic quality to these verti­

cal linkages that never allow one word to stand on its own. No two 

human beings share exactly the same context in which a word is 

embedded. "There are no facsimiles, no twin psyches," as George 

Steiner put it. In French, for example, there exists a vertical chord of 

associations which no one acquiring the language from outside, in a 

classroom, will ever fully master. 

Another kind of linkage is horizontal. A word is followed by 

another word, and that word by another in a sequence that is orga­

nized in terms of syntax, not association. And syntax is preeminent­

ly a public, shared system of connections, the established rules of the 

game oflanguage. In this case there are facsimiles: everyone in a lin­

guistic community plays by the same rules. The theory of universal 
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grammar i s  one of  the twentieth century's Copernican revolutions, 

the conjecture that every human being is born with a "language 

acquisition device" in the head, a mental organ enabling a child to 

acquire just the one unique theory of syntax that everyone else is 

using, instead of concocting an idiosyncratic, private theory of his or 

her own. If there were no such inborn device, any number of differ­

ent theories would be compatible with the fragmentary and incom­

plete evidence available to the child in the form of adult speech. 

Grammar, the horizontal dimension oflanguage, tends to reduce 

the copiousness of meaning to a manageable number of alternatives. 

Richard Harland points out that the greater the number of words in 

a horizontal sequence, the fewer there are in a vertical array. The pub­

lic properties vanquish the private ones. The phrase "bulls in street" 

suggests innumerable possible meanings. Pamplona? Hemingway? 

Vertical connections run riot. "Bulls in street take heart" reduces 

that number radically, yet leaves open certain eventualities. All those 

options are drastically abridged with the grammatical sentence: 

"Bulls in street take heart as stock market rises 150 points in relief 

rally at no change in interest rates." We are in the domain of World 

Three. In a specific place, Wall Street, on a unique day, stocks turned 

in a once only performance that would likely never be repeated exact­

ly. The complete sentence stabilizes a highly unstable linguistic situ­

ation. Yet it also conveys novel, perhaps surprising information. 

Such information need not describe an actual state of affairs, how­

ever. The linear structure of syntax does not tie us down to the liter­

al truth about things. In fact, language in the horizontal mode gains 

a large measure of independence from the actual world, projecting 

meaning as possibility as well as fact, constructing worlds that are 

not given in reality, nor custom-made by social convention. The con­

straints of syntax tum out to confer an exhilarating sense offreedom 

and detachment. And syntax is exactly the apparatus of rules and 

principles that sets human language apart from every other kind of 

message system. 

Not only is language multidimensional. It is so constituted that a 

given dimension tends to take on a life of its own. That complicates 

immensely its role in dealing with truth and falsehood. It may be 
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that primitive forms of  language had fewer dimensions than ours 

today, which left it unable to transcend the literal, the factual, the 

here and now. Perhaps, as Peter MullZ speculates, false beliefs, based 

on World Two suppositions, once had a social usefulness, binding 

tightly together members of a community who clung to esoteric doc­

trines and creeds that had no basis in truth. Because such beliefs 

were not shared by the rest of humanity, because they were private 

and unique to a specific community, they could serve to shut out 

unwelcome strangers, who would regard such eccentric ideas as alien 

and unacceptable. The weirder the belief, the greater the power of 

exclusion and the stronger the cohesion of the society that sub­

scribed to it. Truth, being single and universal, would tend to break 

down the barriers that divide one culture from another, but false­

hood is hydra-headed. Its very copiousness might have enabled little 

isolated societies to hold onto their autonomy. 

The complexity of language had been underestimated. The mis­

take was to suppose it existed on just one level, where its "natural" 

and proper function was to convey information that is positively 

true or definitely false. That attributes to language a thinness, a par­

simony, that is foreign to its nature. Language is in fact a dense, lay­

ered medium empowered not just to reflect reality but to transform 

it radically. In part, it is a message system, but only in part. Language 

communicates, but on the other hand it creates what it communi­

cates. lts properties are not necessarily the same as those of the exter­

nal world it purports to describe. 

At a primary, prelinguistic level of the animal brain, the linguist 

Derek Bickerton argues, the brain makes a model of the world based 

on information from eyes, ears, taste, and touch, supplemented by 

memory. At the next level, with the use of symbols, the nervous sys­

tem constructs a model of that model. Then, perhaps, syntax arose, 

and syntax is a device for giving symbols a definite structure, for 

making a model of a model of a model. Ascending these levels of 

evolved complexity, we notice an increasing distance between lan­

guage and the world. 

As Bickerton tells it, primitive language, emerging after the sepa­

ration of the hominid line from other primates, had virtually none 
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of the structural properties oflanguage as we know i t  today. Maybe 

it survives in the grammarless speech of very young children and the 

behavior of specially trained primates. The cry of a vervet monkey, 

conveying the message: "A lion is coming," is tightly linked to pre­

sent reality. But it is less powerful than true grammatical language, 

which is able to represent: "A lion was taken away in a net by three 

men with a van." The opportunity for lying is severely restricted 

in the first case, but offers prolific openings for mendacity in the 

second. 

Language at a remove from reality is exemplified by the famous 

Liar Paradox. Epimenides the Cretan asserts that all Cretans are liars. 

It follows that if Epimenides is telling the truth, he is a liar. Ifhe is 

lying, what he says is consistent with the truth. Paradoxes of this 

kind gave ancient philosophers many headaches, and are said to have 

caused the actual death of one of them, Philetas of Cos. Attempts 

have been made to dismiss the Liar Paradox as a freak of grammar: 

it is illegitimate to say, in one half of a sentence, that the other half 

is true or false. As Bickerton notes, however, that objection can be 

sidestepped by recasting it in the form of two sentences: 

1. The sentence printed below is false. 

2. The sentence written above is true. 

If the second sentence is true, then the first is true; but if the first 

is true, the second is false. The upshot is that if the second sentence 

is true, it is also false. This shows that such paradoxes of meaning 

cannot be corrected using the purgative medicine of syntax. There is 

no way of disqualifying the sentences by saying that their grammar 

is wrong. 

One way of dealing with the dilemma was suggested by the Polish 

logician Alfred Tarski. A theory of truth, Tarksi said, cannot be stat­

ed in the same language as the language we are talking about. It must 

be couched in a different, metalanguage, on a higher level. Consider 

the sentence: "Snow is white" is true if and only ifsnow is white. The phrase 

in quotation marks is on a higher semantic plane than the unquot­

ed remnant. Tarski's solution was to propose a hierarchy of lan­

guages. Truth can be defined for one language, but it must be done 
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in  terms of  another, which means that no sentence can state that 

another sentence on its own level is true. Epimenides the Cretan 

made the mistake of stating truth values and talking about them all 

on the same level. Tarksi's ascending ladder of languages is open­

ended, potentially infinite, each level able to assert the truth of the 

level beneath it, but not of its own. 

Tarski stressed that we must always connect the notion of truth to 

a specific language. The same expression that is a true sentence in 

one language could be false or meaningless in another. In spite of the 

fact that he called his famous paper "A Semantic Theory of Truth," 

a theory of truth is what he conspicuously failed to deliver. Instead, 

he gave a definition of the meaning of the word "true." In fact, Tars­

ki changed the word "theory" to "conception" in the body of his 

paper. As for "true," it does not refer to things as other logical enti­

ties do, but describes a property of sentences. The focus is on lan­

guage, not on facts. Ideally, we would identify, for each and every 

sentence in the language, a definite state of affairs which would "sat­

isfy" that sentence, a formidable, perhaps a hopeless task. We set up 

the world to correspond to our language, a dangerously Platonic sort 

of enterprise and one that might make translation impossible. 

Karl Popper praised Tarski, but not for giving us what many peo­

ple suppose he gave: a criterion of truth, a method of deciding 

whether or not a given statement is true. Tarski's main achievement, 

in Popper's view, was to rehabilitate talk about correspondence and 

truth. Here "truth" plays a role similar to that of Kant's regulative 

ideas, reminding us that there is "something like" truth or corre­

spondence, keeping us pointed in the right direction, even if it pro­

vides no means of finding truth "or of being sure that we have found 

it, even if we have found it." So there. 

The Liar Paradox is an artificial creation made possible by the 

peculiar features of ordinary language. It is perfectly at home within 

the confines of that very rich, very elastic and malleable medium. 

Trouble looms when we insist on tying linguistic objects, entirely 

acceptable as such, to the extralinguistic world. We feel the urge to 

look for witches and flying saucers under the same linguistic com­

pulsion that impels us to search for Truth, not realizing that lan-
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guage is multidimensional, that it possesses special properties pecu­

liar to itself, properties that may not belong to the things language 

talks about. 

Flush with intellectual gratification that there is so much more to 

language than we might suppose, some thinkers have fallen into the 

attitude that there must be so much less to truth. One of the most 

important consequences of the debate over Tarski's "theory" has 

been, says the scholar Robert Solomon, "the loss of interest in the 

very concept of Truth with a capital 'T.' In everyday contexts, of 

course, philosophers, like everyone else, will talk about statements 

and beliefs being 'true' and 'false' on the basis of a primitive corre­

spondence notion, that is, correspondence to the facts. But philo­

sophically, the power of the word 'Truth' has always dwelled in its 

strong metaphysical linkage to 'the way the world really is.' And hav­

ing given up on that grandiose conception of Truth, many philoso­

phers are sometimes inclined to give up the word 'truth' altogether." 

Language becomes a source of knowledge in its own right and on 

its own terms. There is a sense that if we are only "telling the truth" 

we are not using language at its full stretch, as poets and imaginative 

liars do. We are squandering its resources, ignoring its higher dimen­

sions, neglecting the potency of syntax to create situations that do 

not exist. It is as if we were to use a sophisticated, state-of-the-art 

computer as a typewriter. 

Edmund Husserl' the founder of phenomenology, whose life 

spanned an era from Darwin to the eve of World War II, insisted that 

the only genuine speech is truthful speech. This was a revival of the 

"1 think" philosophy of Descartes. Cartesian man is the individual in 

command, master of what he doubts and what he accepts as unques­

tionable knowledge, on the alert for the slightest hint of deception. 

He owns his language; it does not own him. There is a definite inten­

tion behind his utterances. Meaning is anchored in the firm rock of 

the conscious mind. A speaker is the supreme authority for the 

import of the words he uses. Truth resides in the interior of the "I," 

in that place without space where the mind communicates with 

itself in silence and is able to say "what it really means." 

For Husserl, language is purged of the mendacity which flourish-
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es  in the rest of  nature. Like Descartes, for whom the clarity and dis­

tinctness of an idea in the mind is a sign of its truth, Husserl thought 

the bedrock oflanguage is "sincerity," the arche or bedrock principle 

from which any theory of it must begin. Lying is rigorously exclud­

ed, because it is contrary to that essential core of true belief. 

In these days when language has lost its innocence, when it has 

been given its independence, like some breakaway colony at liberty 

to make its own laws and decide its own connections with the rest of 

the world; when the postmodern fashion is to deny the existence of 

a mental author responsible for the meaning of the sentences she 

utters or writes, Husserl's ideas seem quaint and hopelessly old­

fashioned. "There is something glaringly wrong," decrees Richard 

Harland, "with a theory of language that has to prescribe 'honesty' 

as its first principle." 



C H A P T E R  S I X T E E N  

;jj;)laying the 1:ruth <5ame 

1 am sitting with a philosopher in the garden. He says again and again, "1 know 
that that's a tree, " pointing to a tree that is near us. Someone else arrives and 
hears this, and 1 tell them: "This fellow isn't insane. We are only doingphiloso­
phy. " -Ludwig Witrgenstein 

1 am willing to take life as a game of chess in which the first rules are not open to 
discussion. No one asks why the knight is allowed his eccentric hop, why the cas­
tle m<ry only go straight and the bishop obliquely. These things are to be accept­
ed, and with these rules the game must be played: it is foolish to complain of them. 

-W. Somerset Maugham 

N T H E  V I C T O R I A N  E R A  T H E R E  W A S  A 

marked tendency to treat language as divine, a super­

natural gift Darwin's theory could not come close to 

explaining. As such, it gave access to truths that could 

be reached via no other vehicle. Max Muller, who quarreled with Dar­

win on this very point, believed that by using language, we wittingly 

or unwittingly utter eternal truths. The task of a philologist, which 

Muller was, is to recover the pristine origins of a language, its inno­

cent, Garden of Eden purity, undistorted by millennia of accretions 

and modifications, and "bring that divinity to light." 

The twentieth century brought the theory oflanguage as godlike, 

as a hotline to ultimate truth, down to earth with a bump. One of its 

most unstinting deflaters was Ludwig Wittgenstein, who treated lan­

guage as a social activity, and secular to the core. We take part in a 

variety of language "games," each with its own set of rules, and the 

"truth" of the words we use is determined by those rules. Lying 

would be equivalent to a soccer player who picks up the ball and runs 

with it. But that would be "truthful" behavior if the game were rugby 

or American football. We might note that rugby started with just 

such a flouting of the rules-how modernist an event! -and just such 

235 
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a conversion o f  wrong to right. There is a commemorative plaque at 

Rugby School applauding the "fine disregard for the rules" of the 

now heroic violator. 

Throughout his life, Wittgenstein was mesmerized by the fact that 

lying comes so naturally to human beings. At the age of eight, he was 

struck by this question: Why speak the truth, if there is something to 

be gained by telling a lie? It was his earliest known encounter with 

philosophy. Unable to arrive at a good solution, he decided that one 

might as well be untruthful when it offers an advantage. 

At that time, Wittgenstein was eager for the approval of others, 

and was inclined to say whatever would earn the applause of those 

around him. Later, he wrote of this early experience that if it was not 

decisive for his future way oflife, it "was at any rate characteristic of 

my nature at that time." Wishing to please his father, he let his fam­

ily think he was naturally fitted for a career in engineering, though 

in fact the subject did not appeal to him. As he grew up, however, 

Wittgenstein altered his attitude to become what he called "a truth 

seeker." He made a series of confessions about his own shortcomings 

as a truth-teller, early and late in life. As a schoolboy in Linz, he 

acknowledged his failings to his elder sister Hermine, an act he sub­

sequently described as showing off. 

Many years later, in the summer of 1937, Wittgenstein came back 

from a stay in Norway and announced abruptly to his friend Fania 

Pascal, a Russian-born student of philosophy who lived in Cam­

bridge, England, that he had a confession to make. He informed her 

the matter was urgent and could not wait, which Pascal regarded as 

bothersome and inconvenient. Wittgenstein had prepared a written 

disclosure, singling out moments in his life when he had been dis­

honest, and was anxious to read it to his closest friends-more anx­

ious than they were to hear it. Later, one of these, Rowland Hutt, 

recalls sitting in a Lyons cafe in London, in a state of acute embar­

rassment, across a table from Wittgenstein, who recited his sins in a 

loud, clear voice. 

Fania Pascal, exasperated and busy, listening to the confession 

delivered in a "stiff and remote" manner, found the whole procedure 

irritating. During the recitation, she blurted out: "What is it? You 
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want to be perfect?" Replied Wittgenstein: "Of course I want to  be  per­

fect." The sin which seemed to haunt him most painfully was that, 

as a young man, teaching in a village school in Austria, he hit a small 

girl for some misconduct in class and hurt her. When she ran to the 

headmaster to complain, Wittgenstein denied that he had struck 

her. "The event stood out as a crisis of his early manhood," Pascal 

confided to a friend. "It may have been this that made him give up 

teaching, perhaps made him realize that he ought to live as a solitary. 

On this occasion he did tell a lie, burdening his conscience for ever." 

Wittgenstein also confessed that he had more Jewish ancestry than 

people realized, and had done nothing to disabuse them of their 

error. 

In a notebook entry of 1938, Wittgenstein wrote: "Lying to oneself 

about oneself, deceiving yourself about the pretence in your own 

state of will, must have a harmful effect on one's style; for the result 

will be that you cannot tell what is genuine in the style and what is 

false. This may explain the falsity of Mahler's style; and it is the same 

danger that I run myself" 

Wittgenstein was born in 1889, the son of an immensely rich iron 

and steel magnate, at the fin of a very eventful siec/e, which was end­

ing in a period of decadence and doubt. European civilization was 

regarded by many artists and thinkers of the time as not being in the 

pink of health. But alongside this queasiness a strong wave of confi­

dence was rising in the possibilities of science and logic. In 1904, 

Ernst Haeckel, the German biologist and philosopher, announced 

that the "astonishing" progress in technology, medicine, and other 

branches of science held out the hope of "a mighty, further elevation 

of culture in the twentieth century." If such advances were the norm, 

Darwinists, of whom Haeckel was one, conjectured that the human 

mind ought to reach a new evolutionary plateau of rationality and 

wisdom. And if human nature had actually changed, then such 

ruinous follies as wars and economic disasters might become obso­

lete. This kind of optimism was still afloat as the fateful steps were 

being taken toward World War I. 

An impulse of scientifically minded thinkers at this time was to 

crush the pretensions of metaphysics. Idealism, a word first used in 
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philosophy by Leibniz in  the eighteenth century as a description of 

Plato's theory of the Forms, regarded mind, not matter, as the key to 

understanding the universe. In its early twentieth-century form, ide­

alism was viewed by many, including Wittgenstein, as pernicious, a 

friend of authoritarian regimes and of muddled thinking. The 

school oflogical positivism wanted a return to clarity and simplici­

ty, shunning any aspirations to a new theory of Being, or ultimate 

reality. 

There was a political ingredient to this project. Metaphysical non­

sense in philosophy was mirrored by crazy notions in politics, an 

upsurge of fanaticism and unreason, of cranks and extremists and 

forebodings of unprecedented brutality. The logical positivists 

hoped that by cooling the philosophical temperature, by sobering up 

the dreamers, sanity could be restored on the political scene as well. 

The supreme model of such reasonableness was science-the meth­

ods of science and the language of science. 

By purging language of its bad habits, so the argument ran, the 

decadence of society might be halted. As a young man, Wittgenstein 

shared the view that the metaphysical idealism of the Victorian era 

was in fact a mask for authoritarianism and suppression, abetted by 

the obscurities that language makes possible. In order to eliminate 

these falsehoods, he began to develop a new logic that would analyze 

ordinary discourse. 

In his early work, typified by the Tractatus Lvgico-Philosophicus, a 

work rather traditional in its style and method, Wittgenstein took it 

for granted that there is a preestablished correspondence between 

the structure of a universal logical language and the structure of the 

world. The Logos of the pre-Socratic Greeks was still in place, 

though in a different form. Gottlob Frege, a logician with whom 

Wittgenstein talked and corresponded, had abandoned a theory of 

knowledge for a theory of language, a logical language cleansed of 

those aspects of ordinary sentence structure that are not logical and 

do not correspond to the way the world is organized. A basic, 

unshakable principle for Frege was that logic is concerned with 

truth, not with psychology, or the individual mind, nor with cir­

cumstances or culture. The laws of truth stay the same forever, in all 
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places, no matter how "human nature" evolves or  regresses over time. 

The word "true," Frege thought, is the goal oflogic, just as "good" is 

the goal of ethics and "beautiful" the goal of aesthetics. True 

thoughts are not invented by the mind, but discovered. 

What all this comes down to, he decided, is that logic is unnatur­

al, and we ought to accept it as such wholeheartedly, without any 

qualms or reservations. 

One of the deficiencies of everyday discourse is that there are sen­

tences that mean something, yet are neither true nor false. They do 

not refer to anything actual, though they may seem to refer. We can 

talk about an English-speaking rabbit, or a vanilla-flavored sunset, a 

ten-foot cockroach, without any insult to language itself Ordinary 

speech can be witty, ironical, paradoxical, whimsical, guileful, enig­

matic. It can tell lies just to avoid boring its audience, in the confi­

dence that the audience knows perfectly well they are lies. A logically 

perfect language, on the other hand, would ensure that every well­

formed expression has a reference and therefore a truth value: it is 

either true or false. Frege thought phrases like "the will of the peo­

ple," which refer to nothing actual, were dangerous in the hands of 

demagogues, because they are a form of untruth that ordinary lan­

guage typically permits. 

Some thinkers, influenced by Frege, dreamed of a language so 

pure, "you could see right through it." There was a huge emphasis on 

language, in large part because it excused philosophers from mess­

ing with matters mental, getting bogged down in psychology. Any­

thing that happened inside the human head was unscientific and 

must be ignored. The early Wittgenstein did imagine a purified form 

oflanguage possessing a certain transparency, as if it were a window 

onto the truth about the world. Logical rules would ensure this pel­

lucid accord between words and world and provide a preestablished 

harmony, no matter what Darwin thought. 

In the end, however, Wittgenstein lost faith in the vision of such 

perfect compatibility, rather as Darwin cooled on the idea of perfect 

adaptation. After World War II, he carne to regard the see-through 

theory of language as an actual obstacle to setting up a connection 

between sentences and what they picture. There had been an uncom-
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fortable paradox in the work of the logical positivists, who treated 

the Tractatus as a sort of Bible. Logic is a language without meaning, 

without reference. It is completely general and we can manipulate its 

symbols while remaining in complete ignorance of what the symbols 

represent. That is part of its curious power. It is contentless, 

unworldly, a universe of its own. Yet it is essential in logic that a 

proposition be shown to be either true or false. And here reference 

raises its importunate head. What is more, immense difficulties 

arose over how a statement was to be made true by reference. Verify­

ing a proposition involves experience, and experience is a tricky sort 

of concept, later to be treated with great suspicion by Wittgenstein. 

And if only those statements are acceptable that can be verified, we 

at once eliminate the whole of ethics, religion, art, poetry, and music, 

a rather breathtaking sweepout. 

Wittgenstein grew disillusioned with his early theories before the 

logical positivists did. He adopted a completely different view oflan­

guage. In particular, he turned fiercely against the notion that phi­

losophy should make scientific sorts of statements describing a state 

of affairs. One should dirty up language a little, in a way that scien­

tists would never dream of doing. If language is too chaste, too vir­

ginal, too pure and immaculately logical, Wittgenstein decided, it 

provides no traction on which the mind can work. Instead of think­

ing of language as a vehicle for arriving at a truth external to itself, 

he rook a fresh look at the vehicle. Ordinary language might be too 

"coarse and material" to give a clear window onto reality, but in that 

case, how odd it is that we are able to do so much with it as it stands. 

The closer we look at workaday language, the less it seems to con­

form to the Fregean ideal. The crystalline purity of logic, Wittgen­

stein said, was a requirement, "but the requirement is now in danger 

of becoming empty. We have to go onto slippery ice where there is no 

friction and so in a certain sense the conditions are ideal, but also, 

just because of that, we are unable to walk. We want to walk: so we 

need friction. Back to the rough ground!" 

Now more than ever, the problems of philosophy become the 

problems of language. The traditional concerns of philosophy, the 

constitution of time and space, the nature of cause and effect, reali-
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ty, free will, truth, are marginalized to make way for it. This is a quin­

tessentially modernist step. Language is no longer simple, and its 

frictional properties that make for ease of walking also render it 

opaque; interestingly and provocatively so. "We prefer now to equate 

language with thought," John Sturrock says, "and instead oflooking 

through it, at reality, we look at it, in an attempt to understand how 

we first acquire it, and then use it." 

Nietzsche had said that a person who finds language interesting 

for its own sake has a mentality that is quite unlike that of someone 

who treats it as a medium for thought. Part of the difference was that 

both he and Wittgenstein believed the principles oflanguage fix the 

rules of truth, and not the other way round. 

One of the crucial questions on which the early Tractatus and 

Wittgenstein's later Philosophical Investigations, which appeared in 

translation in 1953, go their separate ways, is whether there is a uni­

versal form of language. In the Tractatus, the answer is yes. For that 

reason, "Truth" can be regarded as an absolute which holds across 

the entire spectrum of sentences. A listener knows when someone is 

lying or pretending or indulging in various types of irony. In 

Wittgenstein's later work, truth is a much more elusive commodity, 

because it plays different roles in different "language games." Para­

doxically, as he became more intently possessed of a belief in strict 

truthfulness as an essential component of an honorable life, truth 

lost its status as an absolute in his philosophy. Much the same hap­

pened to Freud. In the Tractatus, a sentence presupposes the whole of 

the rest oflanguage, as it does in Saussure's structuralist theory. For 

the later Wittgenstein, however, a sentence entails only a particular 

language game, sufficient to itself, with its own rules and boundary 

markers, and there are infinitely many different kinds of such games. 

Lying is one type oflanguage game, and so is pretending, bluffing, 

feigning, putting the other person on, saying the opposite of what 

we really believe. We are not born knowing these language games. 

They must be acquired. In the Investigations, Wittgenstein says: "A 

child has much to learn before it can pretend. (A dog cannot be a 

hypocrite, but neither can he be sincere.)" If there is no insincerity, 

even the transparent kind, the word "sincere" would have no mean-
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ing. And he adds: "Lying is  a language game that needs to be learned 

like any other." 

Language games bear a certain resemblance to Kant's theory of 

the categories of the understanding, "truths" that are not given 

entirely by the world, but are partly constructed by the mind. The 

Kantian categories define the limits of the knowable. A language 

game, a situation in which the rules for the use of words are given 

more by social convention and custom than by anything else, defines 

the limits of the sayable. These rules are what Wittgenstein means 

when he talks about the "grammar" of sentences. Kant thought we 

can make sense of the world by not straying outside the confines of 

the categories. Wittgenstein warned of the perils of roving beyond 

the limits of a specific game. How "queer" it would be if somone said, 

out of the blue: "Shark is a five-letter word." The remark would sound 

bizarre, even crazy. But suppose it was in reply to a friend working a 

crossword puzzle, who asked: "Fish enforcing a high interest, five let­

ters, any ideas?" Then it would make perfect sense. "If I make the 

same statement where there is some need for it," Wittgenstein said, 

"then, although I am not a jot more certain of its truth, it seems to 

me to be perfectly justified and everyday." Truth is a matter of being 

appropriate to the restricted microworld of the game. Speak the 

identical words outside that world and it "appears in a false light." 

There are things external to the language game of which God him­

self cannot say anything. In his late phase, Wittgenstein said: "The 

truth of certain empirical propositions belongs to our frame of refer­

ence." 

As his ideas developed, Wittgenstein held to this Fregean notion 

of the public nature of meaning, but he could not accept that under­

standing is rooted in the concept of truth. Understanding was sim­

ply a matter of obeying the rules of the language game in question. 

That means truth cannot be a purely private affair. Truth is a matter 

of what the community accepts. Public usage determines the mean­

ing of words and sentences. There is no such thing as a private lan­

guage. The preeminence of culture elbows aside such staples of 

philosophy as logic, the preestablished harmony, the human mind's 

ceaseless hankering after the ineffable, Kant's Naturlangen. Wittgen-
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stein gave culture pride of place. It became an arche, a first principle. 

The theory of language as a universal mirror of reality is now the 

enemy, a phantom beckoning us on in a deluded chase after the big, 

unanswerable questions of metaphysics. In its place is an open­

ended array oflanguage games, each autonomous, each with its own 

rules. There can be no such thing as an "absolute truth" under these 

circumstances. Something can be true in one game but false in 

another, because the rules are different, just as the rules of hockey are 

different from the rules of basketball. 

As a result, no one language game is privileged above any other. 

There is a leveling out, a flattening and egalitarian espousal of the 

horizontal as opposed to the vertical dimension. The science game is 

no better and no worse than the poetry game, or the irony game. 

In Wittgenstein's view, a language game is not "reasonable"-or 

unreasonable, for that matter. It does not have a definite foundation. 

It is just "there, like our life." He expounded on this theory in the 

early 1930s in a series of lectures which also took an iconoclastic 

stance toward the idea that mathematics is the discovery of truths, a 

question that had been debated for thousands of years. It is beside 

the point, he said, whether mathematics is true in itself or provides 

us with true statements about the physical world. Mathematics is 

just a technique, a tool. It is not "about" anything. Its propositions 

should not be seen as either true or false. 

Wittgenstein's influence was huge, in part because of his mesmer­

izing, intense personality, which demanded utter loyalty. A Wittgen­

stein cult existed at Cambridge while he taught there. Students and 

some of the younger philosophers would affect his mannerisms, imi­

tate his voice, his gestures, his walk. Gilbert Ryle wrote that at meet­

ings of the Moral Science Club, "veneration for Wittgenstein was so 

incontinent that mentions, for example my mentions, of any other 

philosopher, were greeted with jeers." Desmond Lee, an undergrad­

uate, likened Wittgenstein to Socrates in respect of the "numbing" 

effect he had on his youthful audience. There was a contempt for 

thoughts other than the Master's. Wittgenstein himself claimed 

with pride never to have read a word of Aristotle, a very modernist 

dismissal of history. 
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Criticism of  him came to be  just as vehement. Some of  it centered 

on his antipathy to science, suggesting he had almost frivolously dis­

mantled centuries of intellectual searching for a coherent and uni­

fied view of nature. Ernest Gellner was one of Wittgenstein's most 

formidable adversaries, complaining in particular that he subverted 

one of Western thought'S most precious triumphs of the intellect, 

the belief that the world can be seen as a single idiom in which all 

facts cohere in some fashion. That, Gellner, said, "seems to me one 

of the most important and positive achievements of mankind. Sci­

ence is not possible without it. The attainment of a single conceptu­

al currency, in principle, is at least as important for intellectual 

advance as the attainment of monetary currency." 

Such a worldview, Gellner thought, prepared mankind for the 

possibility of the notion of "Nature," a unitary and orderly system 

which could be investigated by observation and experiment. 

Wittgenstein sabotaged that movement by replacing unity of vision 

with differences, plurality, separate "language games" connected 

only within society, not by the necessity of logic, each game com­

posing its own peculiar "truth." Gellner called this "a collective 

infantile regression for all mankind." Followers of Wittgenstein, 

ferocious in their allegiance, fostered the idea that the "spirit of the 

community" (Wittgenstein had called it a "form oflife" constituted 

by a language game) is the only basis we have for the principles of 

human behavior, whether moral, artistic, scientific, or what have 

you. Cultures validate themselves and the "norms of conduct and 

sanity" they create. 

The chief role oflanguage in Wittgenstein's later philosophy is not 

to refer, name, describe, or make statements that are scientifically 

watertight. Language is not really an object at all. The meaning of a 

word is not an allusion to some thing or fact, but the use to which 

the word is put within the sentence, within the language game. All 

philosophical dilemmas are a result of using words according to the 

rules of the wrong language game, trying to make them do work they 

are not fitted to do, like using a screwdriver as a hammer. 

There are countless different kinds of sentences, different kinds of 

use. Among them: 
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Giving orders and obeying them. 
Reporting an event. 
Speculating about an event. 
Forming and testing a hypothesis. 

Making up a story and reading it. 
Play-acting. 
Singing catches. 
Guessing riddles. 
Making a joke. 
Solving a problem in practical arithmetic. 
Translating from one language into another. 
Asking, thanking, cursing, greeting, praying. 
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Wittgenstein seems to be saying that in a language game, words 

are responsible, not to what is real, what is "true," but to what has 

been agreed upon as real. The players of the game agree that they all 

mean the same thing when they use a word, but that is not because 

they would have meant it anyway. They are predisposed to mean the 

same thing by the fact of taking part in the game. 

"In the beginning was the deed." Wittgenstein quotes Goethe's 

Faust. And later: "Words are deeds." It is the taking part, the playing 

of the game that produces meaning. And this puts truth and false­

hood into a new kind of relationship. It is the difference between 

reading about a game of baseball and actually facing the pitcher, bat 

in hand, the crowd in a banshee howl, the outcome in doubt and 

tremendous things at stake. Something similar is the case with reli­

gion. Christianity is not based on a historical truth. Instead, it offers 

us a "historical" narrative and says: "Now, believe !" But wait a 

minute. You can't believe it as you would a history textbook or a 

newspaper report, on the spot, in a couple of hours and done with it. 

It takes a lifetime of believing, through thick and thin, for better or 

worse, for richer or poorer. It must occupy an entirely different place 

in your life. 

In faith, moreover, there are various language games, and it is 

important to note which one you are playing. There are sundry lev­

els of devoutness, and each has its proper form of expression. A doc­

trine might be right at one level but disastrously wrong at another. 
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For example, the Pauline doctrine of predestination is "ugly non­

sense, irreligious ness" at the level at which Wittgenstein found him­

self. He could only understand it incorrectly, so it was null and void 

for him. The point is that a person can use a doctrine in her own life 

in a way that would be impossible for someone at a different level. 

"Queer as it sounds," Wittgenstein said, "the historical accounts 

in the Gospels might, historically speaking, be demonstrably false, 

and yet belief would lose nothing by this: not, however, because it 

concerns 'universal truths of reason'! Rather, because historical 

proof(the historical proof game) is irrelevant to belief. This message 

(the Gospels) is seized on by men believingly (i.e. lovingly). That is the 

certainty characterizing this particular acceptance-as-true, not 

something else." We have different attitudes, he adds, even to differ­

ent species of fiction. 

There are those who deplore the choice of the term "language 

game." Bryan Magee, the Oxford philosopher, calls it "a disaster." "It 

makes it sound as if what he's doing, or what he's talking about, is 

somehow frivolous. And it feeds a very specific anti-philosophical 

prejudice that is quite widespread outside the subject, the idea that 

philosophy is all just playing with words, that it's all just a game, and 

that philosophers are people who are merely concerned superficially 

with language." Whereas in fact Wittgenstein had only meant that 

language is an activity that obeys certain rules already there in soci­

ety. Words have meaning only to the extent that there are public cri­

teria governing their use, criteria that are impersonal and social, 

which explains his curious preoccupation with the idea that a "pri­

vate language," one unique to an individual and internal to him, is 

an impossibility. 

Wittgenstein, like Kant, was not an implacable enemy of meta­

physics. In the Tractatus, he simply shelved all metaphysical ques­

tions by ruling that they could not be spoken of, but only 

contemplated in silence. The later Wittgenstein refused to have any 

truck with the notion of an overarching metaphysical scheme, con­

fining all such speculation to their appropriate language games. 

Meaning and truth are an internal function oflanguage, but not of 

language as an entirety. "Truth" is simply the way we use the term 
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"truth." "For the late Wittgenstein," says Hilary Lawson, "not only is 

there no objective reality, but there is no single meaning. Any sen­

tence or proposition has as many meanings as there are contexts. 

Furthermore, anyone who desires to provide a final account is to be 

treated as if suffering from a philosophical disease. There are no 

answers in any ultimate sense, there are only responses within lan­

guage." 

Making a truthful life was one ofWittgenstein's perennial themes. 

It takes time and effort and the script is not written in advance. 

Unlike logic and mathematical theorems, this cannot be handed to 

anyone on a plate. "Often, it is only very slightly more disagreeable 

to tell the truth than to lie; about as difficult as drinking bitter rather 

than sweet coffee; and yet I still have a strong inclination to lie," he 

wrote in 1940. To speak the truth requires self-mastery, being com­

fortably at home in it. It cannot be done by someone who still lives 

in falsehood and reaches out from falsehood toward truth just now 

and then. 

What makes truth so difficult is that language often tricks us, 

lures us into mistaking the kind of game we are playing. Philosophy 

spins its wheels, keeps poring over the same problems that Plato 

grappled with, because language has stayed the same and still 

seduces us into asking the same questions, century after century. "As 

long as there continues to be a verb 'to be' that looks as if it functions 

in the same way as 'to eat' and 'to drink,' as long as we still have the 

adjectives 'identical,' 'true,' 'false,' 'possible,' as long as we continue 

to talk of a river of time, of an expanse of space, etc. etc., people will 

keep stumbling over the same puzzling difficulties and find them­

selves staring at something which no explanation seems capable of 

clearing up." 

The early Wittgenstein, the one who believed in a universal lan­

guage whose structure matched up to the structure of the world, had 

said that in principle we can foresee any proposition, since it is just 

a new arrangement of the same old units. A new language game, by 

contrast, implies a new "form of life," where words are used in a dif­

ferent way. We can pretend, joke, say something that is blatantly 

false, knowing it will be taken as such, walk on all fours and growl 
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like a lion if  we please. To be at home in a language game, you need 

to have the equipment, the imagination, the worldly smarts, to 

understand what is going on and why everyone is not simply "telling 

the truth." 

Truth and falsehood are thus radically destabilized. They are rela­

tive, local, conditioned by the rules of an autonomous language 

game, rules that are nothing like the laws of nature. There is no uni­

versal principle shared by all language games. Wittgenstein's post­

modern successors assented to the notion of language games, but 

took them to be even more nugatory than their author may ever have 

intended. Not only is a game subject to the whims of social fashion 

and impromptu novelty. Now we cannot even be sure who is playing 

the game, whether they are playing in sober observance of the rules, 

or just fooling around. 

Seriousness is not a ubiquitous rule of language games. Wittgen­

stein is apt to celebrate frivolity with unexpected bravura. "If people 

did not sometimes do silly things, nothing intelligent would ever get 

done." That is the aphoristic Wittgenstein of the notebooks. Cer­

tainly he had an intense dislike of pomposity, a horror of windbags 

and academic desiccation, a fondness for Hollywood Wild West 

movies and feeble jokes. He described his philosophical style as 

"poetry." All this presages the coming of frivolity and play in later, 

postmodern thought. 

Lurking in the modernist core ofWittgenstein's mature philoso­

phy is the postmodernist suspicion of anything sovereign, any 

supreme axiom that everything else must obey, any Big Truth to 

which smaller truths are subservient. Or any Big Falsehood, either. 

Around 1930, when his ideas were moving away from the "preestab­

lished harmony" thesis of the Tractatus, he told a colleague that what 

he was doing in philosophy was quite different from physics, which 

is concerned with the truth or falsity of states of affairs. His business 

was to distinguish sense from nonsense. And a sentence does not 

have to be true to make sense. It simply has to mean something. Ver­

itying the truth of a statement is simply one way among many oth­

ers of getting clear about the use of a word or sentence. 

There is a political dimension to the late twentieth-century hos-
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tility to truth as carrying the stigma of authority, elitism, hierarchy, 

tyranny, oppresssion, and totalitarianism. We have come a long way 

from the Enlightenment and the co-editor of the great Encyclopedie, 

Jean d' Alembert, whose central vision was the unity of truth, with 

each science simply the expansion of a single axiom and knowledge 

as a whole an unbroken chain of propositions. "The Universe," 

d' Alembert wrote, "for someone who was able to take it in as a whole 

from a single standpoint, would appear, if one may so put it, as a uni­

tary fact and a single great truth." Twentieth-century deconstruction 

shows a contempt for any claim to have found definitive truth, value, 

or meaning, apart from and surpassing a given domain of discourse. 

Metatheories are out. And this, according to the fashion of the day, 

is reason for rejoicing. The dismantling of the single Truth, which 

caused anxiety in the Victorian era, is a necessary act of anti-elitism, 

good news and a reason to celebrate, to be lighthearted and playful. 

Have a good time, is the message of the millennial nihilists. Don't 

worry, be happy. A new perspective is as good as or better than some­

thing as solemn and grand as the secret of the universe, which would 

mean that knowledge had come to an end. "What a Copernicus or a 

Darwin really achieved," Wittgenstein said, "was not the discovery of 

a true theory, but of a fertile new point of view." 

Yet this conflicts with Wittgenstein's own obsession with the 

importance of truth-telling, and his shame at the memory of lying. 

When he denied that he had struck a child in his school class, he was 

not "playing a language game," or adopting a fertile new point of 

view. He was saying that something which happened, which other 

children witnessed, that he knew to be the case, was not true. And it 

was a viper in his bosom. Ernest Gellner not only faults Wittgenstein 

for making the world harder to understand but also for elevating the 

autonomy oflanguage and culture to such an extent as to "lead to a 

sad underrating of the regrettable, but only too blatantly real, non­

semantic constraints in human history, springing from violence and 

poverty." 

All the same, Wittgenstein democratizes truth, perhaps even 

socializes it. His is a philosophy of the bottom up. We do not have 

meaning, and then a way of expressing it. That would be far too aris-
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tocratic a thesis. What we have are words that do work, that labor to 

produce meaning, a blue-collar linguistic proletariat. Wittgenstein 

himself was a devotee of the ordinary, of the unpretentious, of other 

ranks rather than the officers' mess, of greasy spoon diners, not fancy 

restaurants, of furniture so simple it took months to obtain, of 

clothes chosen meticulously for their down-at-heel look, of pulp 

detective story magazines instead of the high masterpieces oflitera­

ture. He took menial jobs, teaching poor children in a remote village, 

working as a gardener at the Klosteneuberg Monastery near Vienna, 

and as a hospital orderly. 

Whether he was a socialist in the conventional sense is a compli­

cated question. Certainly his encounter at Cambridge in 1929 with 

Piero Saffra, an Italian economist and Marxist, had a profound influ­

ence on his transformation as a philosopher. Saffra was a close friend 

of Antonio Gramsci, a Communist leader then in prison. There is a 

famous anecdote in which Wittgenstein insisted to Saffra that a 

proposition and what it describes must have the same logical form. 

Saffra did not reply, but simply brushed his chin with the tips of his 

fingers in a classic Italian gesture, taunting his interrogator: "What 

is the logical form of that?" That single incident helped to doom the 

preestablished harmony doctrine. Wittgenstein later told a friend 

that Saffra taught him to look at philosophical problems the way an 

anthropologist might, treating language not as something in splen­

did isolation but immersed in the flux and hurly-burly oflife. No lan­

guage game can be described without taking into account the way of 

life of the community that plays it. 

In 1934, Wittgenstein took Russian lessons with Fania Pascal, who 

was married to a Marxist thinker, to prepare for a visit to the Soviet 

Union. He wanted to work there, preferably on a collective farm. His 

attitude to Marxism was that it was bad in theory but good in prac­

tice, and practice was the more important of the two. Theory was 

cold, gray, and untruthful. "I am a communist at heart," he told a 

friend. Many of his friends were Marxists; it was in 1935 that Antho­

ny Blunt, much later unmasked as a spy for the Soviets, made his 

fateful trip to Moscow. Wittgenstein was not enchanted with Stalin­

ist Russia and did not stay, but he admired the country for its lack of 
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class distinctions, and, above all, because i t  provided work for the 

people. That, he considered, was better than all the theories in the 

world. It was all of a piece with his view that meaning is the result of 

the work words do and his attachment to the ordinary, the particu­

lar, the lowbrow. "It was," says Wittgenstein's biographer Ray Monk, 

"one more manifestation of his perennial desire to join the ranks." 
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Lies are usually attempts to make everything simpler-for the liar-than it real­
ly is, or ought to be. -Adrienne Rich 

The last time we had a president who kept his promise never to lie to us-jimmy 
Carter-we all fell asleep. -Charles McCarty 

C O M M O N S E N S E  V I E W  O F  L A N G U A G E  I S  

that a thought arises in the head and is then encoded in 

words, whose function it is to reduce the number of alter­

native readings of the messaage, to fix just a single 

meaning and close off all the others. The original thought is thus 

reliably preserved along the channel of language, and, like Mon­

taigne's definition of truth, has "one face only." But what if this emi­

nently simple picture is wrong, actually back to front? What if the 

whole process acts to multiply meanings, to produce the hydra­

headed beast of falsehood? 

What, exactly, is the relation oflanguage to thought? That seem­

ingly innocent question has given rise to a good deal of iconoclastic 

thinking about truth and falsehood which is not innocent in the 

least. In some cases it is politically motivated; in a few, downright 

mischievous. The received wisdom of postmodernism is that, absent 

language, thought does not exist, which puts words unconditional­

ly in the driver's seat. 

In the Enlightenment, speech and thought were two separate and 

dissimilar activities. Language, as a carrier or vehicle, communicated 

thoughts accurately from one person to another. Truth was its sin-

252 
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gle, essential property. Locke had made much o f  the thesis that lan­

guage, as communication, is a social practice, and therefore improv­

able. Language does not exist because man is a rational being, but 

because he is "a sociable creature and language is the great instru­

ment and common tie of society." 

Subversive of this belief, however, was the argument that language 

originated as an expression of the emotions and was not primarily a 

communications medium. This idea was advanced in 1735 by 

Thomas Blackwell, who suggested that early speech was akin to 

song. A few years later, in 1773, the gentleman polymath Lord Mon­

boddo, in Of the Origin and Progress of Language, wrote that language 

was just a refinement of the "natural cries of the animal." Early 

Romantic theorists emphasized the kinship of words with animal 

vocalizing. They saw language, especially poetic language, as the 

expression of individual feeling, not a copying or mirroring of reali­

ty, or an invention by civilized people who had reached the age of rea­

son. Kant's pupil Gottfried von Herder's prize essay On the Origin of 

Language, published in 1772, stressed the affinity with animal cries. 

For hard-core Romantics, language in the full sense was not a con­

veyor of information but the unbridled and only partly controllable 

outpouring of the artist's genius, and at that time genius was still 

equated with truth. 

Conversely, there arose in the nineteenth century, based on a sus­

picion of words as words, the idea that truth is possible only by the 

medium of gesture, of body language. Hugo von Hoffmannsthal, 

Richard Strauss's librettist, planned to write a play in which a 

barefaced liar opts to train as a dancer "because he adores the truth, 

and dancing is the only profession in which there is nothing but 

truth." 

Here were the seeds of a curious idea: that words are not properly 

or primarily communication. Darwin regarded the power of speech 

as a biological occurrence, originating in the primitive sounds made 

by nonhuman species: crying, yawning, laughing. Such ventings 

were only incidentally messages containing information. Language 

was also a mechanism for the association of ideas; a specific sound 

came to be linked to a certain type of event. Communication itself 
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does not loom large in  Darwin's discussions of the evolution of artic­

ulate speech. He kept a diary of the activities of one of his children 

from birth and decided that "instinctive cries" are later modified to 

become a means of communication. Implicit in these speculations 

was the idea that as an impromptu display of immediate emotion, 

language in its origins was inherently truthful and candid. 

Tying language closely to thought helped to promote the view, 

mentioned by Leibniz as early as 1697, that words function not just 

to convey the mind's products to other minds, but also to clarifY and 

organize them for the individual's personal benefit, in "inward con­

versation with himself." It was a means of organizing one's ideas. 

That was congenial to the Romantic conception of language as a 

kind ofliving entity in its own right, an organism, animate, not a use­

ful contrivance for transporting information hither and thither. It 

had a life of its own, a private truth of its own. The notion of truth 

as meanings shared, demonstrable and intelligible to all, was an ideal 

of the Enlightenment, but was uncongenial to the Romantic tem­

perament. For the Romantics there were private truths, perhaps very 

important and significant ones, that might become falsehoods if 

translated into public form. One of the defining traits of the Roman­

tic movement, the literary critic Tony Tanner suggests, is "the refusal 

of the intensely feeling individual to have the meaning of his experi­

ence settled by other people's language. Indeed, there is a notion run­

ning through Romantic thought that all language is to some extent 

a falsification, since it involves transposing unique inner feelings 

into public terms and forms: there is even the feeling that, just as the 

laws and taboos of a society determine how a man acts, so its lan­

guage determines how he feels." Dictionaries were considered anti­

Romantic, at best no help at all and at worst killers of truth. 

Noam Chomsky, arguably the twentieth century's most original 

but hardly uncontroversial theorist of language, put a question 

mark over the claim that language is "essentially" a vehicle of com­

munication, and if it is, whether that is a help or a hindrance to 

understanding its structure. Chomsky talks oflanguage as if it were 

a biological organ, analogous to the heart or lungs, and like them 

coded into the genes. The heart pumps blood and the lungs provide 
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oxygen. That is their function in  the body. What, then, is the "func­

tion" oflanguage? A scientist studying the heart would certainly take 

into account the fact that it is the engine of circulation. Yet he or she 

would also take a look at the structure of the heart and its history, 

keeping an open mind as to how to explain the structure in terms of 

purpose. 

The same applies to language, which has disconcerting properties 

not accounted for in terms of their role as message carriers. Just as 

Darwin had noted the appearance of "useless" organs in the anato­

my of various species, Chomsky maintains that only parts of lan­

guage are usable. At times, the way language is designed makes it 

difficult for us to say what we mean. "Language design," Chomsky 

says, "appears to be dysfunctional in certain respects, some rather 

basic." It is elegant, certainly, but only if we think of it apart from its 

utility, which is a very odd thing to do if we are treating it as biology, 

as a product of natural selection. Other biological organs are famous 

for their large amounts of redundancy, which protect them from 

injury and perhaps avoid difficult feats of computation by providing 

alternative modes of operation. But one of the surprises of modem 

linguistics is to discover that, in principle, language does not work 

that way. Theories that assume language possesses plentiful redun­

dancy, asymmetries, and formal inelegance have very often turned 

out to be quite wrong. In one of his naughty-boy moods, Chomsky 

calls language design "beautiful but not usable." 

One of the cardinal properties of language, "structure depen­

dence," which Chomsky regards as hard-wired into the mind at 

birth, and thus a general feature of an interesting class of grammat­

ical rules, cannot be explained if we look at it just as a tool for com­

munication. Structure dependence means that language rules do 

not concern themselves with the order of words in a sentence, but 

with the structure of the sentence as a whole, even when there is no 

obvious need to do so. That is one reason why a theory of syntax is 

so complicated. As a communications device, language would work 

just as well without structure dependence. In fact, much better, since 

there would be no need to analyze all parts of a sentence simultane­

ously. Every known language has grammatical rules which are not 
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logically necessary for communication, and, conversely, all that is 

known about comparative linguistics suggests that languages did 

not evolve from some kind of primitive communication system that 

lacked a grammar. 

Unhelpful too, on this account, is the argument that the "mean­

ing" of a sentence can be fully explained in terms of what a speaker 

intends the listener to believe or do. A leading sponsor of this view is 

the philosopher Paul Grice, who defined communication as the 

recognition by a listener of a speaker's intention. Communication is 

a cooperative effort, and as such should conform to certain definite 

rules, or maxims of conversation, which Grice enumerates. The max­

ims presuppose an almost Utopian level of gentlemanly conduct on 

the part of a speaker and an old-fashioned standard of truthfulness 

that George Washington might have found irksome. They remind 

one of the early Puritanism of the Royal Society. A speaker should 

give not too much but just enough information, hold his tongue 

about what he believes to be false, or for which he has insufficient evi­

dence, be relevant, be brief and orderly, avoid obscurity of expression 

and ambiguity. Tell that to Henry James. Would we want to have din­

ner with such a person, such an impeccably polite maxim observer? 

And is that the purpose oflanguage? 

Says Chomsky, language can be meaningful in the absence of so 

much as an attempt to communicate, "as when I use language to 

express or clarify my thoughts, with the intent to deceive, to avoid an 

embarrassing silence or in a dozen other ways" (my italics). 

Jean-Paul Sartre pinpointed 1848 as the watershed year when the 

Enlightenment ideal of liberating people from the "spell of words," 

the verbal mare's nest of medieval argumentation, faded, and litera­

ture rurned in on itself. Until then, language had been treated for the 

most part as a centrifugal force, its trajectory aimed outward, at pub­

lic life, its role to subvert supersitition, ignorance, fear, the thrall of 

priests and absolute rulers who use language to confuse and oppress 

the masses, "bladders blown up by wind." Writing a century later 

than that hinge year, Sartre in What Is Literature? vehemently opposed 

the aesthetic mode of writing as wordplay, arguing that language 

must function as communication, something useful and public. 
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"The function of  a writer is to call a spade a spade," Sartre said. 

"There is nothing more deplorable than the literary practice which, 

I believe, is called poetic prose and which consists of using words for 

the obscure harmonics which resound about them and which are 

made up of vague meanings which are in contradiction with clear 

signification." Sartre went on to say: "Our first duty is to reestablish 

language in its dignity. After all, we think with words. We would have 

to be quite vain to believe that we are concealing ineffable beauties 

which the word is unworthy of expressing. And then, I distrust the 

incommunicable. It is the source of all violence." 

Iris Murdoch, commenting on this statement by Sartre, notes that 

"We can no longer take language for granted as a medium of com­

munication. Its transparency has gone. We are like people who for a 

long time looked out of a window without noticing the glass-and 

then one day began to notice this too." Such a transformation oflan­

guage from a means of transmission to an object in its own right 

began as early as Thomas Hobbes in England, but, as Murdoch says, 

"it is only within the last century that it has taken the form of a 

blinding enlightenment or a devouring obsession." The advance of 

scientific discovery in the Victorian age, spurred on by new discover­

ies in mathematics, turned upside down the view of words as an 

instrument. Language no longer named things, but, like mathemat­

ical formulae, interpreted and predicted what impinges on the sens­

es. Words decide the contours of reality. The search for "strange 

objects" lurking in the dictionary was stopped, the meaning of poet­

ic and religious statements became questionable. The immediate 

result of this move, says Murdoch, "was a loss of confidence in the 

communicative power of language in these spheres. Language as 

exact communication seems possible only against the background 

of a common world." Nowadays we cannot even imagine an envi­

ronment in which all thinking people have a common purpose and 

common values, a decidedly unfashionable idea. This was a perhaps 

inevitable "surrender to the incommunicable." 

In the postmodern era, Roland Barthes, an admirer of the poems 

of Mallarme, champion of a literature of noncommitment, who 

regarded it as a sort oflie to claim that a word stands for the truth of 
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things in the world, insisted that literature is not a collection of mes­

sages but an encounter with language per se, and is made all the 

more so by virtue of the discontinuity berween language and the 

world. Thus it marginalizes truth by demolishing its opposition to 

falsehood. Barthes called this flattening out of truth and untruth 

"writing degree zero." In a manifesto published in the 1960s which 

took a jab at Sartre, he said of the role of the writer: "By identifying 

himself with language, the author loses all claim to truth, for lan­

guage is precisely that structure whose very goal (at least historical­

ly, since the Sophists), once it is no longer rigorously transitive, is to 

neutralize the true and the false. But what he obviously gains is the 

power to disturb the world, to afford it the dizzying spectacle of prax­

is without sanction. That is why it is absurd to ask an author for 

'commitment.' " 

Barthes was a great defender of the pleasures of reading, and in 

particular the pleasure a reader obtains by ignoring the intentions, 

the messages and communications originating with the author, 

inventing his own unique rendition of the text. Marcel Proust had 

hinted at such a position when he charged Ruskin with "idolatry" for 

writing as if"truth were a material object that could be inserted by a 

writer into a book and taken out intact by the reader." Proust knew 

that sentences on a page are more valuable when taken "not as a sub­

stitute for the experiences they describe but as a stimulus to related 

mental experiences" in the mind of the reader. Barthes, whose 

favorite literary figure was Proust, aimed to dislodge the author from 

his place of privilege. He talked about the "death of the author" and 

wrote in the year of upheaval 1 968: "We now know that a text is not 

a line of words releasing a single 'theological' meaning (the 'message' 

of an Author-God) but a multidimensional space in which a variety 

of writings, none of them original, blend and clash." In a provocative 

phrase, Barthes held that the function ofliterature is most fully sat­

isfied by "unreadable" works that fly in the face of normal canons of 

intelligibility. 

Diametrically opposed to such postmodern orothodoxy, with its 

built-in presumption that the Enlightenment agenda is exhausted, 

is the somewhat forbidding figure ofJurgen Habermas, who insists 
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that modernity, with reason as its central instrument, is not passe or 

obsolete; its potential has simply not been developed. Habermas was 

in his teens when World War II ended, and was aghast to discover 

that the adults around him were able to shut out the horror of Nazi 

atrocities, discussing the Nuremberg Trials in terms of procedural 

questions and whether or not the trials were fair, instead of being 

"struck silent" by the abomination of the crimes. It flew in the face 

of reason, suggested an insularity, a total breakdown in the commu­

nication of what the trials were all about. Habermas was attracted to 

the work of Dewey, with its sense of the importance of a critical com­

munity, imperfect and for that very reason radically open, arguing 

and debating in the public arena. Habermas talks about an "ideal 

speech situation" in which what is said or written is not based on 

individual desires, but on a general reasonableness, a consensus of all 

the parties. An assertion is not justified by the intention of the 

author, but by whether it has the status of a universal truth. 

Habermas uses the startlingly unfashionable phrase "the cooper­

ative search for truth." That is a Utopian concept, but it operates like 

a Kantian regulative principle, pointing an imperfect society in the 

direction of a perfect one, in which a speaker would communicate 

the pure truth, and enable his listeners to share it, by virtue of the 

fact that the intention "to deceive, to manipulate, to persuade" had 

been eliminated. Ideal speech is different from all other kinds of 

social encounter, which are geared to success and the attainment of 

a specific purpose. Sincerity is a key component, which Habermas 

controversially contends is built into our ordinary everyday conver­

sations. The means to the discovery of truth is already there in com­

mon speech; we "talk ourselves into" a consensus. Language is not 

an art object, but a means of converting private knowledge into 

mutual understanding. Philosophy is no longer the bailiwick of soli­

tary geniuses of sometimes odd eccentricities, but a cooperative 

enterprise not unlike physics or astronomy. 

Truth in this scheme is cumulative, always increasing, always lead­

ing to more freedom, as long as the openness of human communi­

cation is preserved. Anyone who speaks a language is by that very fact 

a member of the community of the potentially enlightened, united 
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by the agreement that comes with communication. But Habermas is 

not popular with some postmodernists; they suspect he has his own 

political agenda, which is not theirs. 

Iflanguage is not primarily communication, its obligation to sin­

cerity and truthfulness is relaxed. Instead, its chief role might be as a 

producer of possibilities, the more the merrier. The notion that false­

hood increases the scope of differences and so contributes to the 

richness oflife, especially if you regard life as a form of art, is behind 

the argument, epidemic in the postmodern era, that strict truth­

telling is a sign of depleted resources, a psychological disorder, a 

character defect, a kind of linguistic anorexia. Without at least the 

capacity to lie, a person is not fully human and may even require pro­

fessional help. 

One of the most telling examples of this seemingly perverse theo­

ry occurs in the study of autistic children. A reliable indicator of 

autism seems to be an incompetence in the arts of hiding, pretend­

ing, dissembling, and lying. It is thought that autism is the absence 

of the normal ability to make sense of what another person is up to. 

An autistic child lacks a "theory of mind," essential for proper social 

relations. Language is deviant. There is an "insistence on sameness," 

and an avoidance of difference. An autistic child is likely to be defi­

cient in understanding false belief, not knowing whether another 

person is under a mistaken impression or can be tricked into acquir­

ing it. 

Chimpanzees can be trained to point to an empty container, lead­

ing another chimp to assume, erroneously, that there is food inside 

it. Does that show that chimps have a theory of mind, missing in 

autistic children, on the evidence that they are able to lie, to plant a 

false idea in another mind? Perhaps not. A better test with humans 

is to hide a treasure in one of four boxes, leaving footprints which 

lead to the chosen box. A child is instructed to "make it difficult" for 

another person to find the treasure. A person who had a theory of 

mind would wipe out the telltale tracks. The results of this simple 

test show that there is a "cognitive watershed" in a child's under­

standing of the mind. At about the age of four, the child begins to 

understand that the other person believes to be true what she knows 
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to be  false. Before that age, children tend to  assume that another per­

son will believe what they themselves know to be true. Autistic chil­

dren with a mental age well over four, however, are not able to grasp 

that others have false beliefs, and do not attempt to manipulate 

those beliefs to their own advantage. 

It is touching, and tragic, to find that parents will sometimes 

express great relief when their autistic child, otherwise intellectually 

able, tells his first clumsy lie in his teens. One mother, intensely con­

cerned about her sixteen-year-old autistic son, who attacked her 

physically and threw food and furniture about, was most alarmed at 

his social ineptitude, describing him as "too good, totally honest and 

unable to lie." So literal-minded was the child that if told to go to bed 

at ten o'clock, he would do so whether or not there was anyone in the 

house to check up on him. Most baffling to these children is the 

double-bluff deception, offering truth as a decoy. They would be 

hopelessly uncomprehending if told the joke about the man in the 

Polish train, lying to his companion by telling the truth that he was 

going to Krakow. 

In the case of a boy suffering from aphasia, who could speak but 

could not tell a lie, he was described as losing "all notion of the pos­

sible." The boy could refer only to the actual, as if using one of those 

artificial languages, all the rage in the seventeenth centuty, designed 

to match one and only one word to one thing, and for that reason 

totally inadequate to the requirements of everyday existence. John 

Forrester tells the story of an elderly lady who, as a little girl, was told 

by her mother that she could always tell when someone was lying by 

looking into their eyes. The girl lived in fear of this awesome power 

until one day at the age of five or six, coming home from school, she 

lied to her mother about some delicate matter. Her mother searched 

the girl's eyes, but seemed to notice nothing amiss. The girl felt a sen­

sation of immense relief, as if she had at last established her inde­

pendence. It showed her that she possessed a mind different from 

her mother's mind. "This creative function of the lie, linked to the 

possibility of otherness, the very possibility of possibility, appears to 

be a natural function, one whose absence is viewed as pathology," 

Forrester comments. Thinking against the real is one of the faculties 
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that mark the human species as human, as different, and it  is abet­

ted by language. 

Henry James explored that idea in a short story, "The Liar," writ­

ten after meeting, at a London dinner party, a guest who regaled the 

company with a string of tall tales that were manifest inventions. 

"The Liar" concerns a certain Colonel Capadose, encountered at a 

country house party by the narrator, Oliver Lyon, a gifted young 

artist who is invited to paint the portrait of the master of the house, 

Sir David Ashmore. Colonel Capadose is at first meeting very hand­

some, charming, with perfect manners and plentiful curly mustach­

es. His personality is "as pleasant as the September sun-as if he 

could make grapes and pears or even human affection ripen by look­

ing at them." 

Into the narrator's innocent ear the Colonel imparts the most 

astounding information. That once, in Ireland, he fell out of a dog­

cart onto his head, was unconscious for three entire months and 

nearly buried alive. That in India a friend, supposed to have died of 

jungle fever, was actually put in a coffin and interred, only to be res­

cued by the redoubtable Colonel himself, who had had a dream in 

which the prematurely sepulchered man called out to him. Also, that 

a certain room in the older part of the house in which they are stay­

ing is haunted by ghosts, making nervous wrecks of otherwise strap­

ping and mentally robust young men who slept the night there. The 

shattered guests had departed the house the next morning under 

cover of fictitious "letters of importance" that arrived at breakfast to 

summon them home. 

Finally, Lyon tumbles to the fact that all this is make-believe, that 

his agreeable dinner companion is caught in a compulsion to lie that 

is as "natural" as being afflicted with a stutter or a limp. "It's quite 

disinterested," Sir David informs the disillusioned young portraitist. 

"He'll lie about the time of day, about the name of his hatter." There 

is no harm in the Colonel, no bad intention. "He doesn't steal or 

cheat nor gamble nor drink; he's very kind-he sticks to his wife, is 

fond of his children. He simply can't give you a straight answer." 

Oliver Lyon is stuck with a dilemma. He considers lying to be 

despicable, the least heroic of vices. Yet here is the Colonel, a virtu-
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oso of  falsehood, married to a wonderful woman Lyon admires as 

honest and straightforward to the core. This peerless spouse had to 

be aware of her husband's flair for mendacity, unless she is deeply 

obtuse, which she is not. That being the case, how can she bring her­

self to aid and abet, day in and day out, such systematic deception? 

The answer is, of course, that she loves him. Lyon consoles himself 

with the thought that the Colonel is an abundant but not a malig­

nant liar, confining himself to matters of small importance. He is a 

"Platonic" liar, with no intention to profit or injure. His falsehoods 

are art for art's sake, a law unto themselves. In Kant's term, they are 

purpose without purposefulness. "It's art for art," Lyon the artist 

decides. "He's prompted by some love of beauty. He has an inner 

vision of what might have been, of what ought to be, and he helps on 

the good cause by the simple substitution of a shade. He lays on 

color, as it were, and what less do I do myself?" As a female guest at 

the house party remarks of Mrs. Capadose: "I must say I like her hus­

band better: he gives so much." 

Here the old connection of truth with goodness is strained to the 

breaking point. Makers of possibility are more generous, more giv­

ing, than those who stick to the pedestrian facts. Bare truth-telling 

is a blemish, an inadequacy, a sort of miserliness, a species of Phil is­

tinism. It is a sign of a stunted mentality. It offers no improvement 

on what is actually the case. It is black and white, when what people 

crave is color. An uneasy relation has come to exist between imagi­

nation and falsehood, never quite resolved since the early Romantics. 

The Age of Reason, with notable exceptions, looked askance at imag­

ination as being perilously associated with trickery and unsound 

thinking, even madness. In a complete reversal, the Romantics saw it 

as a symptom of mental health. In 1826, Charles Lamb wrote The 

Sanity of True Genius. Imagination was the new Logos, the bridge 

between the mind and the world and the key to understanding other 

minds. Interestingly, the word "artist" originally referred to a 

painter, a craftsman, or a scientist. It was only in the middle of the 

nineteenth century that it acquired the meaning of someone who 

creates with the imagination. Thanks in part to Ruskin, who cham­

pioned the importance of the imagination as opposed to the domain 
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of the merely social, i t  began to be  given a heightened respect. It 

became an absolute. Graham Hough has noted the tendency for the 

strong ethical and social bent of high Victorianism to engender its 

own opposite, an asocial aesthetic based on the individual imagina­

tion. This led to "a gradual severance, increasingly apparent from 

Ruskin onwards, of art from the interests of common life, and a con­

stant tendency to turn art itself into the highest value, to assimilate 

aesthetic to religious experience." 

All this tends to give truth a bad name. That is the curious situa­

tion that Romanticism bequeathed to us, thanks to the powerful 

pull of its poetic vision. Meaning has become more valuable, more 

useful than truth. And because meaning has been separated off from 

truth, increasingly, since Kant, it becomes a sovereign eminence. It 

can make truth false. Vaclav Havel has pointed out, in the spirit of a 

warning, how easily language enables us to shade the truth, how a 

context of meaning can subtly alter the integrity of what we say. How 

words are placed, what surrounds them, who interprets them, the 

hidden intentions that lurk behind the words, can transform truth 

into something else entirely. In his plays, Havel sometimes writes 

speeches in which sheer nonsense is justified with impeccable logic, 

pure truths asserted "which are pure lies from beginning to end." 

There are passages containing truths that an audience can identify 

with, yet uneasily senses a barely perceptible whiff of mendacity, due 

to the context of meaning in which the "truths" are made. In Temp­

tation, a character, Foustka, explains his view on the basic questions 

of existence to a woman, Marketa-opinions that Havel himself sin­

cerely holds, and has written in his letters from prison. Yet there is 

something artfully false in what Foustka says. He is saying it, in parr, 

because he wants Marketa to fall in love with him. 

Relentless sincerity, "being yourself" and never shading the truth, 

is too simple, too easy a formula to do justice to a complicated, 

tricky, platitude-averse thing like modern society. It is unsophisti­

cated and may even be uncivilized. That is the paradox in an age 

which has steeped itself in the notion oflife as art. "As practical intel­

ligence has become more and more refined," says the moral philoso­

pher David Nyberg, "deception has come to play a central and 
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complex role in social life." In  his very influential book The Presenta­

tion of Self in Everyday Life, the social scientist Ervin Goffman argued 

that in social situations the individual is a performer, an actor play­

ing a role in which he or she may or may not believe. The very word 

"person" once meant a mask. The mask, however, is not a "pure" lie. 

Goffman sees it as a different kind of truth. "In a sense, and in so far 

as this mask represents the conceptions we have formed of our­

selves-the role we are striving to live up to-this mask is our truer 

self, the self we would like to be. In the end, our conception of our 

role becomes second nature and an integral part of our personality." 

The actor becomes the part he or she is playing. 

It is not a very long step from saying that our "truer" self is the one 

we would like to be to asserting that the version of reality we prefer 

can be substituted for the historically accurate one because it is more 

interesting. Once it is accepted that there are "different kinds" of 

truth, some superior to others, then truth acquires the advantages of 

falsehood in being multiple, not single. It is hard to distinguish one 

from the other. 

In reality, a society in which untruth is the norm would be 

unworkable. Human nature is such that the more lies we encounter, 

the more strenuously we reach for truth, the truth of correspondence 

to facts, just as in the absence of meaning and the presence of the 

inane, we struggle all the more desperately for meaning. Alasdair 

McIntyre thinks that we define our relationships with others in 

terms of certain virtues, among them truthfulness, and this is the 

case no matter what the codes of a particular society may be. Luther­

an Pietists were taught from childhood to tell the truth to everyone 

at all times, whatever the circumstances or context, a tradition that 

Kant inherited. At the other extreme, Bantu parents instruct their 

children not to tell the truth to perfect strangers, exposing the fam­

ily to witchcraft. "In our culture," says McIntyre, "many of us have 

been brought up not to tell the truth to elderly great-aunts who 

invite us to admire their new hats. But each of these codes embodies 

an acknowledgement of the virtue of truthfulness." Liars, in the last 

analysis, depend on the truthfulness of others to pass their stories 

off as God's truth. 
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notion that a person is author of his or her own 

thoughts, that the mind, as a creative instrument, can 

arrive at new truths, and that these truths are powerful 

in their ability to make some sense of what would otherwise be a 

senseless universe. That tradition is known as humanism. Language 

and literature are among its key components, as is also the belief that 

the individual is in control of those media. Imagination is prized, as 

a producer of possibilities, but the thrust of the humanist position 

is that possibilities cannot be allowed to multiply beyond all reason, 

or escape into a kind of nonsense in which the mind may not feel at 

home, as in the early twentieth-century cult of surrealism, which 

developed "a scorn not only for reason but for humanity." 

Yet clever thinkers in our own time have argued that possibilities 

are out of control and that this is due in large part to the hitherto 

underestimated element of the arbitrary in the language we use-or, 

as they suggest, are used by. 

Ferdinand de Saussure, who made modem linguistics possible, 

laid down as the first principle of his theory that the sign is arbitrary. 

He regarded this as the central fact oflanguage. There is no natural, 

266 
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given connection between the sign, the word, and the signified, the 

idea in the mind. The sign is "unmotivated." How trite to say so. Yet 

from this modest principle surprisingly unobvious, even subversive 

consequences ensue. They are not immediately apparent, but are dis­

covered "after many detours." 

A word has no instrinsic connection with the thing it denotes. A tree 

might just as well have been called a shree, or a bree. Convention sees 

to it that when we use the word "tree," everyone knows what we are 

talking about. Bur life and language are far from simple. A signified is 

a mental concept, but it may not be a universal concept. It, too, can be 

as arbitrary as the sign. Signifieds may differ from one language to 

another. The French have a word for a dog, chien, but there is no prop­

er concept for "pet." What is more, the ideas in the mind tend to shift 

and break out of their frames as time goes on. The signified slices up 

and organizes the world in its own particular way, and that way can 

change. There is no fixed, immutable dictionary definition the concept 

must retain through all eternity in order to be regarded as the correct 

signified for a given signifier. "Propriety," for example, once carried the 

sense of ownership of property, hence conferring a measure of 

respectability. Later, all traces of the primary meaning fell away. Lan­

guage, said Saussure, has "no positive terms," by which he meant it 

contains no freestanding words with a unique, permanent reference. 

It is easy to see which way the philosophical winds are blowing. 

They are squalling away our trust in universal concepts, in truths 

that can stand fast in the teeth of the modernist gale, in words that 

have stable meanings. The fact that concepts as well as words are 

arbitrary robs them of their sovereignty. It means they are not held 

in place by some sturdy inner core of meaning, but only by their 

unsteady couplings with other, equally wobbly concepts. An exam­

ple is the English word "river," which differs from "stream" only in 

respect of its size. In French, a fleuve is distinct from a riviere not pri­

marily because it is the larger of the two, but because it flows into the 

sea, whereas a riviere does not. 

In one respect, the arbitrary nature of the sign protects language 

from deliberate efforts to modify it. If there is no logical, natural, or 

theological reason for a word to be as it is, it is pointless to produce 
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rational arguments for altering i t  to a different word. There is no 

basis for debate. We can argue that having one wife is more reason­

able, more economical, and even more moral than having half a 

dozen, but can the same be said for the existence of a whole lexicon 

of terms for "hat"? Conversely, the arbitrariness of language means 

that it mutates over time in its own languagey fashion, willy-nilly, as 

the failure of hundreds of schemes for artificial languages shows. It 

is a hallmark of artificial languages, which began to be invented in 

the seventeenth century, that they were either too logical or too sim­

ple to be universally accepted. From that insight comes the post­

modern view that we are helpless in the grip of language. We are 

captured by it. It "speaks us," we do not speak it. That is a fair speci­

men of the late twentieth century's brand of anti-humanism. 

Such changes as do take place in a natural language result in a 

shift, not just in the sign by itself, or in the concept by itself, but in 

the relationship between the two. Latin necare, meaning "to kill," 

became ncryer, "to drown," in French. Both the word and the idea, the 

signifier and the signified, underwent an alteration. It is a hopeless 

task trying to separate the two. It would be like trying to uncouple 

the two sides of a single sheet of paper. "Language is radically pow­

erless to defend itself against the forces which from one moment to 

the next are shifting the relationship between the signifier and the 

signified," Saussure said. And of all institutions-politics, econom­

ics, law, manners, even fashion-where certain basic constraints of 

social order, subsistence, justice must be observed, none is more free 

to be arbitrary than language. 

Except perhaps art. Cubist painting, the epitome of modernist art, 

requires the viewer, ifhe is to have any rapport with the work at all, 

to accept that the so-called natural ways of seeing the world are actu­

ally quite arbitrary, as indeed is the painting he is looking at. That is 

shocking, but no more so than the modernist realization that 

Euclidean space is not the only possible geometry of the physical 

world. The non-Euclidean geometries high-handedly introduced in 

the nineteenth century, an affront to common sense and seemingly 

capricious, which contradicted the utterly obvious rule that parallel 

lines never meet, were mirrored in the subversion of realistic space in 
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the work of such artists as Georges Braque and Picasso early in the 

rwentieth century. In both cases, it was risky to decide ex cathedra 

which spaces were natural and which artificial. A non-Euclidean 

geometry in which light rays are curved became an important com­

ponent of Einstein's theory of relativity, which describes the physi­

cal universe. 

Since the fifteenth century, painters had represented the world as 

if from the viewpoint of a single observer in three-dimensional space. 

They called this realism, but Cubists took pleasure in pointing out 

that the method was not at all realistic, but actually a deception, an 

elaborate artificial illusion. Hints of this seditious idea appeared in 

the work of nineteenth-century Post-Impressionist painters like Van 

Gogh, Cezanne, and Gauguin, who began to rebel against the notion 

that the world is the same for all observers. The single eye was to go 

the way of the single Truth. These artists played havoc with the rules 

of perspective, defrauding, stretching them to the utmost, and in the 

end transgressing them entirely. As long ago as 1880, Cezanne had 

introduced breaks and dislocations into his paintings, unevenness in 

the realistic spaces. Distortion of the single perspective was for him 

not another sort of optical gimmick, but a "necessary truth to 

nature." In his Nature morte au panier, painted in 1888, each end of a 

kitchen table laid with fruit is depicted as if seen by a different 

observer, one taller than the other. Cezanne concealed the disparity 

with a rumpled tablecloth. In the world of his picture, gravity seems 

to be of a Martian lightness. One critic claimed to detect not rwo but 

three perspectives in this picture. 

Cubism took the technique of multiple observers to brazen 

extremes. One part of a face might be seen head-on, another part 

shown in profile. The human anatomy was taken apart and reassem­

bled in discontinuous bits. A 1912 account of Cubism justified this 

deprivileging of the "natural" rules of painting by declaring that the 

rules were not natural at all, but a mere convention, nomos, not physis. 

They were arbitrary. In order to display a true relation, a modernist 

painter had to sacrifice a thousand apparent truths: "the visible 

world can become the real world only by the operation of the intel­

lect." A Cubist painting represents not reality as we define it in every-



2 7 0  T H E  L I A R ' S  T A L E  

day life, but the artist's concept of  what reality might be  if it were 

rearranged to his specifications, and that concept, as in the theory of 

Saussure, is not universal, not fixed and part of the given order of 

things. To understand a Cubist painting, we need to recognize that 

our way of organizing the world is not the "right" way. In fact, there 

may be no right way. "If we achieve this realization, that our tradi­

tional, realist assumptions are themselves arbitrary," say the scholars 

of modernism Thomas Vargish and Delo Mook, "as arbitrary as the 

Cubist techniques before us, then the visual trauma and the conse­

quent effort of recovery that characterize the experience are justi­

fied." 

Science is not exempt from the same sort of caprice. New theories 

of the structure of matter stretched common sense to outlandish 

extremes, to the point where it was not unusual to hear a scientist 

insist that theories "had" to be strange, that a certain theory was 

"crazy, but not crazy enough to have a chance of being true." Physics 

defamiliarized nature as modernist art estranged the world of nor­

mal experience. Gunther Stent, a molecular biologist at Berkeley, 

suggests that the terms physicists use to describe the elementary bits 

of matter that show up on their instruments are now so purely arbi­

trary they do not touch our ordinary understanding, even in its 

"poetic" dimension. What does it mean to refer to properties of ele­

mentary particles by such words as "flavor" and "color," which are 

totally unrelated to the dictionary definitions and in that sense 

meaningless? The natural concepts that develop in us from child­

hood, says Dr. Stent, have built the vast enterprise of science. But 

concepts such as space, time, object, and cause, also form the bound­

ary marks, the limits beyond which our normal intuitions fail. We 

are in the position of visitors to a foreign country who do not speak 

the language. The particles of quantum mechanics, electrons, pro­

tons, and neutrons, violate our commonsense insights, but the tech­

nical terms scientists used to describe their behavior were couched in 

the sort of language anyone could understand: mass, charge, spin. 

Once the quark doctrine of matter came into fashion, however, 

expressed in the theory of chromodynamics, all connection, even a 

metaphorical one, with everyday parlance was broken. Words like 
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"charm," "strangeness," "up," "down," are semantically barren. There 

is no reason why "vanilla," "liquorice," "red," and "yellow" could not 

just as well have been selected. 

Arbitrariness was a spur to the development of deconstruction, a 

set of ideas that separated language from truth altogether. Jacques 

Derrida, the leading figure of the movement (a term he resists), 

seized on the work of Sa us sure to develop a much more radical the­

ory of the unmotivated character oflanguage. If mental concepts do 

not exist independently of signifiers, then thoughts, ideas, can no 

longer be privileged carriers of a non-arbitrary "truth," while words, 

signs, are relegated to an inferior status. The ancient, metaphysical 

lore of the "transcendental signifier" had to go. Derrida emphasized 

the role of differences in a quite uninhibited fashion, though it was 

still part of the arbitrariness of language in its Saussurian form. A 

word is always surrounded by the ghostly "absence" of other words 

from which it differs. Such an absence is also a wraithlike kind of 

presence. Every sign in a system of signs is what it is by virtue of not 

being the others. 

The catch is that by not being the others, a sign must also imply 

them. Meaning is always sliding off, scattering across the length and 

breadth of the entire language. The restless shuttling between pres­

ence and absence is an inherent instability, a permanent condition 

oflanguage, making words wobbly, treacherous, never quite secure­

ly within our grasp. There are no exceptions, even for words conse­

crated and hallowed by centuries of philosophy. Not the least of 

them is the word "truth." Truth can no longer be regarded as a defi­

nite something always present, hiding behind appearances, or a fixed 

star to steer by. Gone glimmering is the pre-Socratic Logos, which 

harmonized world and mind and made ultimate truth accessible to 

human reason. And all this owes a great deal to the drawing out by 

Saussure of the "obvious" fact that words are arbitrary. 

In the Derridean universe, there is a glut, a superfluity of meaning, 

too much for a sentence to simply "mean what it says." This 

inevitably opens the floodgates of suspicion, misgiving, and distrust. 

Language acquires a life of its own, a dynamic of its own. Let off the 

leash, it is irresponsible, anarchic, and undermines the accepted 
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meanings that society has approved. The sign is  restless, promiscu­

ous, untethered, chasing after novelty, cruising the surface of things 

because there is no depth; never still, never satisfied, a fairly typical 

representative of its time and generation. 

Derrida, born in Algeria, studied philosophy at the Ecole Normale 

Superieure and was much taken with the three H's: Hegel, Husserl, 

and Heidegger. His attraction to literature, however, led him to 

detect in the work of these and other philosophers the same literary 

devices and figures of speech used by writers of fiction. He came to 

regard the texts he read as deceptive, the language masquerading as 

transparent, sheer and lucid, austerely logical, when in reality it oper­

ated with images and metaphors and harbored various metaphysical 

assumptions. Take these away, and the potency of the bare argument 

by itself would be severely weakened. Plato himself used such con­

trivances while in the same breath criticizing the Sophists for doing 

the very same thing. All this made Derrida deeply suspicious of the 

philosophical tradition. While some philosophers regarded him 

as a charlatan, he obtained a considerable following among literary 

critics. 

Useless to try to unpack the work of a philosopher, to "do philos­

ophy" by dissecting and analyzing a text in the hope of finding some­

thing "true" beneath the author's literary bag of tricks. Derrida 

echoed Wittgenstein in asserting that there is no such thing as a hid­

den truth. Better to treat the writings of philosophers as a form of 

literature, where truth and falsehood have an entirely different sta­

tus, and the "meaning" depends as much on the force of images, 

tropes, and other literary contraptions as on the soundness of a tex­

t's logical structure. And a work ofliterature, as anyone would agree, 

is open to more than one, perhaps a myriad of different interpreta­

tions. Derrida has said that literature is "the right to say everything." 

It is an axiom of his thought that even "literal" sentences have 

metaphors skulking inside them. A deconstructor pries metaphors 

out of hiding as classical philosophers used to flush out truths. In 

Margins o/Philosophy, Derrida writes about the poet Valery, who put 

philosophy firmly into the category ofliterature. Valery maintained 

that a poet is not always incapable of solving a problem in logic, and 
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a logician can sometimes see in words something other than pretexts 

for syllogisms. In fact, the poet is more apt to engage in reason and 

logic than the philosopher, since his mind is "terribly variable, decep­

tive and self-deceiving, fertile in insoluble problems and illusory 

solutions." 

We must situate philosophy quite close to poetry. That means rec­

ognizing philosophy as a kind of writing that organizes figures of 

speech, similes and metaphors, metonyms and personifications, all 

of which are far older than philosophy. We upend the commonsense 

idea that literal language came first and metaphor was a later embell­

ishment. Figurative speech is not something that arose out of lan­

guage, but "the emergence oflanguage itself." Thus any text posing 

as literal is immediately under suspicion of sheltering devices of 

rhetoric under its cloak. Serious language is a special case of the non­

serious, and "truths are fictions whose fictionality has been forgot­

ten." 

Deconstruction delights in such subversion of the normal in favor 

of what the ordinary person would regard as deviant or marginal. 

There is an echo here of surrealism, the movement which flourished 

in the 1920s and was much concerned with "polarities," or opposi­

tions, aspects oflife which seem contradictory and exclusive, but by 

an act of intellectual originality can be seen as part of a larger whole. 

The real and the imaginary, the past and the future, what can be said 

and what cannot, the elevated and the base, man and nature, cease 

to oppose each other under the synthetic embrace of surrealism. 

Similarly, deconstruction claims to dissolve the antagonisms 

between the natural and the artificial, male and female, high art and 

pop culture, truth and falsehood. As surrealism was an acute reac­

tion to the senseless slaughter and waste of World War I, an expres­

sion of rage by returning soldiers at the loss, not just of human life, 

but also of that part of young manhood which in peacetime would 

be given over to art and philosophy, deconstruction came from the 

epoch of the Vietnam War, another conflict hugely profligate of 

human life, leading to widespread social upheaval. 

If the normal, the consensual, the commonly accepted is the cri­

terion of truth, as in American pragmatism, then deconstruction is 
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about as far from pragmatism as you can get. Would you include a 

poet in your pragmatic consensus, or a secondhand car salesman, a 

spin doctor, a White House speechwriter? Deconstruction's com­

plaint is that "truth" is produced by forcibly excluding such fringe 

elements. Deconstruction "tries to keep alive the possibility that the 

eccentricity of women, poets, prophets and madmen, might yield 

truths about the system to which they are marginal-truths contra­

dicting the consensus and not demonstrable with a framework yet 

developed." 

Derrida regards figures of speech not just as the basis for the emer­

gence oflanguage, but as inherent in all language. "Poetry swallows 

everything in sight." All texts are treated as part of the genre ofliter­

ature, including scientific ones. We can talk about the "flavor" of a 

quark because poetry grants such license, and deconstruction says 

words are not for referring to things, or even, stably, to concepts in 

the head. "The need for a theory of aesthetic autonomy as a defense 

of poetry disappears, because everything being linguistic and all lan­

guage being fundamentally 'poetic,' "  says Hazard Adams, "there 

remains nothing for poetry to be distinguished from. It is no wonder 

that with this movement come declarations either of the death oflit­

erature or of the breakdown of distinctions between literature and 

other things, including criticism itself" We lose also the distinction 

between the singularity of truth and the multiplicity of falsehood, 

since all is multiplicity, all is difference. 

In deconstruction, meaning leaks, spills, overflows, seeps from 

one text into a profusion of others. There is no such thing as inter­

preting a text on its own. In his eccentric work Glas, Derrida cele­

brates the coalescing of philosophy and Ii terature. The pages of this 

book are divided into vertical columns interspersed with passages 

from different authors in diverse type fonts, languages, and layouts. 

Hegel takes up space on the left, while the right-hand column gives 

room to the French homosexual thief and transvestite turned writer 

Jean Genet. The effect, as cheeky as graffiti on a subway train, is to 

merge the anarchic effusions of}ournal of a Thief with the great nine­

teenth-century prophet of reason, the authority of the family and the 

state, the sovereignty of truth. Meanwhile a commentary by Derrida 
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muses on such matters as whether the rules of metaphoric versus lit­

eral language are able to contain the seepage of meaning from text 

to text. 

The ghost of another debate, another quarrel, hovers over such 

postmodern channel surfing. At the very birth of Western philoso­

phy, in the sixth century B.C., a divorce took place between poetry and 

rational thought about the universe. Thales ofMiletus, who said the 

world is made of water, broke free of the older ways of explaining 

things by means of storytelling and myth. Thales is often described 

in terms of what he was not: not a poet, not a teller of tales or a maker 

of fictions. In that respect he was quite different from earlier, gifted 

individuals who put their stamp on Greek culture. Hesiod, the shep­

herd poet who flourished around 700 B.C., told stories about the 

affairs of the gods and the emergence of the world, its transition 

from chaos to a complex order. Whereas Thales drew on observation 

and argument, Hesiod wrote at the inspiration of the Muses, and he 

acknowledged that these ladies, divine daughters of Zeus and 

Mnemosyne, were not one hundred percent reliable. They "know 

how to speak many false things as though they were true." Yet, when 

the Muses feel inclined, they can speak things which are actually 

true. Under the spell of the Muses, Hesiod the poet cannot conduct 

a rational argument; that is not part of their gift to him. 

The classical scholar David Roochnik thinks Hesiod and Derrida 

have quite a bit in common. In Hesiod, there is a fundamental mis­

match between the shapelessness of primeval Chaos and the mind 

that aspires to think it. In order to bridge that gap, Hesiod must find 

some other vehicle, and that vehicle is the Muses. He could not use 

reasoned argument and logic to make the connection. In that enter­

prise he would have been defeated by the contradiction between 

rational thought and something that is inimical to rational thought. 

The invocation of the Muses is an admission of the intellectual lim­

its of the poetic genre. By surrendering "authorship" to Zeus' daugh­

ters, the poet loses control of truth. Hesiod playfully undercuts his 

own assertions while in the act of making them. Derrida, too, adopts 

playfulness as a device to avoid privileging one concept over any 

other. Playfulness, Roochnik suggests, is a postmodern version of 
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archaic Chaos. Both put truth out of reach. Just try translating Hes­

iod into propositions that are either true or false. Wittgenstein had 

also recommended recourse to the nonserious. "Never stay upon the 

barren height of cleverness," he wrote, "but come down into the 

green valleys of silliness." 

In the heyday of the Greek Enlightenment, there was a certain 

amount of suspicion where poets were concerned. Socrates, in the 

Apology, reaffirmed that when a bard is in the grip of the Muses, he 

produces many beautiful effects, but is never sure what he says is 

true. As for what a poem "means," any old passerby on the street 

could give a better explanation than the poet himself. In Plato's Pro­

tagoras, a character remarks that arguments about poetry remind 

him of provincial drinking parties, where the imbibers, "because they 

are not able to converse with or amuse one another while they are 

drinking, by reason of stupidity, raise the price of flute girls, hiring 

for a great sum the voice of a flute instead of their own breath." Plato 

would ban poets from his ideal Republic if they did not cultivate the 

"beautiful and fitting," and lead people to see the splendor of reason. 

If any other sort came along, "We would pour myrrh on his head and 

crown him with wreaths and send him away to another country." In 

other words, run him out of town on a rail. All poets since Homer 

were to consider themselves uninvited, and even Homer was not 

thought all that much of a catch. In his Dialogues, Plato betrays a 

deep uneasiness about the nature oflanguage and its resources. Art 

is specious. It aims at plausibility, not truth. The danger is that naive 

people might mistake the lies of art for the literal truth. 

Derrida would certainly not have been welcome in Plato's Repub­

lic. He might have made congenial company for the Sophists, but 

probably would have been given short shrift by Aristotle, who took 

the simple view that truth occurs when what is said coincides with 

what is, and falsehood is a mismatch between the two. Aristotle took 

it for granted that nature has priority over language, and over culture 

and history as well, a ranking Derrida takes pleasure in turning 

upside down. 

Freud, someone Derrida admires tremendously, had set himself 

free from the Romantic thrall. He insisted on a clear distinction 
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between dreams and fantasies on the one hand and real life on the 

other. He would have no truck with the idea that everything is art. 

Believing in the importance of reality, he did not want it to lose its 

seriousness, to be made into a game, a recreation, or an aesthetic 

object. Some of Freud's successors, however, thought differently. 

Philip Rieff, author of one of the best books on Freud, warned of the 

nightmarish consequences that might ensue from making life into 

art. "That aestheticizing reality, as a thing of lightness and play: it 

will make murder and incest, too, acts of lightness and play," Rieff 

cautioned. Early on, Freud subscribed to the Romantic view that art 

provides a vehicle for expressing emotions that are otherwise stifled. 

It can release "the rebel and the blasphemer or the pietist in us all." 

In that sense, every individual is a born artist, and psychiatry an aes­

thetic activity. Later, however, he came to regard a work of art as a 

means of achieving mastery over oneself, organizing and stabilizing 

otherwise chaotic desires. That was part of Freud's belief that every­

thing in the psyche has some use, some function, a most un-Dar­

winian notion. There was no room for a theory of spontaneous, 

impromptu play that is in excess of what is needed for the serious 

business oflife. 

Derrida aims to break down the prohibitive Freudian barrier 

between the aesthetic and the real, between poetry and truth. He 

puts in question the frame that separates art from non-art. In his 

First Essay in Truth in Painting, he suggests there should be no frame 

around art as there is around a painting. "Just try to frame a per­

fume," he flings out, typically in a parenthesis. A moment later he 

seems to repent of saying anything so straightforward: "Decon­

struction must neither reframe nor dream of the pure and simple 

absence of the frame." Instead, he favors "a regulated, irrepressible 

dislocation, which makes the frame in general crack, undoes it at the 

corners in its quoins and joints, turns its internal limit into an exter­

nal limit." Only a "certain practice of theoretical fiction" can work 

against the frame. 

Noticeable in Derrida's writings is the influence of one of the 

patron saints of modernism, Mallarme, who held as an article of 

faith that literary language is autonomous, an independent reality. 



2 7 8  T H E  L I A R ' S  T A L E  

Derrida commended Mallarme's poems as "standing in  the air, all 

alone, separated from being." Mallarme had seen language as so 

unstable, transitory and fluctuating, like a diaphanous spray of mist 

on the surface of churning waters, that a colleague once jokingly 

wondered why the words in a book did not become all muddled and 

mixed up during the night when the book was closed. In Mallarme 

can be glimpsed the doctrine of the death of the author which was 

to follow the death of God in the ensuing century. A poem tends to 

erase vestiges of the poet's personality and become pure language. 

Words make no reference to anything but other words in the poem. 

"Everything in the world tends to end up in a book," Mallarme said. 

A painting exists to exhibit the material properties of paint; a poem 

to show off the effects of language. Mallarme described as his chief 

aim "to make the words of a poem self-mirroring." Paul Valery, one 

of a captive audience at Mallarme's one-man evening dissertations 

on aesthetic theory, once said that Mallarme talked and behaved as 

ifhe had invented language all on his own. 

Derrida approved of the importance given to the materiality of 

words, the impossibility of veritying anything in a poem, the disper­

sal of meaning, the absence of referents, the concern, not with the 

delivery of truth but with the operation of writing. In a literal sense, 

he thought, "writing does not wish to say/mean anything." But he 

differs from his iconoclastic predecessor by refusing to agree that a 

poem is an isolated entity. In Saussure, language is like a game of 

chess, and nothing matters outside the little world of the chess­

board. Derrida sweeps aside such limitations. There is nothing out­

side the text. That is a Derridean first commandment. On the other 

hand, all of culture is a text, and because there is nothing else but cul­

ture, there is no end to textuality. All reality has the structure of a dif­

ferential trace. We are permanently embedded in various networks: 

historical, linguistic, political. Saussure's concern for objectivity, for 

scientific truth, goes out the window. 

Once, at a conference in Cambridge, England, Derrida was asked 

by a journalist to describe deconstrucution "in a nutshell." One of 

his colleagues, John Caputo, took it upon himself to demolish the 

metaphor as being almost comically inept. "Nutshells enclose and 
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encapsulate, shelter and protect, reduce and simplify, while every­

thing in deconstruction is turned towards opening, exposure, expan­

Sion and complexification, toward releasing unheard-of, 

undreamt-of possibilities to come, toward cracking nutshells wherev­

er they appear," Caputo said. Deconstruction is about breaking 

through boundaries, transgressing confines, bursting out of hard 

outer casings. 

That sort of thinking in philosophy shares much in common with 

fiction and poetry. They both press up hard against the impossible. Lit­

erature is an institution which tends to overflow the institution, even 

to destabilize the distinction berween nature and the institution. Writ­

ing and reading have unlimited rights to resist laws and taboos. We are 

advised that Derrida is not recommending that "anything goes," nor 

does he want to substitute caprice for truth, though he sometimes gives 

the impression that he is blithely doing both. What he is up to is argu­

ing "for a democratic open-endedness that makes those who have 

appointed themselves the Guardians of Truth nervous." 

A consequence of dissemination, of unlimited textuality, however, 

is the vanishing even of the truth of art, never mind the truth of fact. 

Autonomy gives a poem, a painting, a certain integrity that is an 

aspect, perhaps the most important one, of aesthetic truth. The 

Romantics regarded poetic truth as internal and contextual. But if 

everything is literature, and ifliterature is everything, then it is noth­

ing. We are left with play, interpretation, and sign. Derrida celebrates 

the "Nietzschean affirmation, that is the joyous affirmation of the 

play of the world and of the innocence of becoming, the affirmation 

of a world of signs without fault, without truth and without origin." 

Throughout history, mankind has dreamed of the end of play, the 

end of uncertainty, the arrival of the truth, the security of knowing 

that truth is present. By contrast, deconstruction aims to pass 

beyond mankind, beyond humanism, toward a radical, foundation­

less insecurity of absence. All this may seem disturbing, and Derrida 

makes it clear that it is. We are faced, he says, "by the yet unnameable 

which is proclaiming itself and which can do so, as is necessary when­

ever a birth is in the offing, only under the species of the nonspecies, 

the formless, mute, infant and terrifying form of monstrosity." 
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It  has been said that Derrida's intention was to take Saussure's 

ideas to their logical conclusion. To take anything to its logical con­

clusion, of course, almost guarantees it will become a species of mon­

strosity, in the sense that it no longer has any connection with or 

bearing on human needs, affections, or interests. It is like a freak of 

nature, unfitted to the environment in which it must flourish or 

become extinct. Mathematics and other abstract forms of knowledge 

can be stimulated to make new discoveries under the impact oflog­

ical extremes that part company violently with common sense, but 

quotidian human existence is not like mathematics. That is one rea­

son why deconstruction is a profoundly anti-humanist philosophy. 

There is an element of Romanticism, certainly, in deconstruction, 

if only by virtue of its antipathy to certain pieties of the Romantic 

sensibility. In America, it was welcomed by literary scholars noted for 

their studies of Romantic and post-Romantic poetry. The Roman­

tics had both celebrated and thrown doubt on the Enlightenment 

belief in the attunement of mind and nature. But they were strongly 

inclined to regard a work of art as providing a unique kind of secu­

rity and control in a chaotic universe. That ordering function was 

art's own special kind of truth, quite different from the truth which 

corresponds to an external, verifiable fact. It was akin to the insight 

of Spinoza, that religious truth does not disclose knowledge of the 

nature of reality, but produces an attitude, brings about an alter­

ation of the mind, by an immediate appeal to the heart. Faith, said 

Spinoza, "does not demand that dogmas should be true as that they 

should be pious-that is, such as will stir up the heart to obey." The 

idea is not to know the truth about things, bur to undergo a reorga­

nization of one's mental economy. Matthew Arnold, writing at a 

time when Romanticism still cast a long shadow, talked about the 

Victorian craving for "intellectual deliverance," by which he meant, 

not a longing for the ultimate key to the universe, but rather the "sat­

isfaction of a need, felt instinctively or emotionally, for rational 

order." For this, any consistent "idea of the world" will suffice, and 

art or literature can provide it. Dante might supply such an idea, but 

so could Shakespeare or Milton. Arnold, who repeatedly mentions 

the complexity of modern society, thought the need for order was an 
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instinct, a built-in propensity, like the tendency to self-preservation 

or the reproduction of the species. He suggested that while the illu­

sions of art are not true in the sense of being factually correct, they 

are genuine because their existence is a meaningful fact in our lives. 

"More and more," said Arnold, "mankind will discover that we have 

to turn to poetry to interpret life for us, to console us, to sustain us. 

Without poetry, our science will appear incomplete; and most of 

what now passes with us for religion and philosophy will be replaced 

by poetry." 

In Derrida's deconstruction, however, we have arrived at a curious 

state of affairs. Writing acquires a preeminence and importance 

that in philosophy or literary theory is quite different from any­

thing that has gone before. Philosophers like to think they are 

engaged in pure argument, which they hope will culminate in a final 

truth. In argument, it is often the case that one person has the last 

word. That is because meaning is basically stable and can be under­

stood in its entirety. Philosophers have been called natural enemies 

of writing, since they are on the side of reason and truth, and these 

tend to be contaminated and distorted by the rhetorical devices and 

built-in imprecisions of the written word. Is an argument more 

authentic, closer to the original thought, when it is spoken as 

opposed to being put down on paper? Derrida explodes this com­

monsense idea. For him, everything is writing, including speech. 

And writing produces more writing, and still more, and so on ad 

infinitum. 

It is a fundamental axiom of Derridaism that speech, conversa­

tion, one person talking intimately to another, is not privileged as 

being more truthful than writing, in the sense that if we are face to 

face with the "author" of what is said we can confirm its accuracy 

firsthand, make sure we understand his or her real intentions. Saus­

sure, aiming to create a science oflanguage, had ignored the author 

and the referent, much as a physicist would disregard friction and 

atmospheric conditions in a study of the laws of motion. "My defin­

ition of language presupposes the exclusion of everything that is 

outside its organization or system," Saussure said. 

Derrida wants to persuade us that speech displays the crucial fea-
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tures of  all language, written or  spoken. That means the spoken 

word, even in its immediacy, contains "distance, absence, misunder­

standing, insincerity and ambiguity." It is part and parcel of his 

provocative suggestion that the artificial is prior to the natural, that 

what came first in time may not be "truer" than what comes later. It 

is recognized now, for example, that Einstein's relativity theory is 

basic and primary, while Newton's work is a special case of that the­

ory and subsidiary to it, even though it preceded Einstein by more 

than two centuries. Writing is the most complete manifestation of 

the key properties oflanguage, namely, that the sign is arbitrary and 

operates by means of differences, that words can be repeated and be 

the same in different situations. It is the universal system of which 

speech is a subsystem. Writing, Derrida decided, covers the entire 

domain of linguistic signs. The idea of the arbitrariness of the sign, 

which applies with equal force to speech, is unthinkable outside the 

horizon of writing. What Derrida calls archi-ectriture, or primary writ­

ing, writing in general, is the arche of language, prior to speech and 

prior to writing in the ordinary sense. It implies that in all forms of 

language, meaning does not exist before words are spoken or writ­

ten. Language is not the vehicle of meaning, but its producer. 

"By a slow movement whose necessity is hardly perceptible," Der­

rida wrote, "everything that for at least some twenty centuries tend­

ed toward and finally succeeded in being gathered under the name 

of language is beginning to let itself be transferred to, or at least 

summarized under, the name of writing." Writing comprehends lan­

guage. A thought, a mental concept, cannot escape the play of signi­

fiers that constitutes language. There is no stronghold, no 

out-of-bounds shelter for it. 

We have come a long way from the situation that arose when, in 

the pivotal period of the late fourteenth century in England, there 

began to emerge an increasing emphasis on the written over the spo­

ken word. This was accompanied by important changes in legal the­

ory and practice. Simultaneously, the word "trouthe" underwent a 

mutation that was to have momentous consequences. Its Middle 

English meaning of personal integrity, loyalty, steadfastness, the 

opposite of treason, shifted to the modern, impersonal sense of cor-
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respondence to fact, accuracy, correctness. That was the result in 

part of the spread of literacy in the England of Richard II, and the 

explosion of lawyerly paperwork under an authoritarian regime. In 

oral cultures, says Richard Green, "truth" often means loyalty to a 

particular social order or tradition. It does not consist primarily of 

statements that are either true or false. In Islamic society, for exam­

ple, the word for propositional truth, sahha, is not privileged over 

sadaqa, being trustworthy, being true to oneself, to others, and to the 

particular situation. Arabic makes no firm distinction between ref­

erence to nature and and loyalty to the social order. Among the Tiv 

of Nigeria there are two kinds of truth in courts of law, mimi and 

vough. The first means the morally good and socially correct thing, 

but not the factually correct thing. The word vough, meaning 

"straight" or "precise," is used for that. Good social relationships are 

given precedence over simple agreement with the facts. The anthro­

pologist Michelle Rosaldo reports that in disputes among Philippine 

headhunters, the parties "were not concerned with telling lies or 

telling truths. As always, what they claimed was that 'true' depended 

less on 'what took place' than on the quality of an interaction where 

what mattered most was who spoke out." 

How odd that, at the turn of the millennium, deconstruction, by 

making everything, including speech, into writing, should have the 

entirely different result of putting truth out of reach, of deferring it 

in a proliferation of endless games, where writing begets more writ­

ing and interpretation more interpretations. We live in a world of 

hyperliteracy where "there is nothing outside the text," and yet there 

is a large body of opinion holding that literal truth, truth to the facts, 

is socially disruptive, naive, betokening a deficit of imagination and 

sensitivity, a "disloyalty" to the codes of acceptable behavior, bearing 

a remarkable resemblance to the traditions of oral cultures and to 

the "trouthe" of an England that was still medieval. 

Not that Derrida is studied with close attention by the average per­

son. His writings are abstruse, alien, intimidating, and even bar­

barous to the common reader. But his ideas filter down in popular 

and highly simplified and predigested form, "in a nutshell." Down 

from that unscalable Mount Sinai of deconstruction comes the mes-
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sage that truth as well as falsehood are as dead as God, as extinct as 

humanism, as obsolete as the individual self. Truth-telling is deval­

ued even though the arguments behind the devaluing are not 

respected, not taken apart and examined, not fully understood. The 

imprimatur of philosophy is used to sanction a new kind of 

Sophistry that elevates lying to the status of an art and neutralizes 

untruth by proclaiming that all language is inherently untrustwor­

thy, that it produces meaning rather than being produced by mean­

ing, that it speaks us rather than we speaking it, not only absolving 

us from various kinds of plagiarism but also giving us the perfect 

alibi for mendacity: "Language made me do it." 



C H A P T E R  N I N E T E E N  
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I mistrust those hopes which can give murderers a clear conscience. 
-Raymond Aron 

Man's foundation is mendacious because it is optimistic. 
-Friedrich Nietzsche 

H E  G R E E K  S O P H I S T S  H E L D  T H A T  P L A Y I N G  

games with language, presenting falsehood in the guise 

of truth, was a key to power, to winning. They "threw" 

true statements upside down, as a wrestler floors an 

opponent in the ring. By contrast, Descartes, pioneer of modern 

thought, asserted that anything tainted with falsehood is a mark of 

feebleness, of neediness, while truth is manly and strong. 

The Sophists separated culture from nature in pursuit of the 

power words wield. In our own time, elaborate theories have been 

spun around the idea that language is autonomous, disengaged not 

only from nature and material existence but from everything that is 

not language. Does that enable it to exercise a power commensurate 

with its vastly privileged status? 

In George Orwell's anti-bureaucratic fantasy 1 984, a totalitarian 

regime maintains its hegemony over its people by the simple expedi­

ent of denying that truth has any independent existence outside the 

mind. Insisting that truth is not in the world, not in external facts or 

things, but only in the head, the Party is able to procure the accep­

tance of the most outrageous lies as eternal verities. By exerting mas­

tery over minds, it can decide what is true and what is false. "In the 

285 
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end, the Party would announce that two and two make five, and you 

would have to believe it. The heresy of heresies was common sense. 

And what was terrifYing was not that they would kill you for think­

ing otherwise, but that they might be right. For, after all, how do we 

know that two and two make four? Or that the force of gravity 

works? Or that the past is unchangeable? If both the past and the 

external world exist only in the mind, and if the mind itself is con­

trollable-what then?" In Orwell's monstrous superstate, Oceania, 

inconvenient truths are flushed away by systematically deleting 

words from the dictionary: without language, thoughts cannot exist. 

Orwell's parable is about power. The ruling elite has one and only 

one goal: to stay on top. Ideology is a mere device, a rational under­

pinning to the desire to hold onto power. Nazi Germany and the 

Soviet Union were alike in using the "philosophy" of their regimes as 

a prop to the job security of the leaders. The point, for totalitarian 

systems, is to use the ruling doctrines to preempt the emergence of 

ideas that might destabilize the status quo. Power is able to create 

truth, as it creates a fictional past, by rewriting history. That is the 

function of Orwell's Ministry of Truth, which exists to decide what 

is true and what is false. One person alone, by himself, is unequipped 

to do so. Like Wittgenstein, Orwellian society mistrusts the accura­

cy of personal memory. That makes it possible to play fast and loose 

with memory, hoodwink it with fake documents and consign the 

genuine ones to oblivion. In any case, "the truth is always mediated 

through human consciousness, and the principles which determine 

human consciousness are quite other than truth." This is the prag­

matic theory of truth taken to bizarre extremes. Big Brother, the 

omnipresent but unseen master of Oceania, sees to it that whatever 

serves his purposes and secures his total ascendancy is truth. "It is 

one of the most characteristic and destructive developmen ts of our 

own society," wrote Erich Fromm in an essay on Orwell's novel, "that 

man, becoming more and more of an instrument, transforms reality 

more and more into something relative to his own interests and 

functions." 

The useful lie, available thanks to the lingering demise of the con­

cept of timeless truth, has been adopted by regimes of the right and 
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the left indiscriminately. Benito Mussolini, for example, welcomed 

the disappearance of absolutes with open arms. «If relativism signi­

fies contempt for fixed categories and men who claim to be the bear­

ers of an objective, immortal truth," Mussolini wrote at the opening 

of the confident decade of the 1920s, "then there is nothing more rel­

ativistic than Fascist attitudes and activity." He went on to say that 

if all ideologies are of equal value, if all of them are fictions, "the 

modern relativist infers that everybody has the right to create for 

himself his own ideology and to attempt to enforce it with all the 

energy of which he is capable." 

As for the Soviet regime, it needed a vast supply oflies in order to 

maintain the "truth" of its holy scripture. Galina Vishnevskaya, the 

soprano whose career began at the Bolshoi Opera, remembers as a 

young woman being enveloped in untruth continually, at every 

moment. Being recruited to spy on her colleagues at the Bolshoi by 

the KGB, Galina knew from the start that mendacity was her only 

hope. In her memoirs, published in the United States in the actual 

year 1984, she said: "I had to be tricky, lie and pretend I was a naive 

featherbrain." After all, she was only too familiar with the blatant 

official falsehoods and distortions inserted into Soviet operas deal­

ing with contemporary or revolutionary themes. Walking the streets 

of Moscow after a particularly unnerving encounter with her KGB 

handlers, Galina thought to herself: "Lies, lies, lies everywhere. Like 

a sticky spider web they entangle one's consciousness, they twist the 

soul, they hang over you from cradle to grave." 

The relativity of truth, the theory that truth is "produced" rather 

than discovered, that it may be a creature of political or other kinds 

of power, is a central theme of postmodernist thought. But it favors 

no single ideology, whether Socialist or National Socialist. It is as 

likely to result in anarchy as in totalitarian repression. When "objec­

tive, immortal" truths are abolished and replaced by pure inventions, 

obedience to them is not secured by the traditional popular beliefs. 

Keeping these artifacts in business entails some form of coercion, 

whether the mild device of political correctness and social shaming 

or the more sinister apparatus of the police state. 

Deconstruction became high fashion after the student demon-



2 8 8  T H E  L I A R ' S  T A L E  

strations in Paris in  May 1968, and was therefore seen as an adjunct 

of the political left. There was an atmosphere of political claustro­

phobia prevailing at the time, thanks in part to the stability of the 

French establishment, rooted in the robustness of institutions put 

in place by the Fifth Republic. Charles de Gaulle had been in office 

for a decade, and there was no plausible alternative to him. The 

entrenched solidity of the government simply intensified the rage in 

the streets and fed a new kind of extremism. 

For thirty years after World War II, much of cutting-edge Parisian 

culture was ruled by the left. The University of Paris boasted an espe­

cially large share of Marxist professors in all departments and the 

upheavals of the sixties increased such penetration. Before the big 

event on the night of May 10, 1968, colleges all over France were 

shaken by student demonstrations; their intensity was shocking to 

many officials and student leaders. On that night, some twenty thou­

sand young people massed in the streets of the Latin Quarter as a 

mark of outrage at the government decision to shut down the Sor­

bonne. The police had clubbed several innocent people who just hap­

pened to be passing by. There was also anger at the despotic 

character of French schooling. Barricades were set up, sixty of them. 

Billboards were destroyed, cars overturned. Then police in gas masks 

threw incendiary grenades. Protesters retaliated with cobblestones 

and Molotov cocktails. When it was all over, some two hundred cars 

had been incinerated and more than three hundred and fifty people 

injured. A general strike the next Monday drew more than a million 

people into the streets to oppose "the very order of things in the 

modern world generally." 

Yet there was a "virtual" aspect to the May upheavals. If they could 

not overthrow a government, the protesters might at least destroy 

the tyranny of fixed truths and single meanings. Among the graffiti 

at the Sorbonne were the scrawled statements: "Actions, no! Words, 

yes ! "  And, "I take my desires for reality, because I believe in the real­

ity of my desires." Another mantra was "There are no facts." The slo­

gan: "It is forbidden to forbid," began to appear on the walls of the 

Sorbonne. 

Roland Barthes, a central figure in the literary vanguard of Paris at 
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the time, decided to organize a seminar on  the connection between 

"language and the student movement." This was greeted with cat­

calls by students as being too inert and cerebral at a moment of such 

pivotal crisis. Perhaps they also sensed that Barthes regarded them 

as narcissists, and petit bourgeois to boot. In a famous incident during 

one of these seminars, at which Saussure's structuralism was often 

pilloried and language theories ransacked for hidden political bias­

es, a philosophy teacher, Catherine Backes-Clement, arrived and 

announced: "I've just come from the general assembly of the philos­

ophy department. We have just passed a motion which concludes, 'It 

is obvious that structures do not take to the streets.'" 

Next day an enormous poster was affixed to the wall of a corridor 

on the first floor of the Sorbonne which read: "Barthes says struc­

tures do not take to the streets. We say, neither does Barthes." In fact, 

Barthes was nO[ the author of the phrase, which became famous not 

only in Europe but in America as well. It summarized an uneasy feel­

ing that actual revolution, the total transformation of institutions, 

was no longer feasible after the failure of the Soviet experiment; the 

only insurrections left were those that tilted against ideas, revolu­

tions in the head. Ironically, a dozen years before the May barricades, 

Simone de Beauvoir had written in the journal Les Temps Modernes: 

"The truth is one, only error is multiple; it is no accident that the 

right professes pluralism." Now here was the left lurching into the 

most extreme plutalism, storming the Bastille of the old Enlighten­

ment tradition of the single Truth. 

One of the basic quarrels deconstruction had with structuralism 

was that it suspected the latter of sheltering a form of the hated phi­

losophy of idealism. A theory that says all languages, cultures, 

minds, societies participate in a system of structures, a common 

code, is not likely to recommend tampering with these things in the 

hope of making a better world. It suggests that what we have is 

"given," not made. We are stuck with the world as it is. And that is a 

conservative point of view. 

Of the Parisian intellectuals of the time, John Ardagh has written 

that they showed more respect for ideas than for facts. They har­

bored a "contempt for the authenticity of information," and tended 
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to select or  even distort facts to suit their purposes. That was espe­

cially the case for Marxists and other supporters of the left. Marx 

himself was no admirer of anarchism, Romanticism, or the irra­

tional. His theories were intended to be scientific and rigorous, and 

were quite restricted in their scope. He believed in such Enlighten­

ment ideas as the existence of an "authentic" human nature; he saw 

it as being estranged by the dehumanizing squalor of working con­

ditions in factories. Truth existed, but the masses, duped by false 

consciousness, were blind to it and did not know what was best for 

them. That gave a free hand to the elite, who were in possession of 

the truth, to seize power arbitrarily, as Lenin's minority faction did 

in the Russian Revolution of 1917. 

In that respect, Marxism was a philosophy of universal truth. 

There is a single universe, and it is rational through and through. 

Everything made by human art, all that is given by nature, can be 

explained in terms of one overarching nexus oflaws that makes both 

worlds intelligible. Marx believed such laws explain not only the 

advances and successes of history but its mistakes as well, its acci­

dents, wrong turns, and blunders. When all is understood in this sci­

entific fashion, the world will be a place of harmony and concord, of 

unity, where all differences are smoothed away, because that is the 

natural, undistorted condition of the human species. 

Theory had its place in this scheme, certainly. But so did action, 

the confrontation with brute fact. Marx recognized the importance 

of philosophy, but he also believed that at certain hinge moments in 

history, theory must be set aside to make way for political practice, 

based on the truth of what philosophy had revealed. Philosophy 

throws off its mantle oflofty speculation and takes part in history as 

"a practical person hatching intrigues with the world." There was 

always a certain ambiguity between Marx's doctrine of historical 

inevitablity, which he wrote about as if it were a great force of nature, 

and his acknowledgment of the need for action. He seems to agree 

with those Greek philosophers for whom it was a truism that as long 

as a person knows what is good, he or she will do the good thing. 

There is no firm distinction between knowing and acting on that 

knowledge. 
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Western Marxists in the modernist period tended to throw Marx 

into reverse. He started with philosophy, then proceeded to the more 

worldly questions of the means of production and the ownership of 

capital. His successors and followers in Europe moved in the oppo­

site direction, from economics back to ideas. The historian Perry 

Anderson thinks the Marxian unity between theory and practice was 

destroyed when Stalin's political apparatus stamped our revolution­

ary mass actions in Russia and sabotaged them in other countries. 

All serious theoretical work came to an end in the Soviet Union after 

collectivization. In the West, Socialist thought became Utopian, cut 

off from the reality of working-class life. The failure of the Socialist 

Revolution to take fire outside Russia bred a generation of Marxist 

intellectuals remote from those gritty facts of material existence 

which Marx had put at the top of his agenda. 

This had two effects on the writings of Western Marxists between 

the end of World War I and the tumult in the streets of Paris in May 

1968. One was that, in Anderson's words, "Theory became, for a 

whole historical period, an esoteric discipline whose highly technical 

idiom measured its distance from politics." After 1848, Marx had 

wanted his work to be accessible to the working class, deliberately 

making his writing simple and lucid. His twentieth-century follow­

ers in Europe did exactly the opposite. They adopted the most 

abstruse, alien, and inhospitable literary manner, needlessly com­

plex, enigmatic, and obscure. This strategy has survived in the work 

of postmoderns like Lacan and Julia Kristeva, of whose writings it 

has been said that they resist meaning so powerfully that "the very 

process of failing to comprehend the text is part of what it has to 

offer." 

As in Orwell's Oceania, common sense is the great heresy, but so 

too is the slightest impulse to make the ordinary intelligent reader 

at home; the idea is to enmesh him or her in dense thickets of prose, 

which strangle understanding in the cradle. It is as if all these writ­

ers imitated and then raised to eccentric levels of intricacy the cryp­

tic style of Antonio Gramsci, founder of the Italian Communist 

Party, who as an inmate of the prison system was forced by a brutal 

censorship to make his meanings opaque. Their language, says 
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Anderson, "was subject to a wider historical censor: the gulffor near­

ly fifty years between socialist thought and the soil of popular revo­

lution." One of them, Theodor Adorno, deliberately tried to inflict 

pain on his readers, taking care never to make them comfortable. 

"The splinter in your eye is the best magnifying glass," was one of his 

harsher maxims. When his friend Siegfried Kracauer complained of 

dizzy spells while reading one of Adorno's books, he was told by the 

testy author he could not hope to comprehend a single work until he 

had read the entire oeuvre. The editor of an American journal altered 

one of Adorno's essays to make the argument clear, whereupon 

Adorno "decided it was time to return to his native Germany." 

A second consequence of the divorce between theory and revolu­

tionary practice was that Western Marxism adopted a strikingly aes­

thetic posture. The status of art and literature in a Marxist Utopia 

had always been a ticklish question. In principle, the arts ought to 

help in the work of educating the masses in the correct ideology, sup­

plying their needs according to what the state defines as needs. 

Newly installed Communist regimes do not like abstract art any 

more than the experimental novel, which constructs its own idio­

syncratic version of reality. Paintings and books that refer only to 

themselves are frowned upon, as is the notion that the artist or writer 

is an autonomous being answering only to the voice of his or her own 

genius. Modernism was considered anti-Soviet and modernists were 

classified by Stalin as enemies of the people, though this attitude 

eased somewhat under Mikhail Gorbachev. 

In the West, during the twenties and thirties, some socialist figures 

who did not take their cue from Lenin but from the early, "human­

ist" Marx began to emphasize culture rather than politics as the path 

to the desirable socialist future. Art, music, poetry have a measure of 

independence from the economic and political establishment and 

can therefore be used to disturb and destabilize it, perhaps even over­

throw it, who knows? Gramsci theorized that the arts acquire a life 

of their own and are partly out of control in capitalist societies. 

Many neo-Marxists wrote books on aesthetics. Adorno, a leader of 

the Frankfurt School, was far too prickly and independent to ally 

himself with any organization having a specific program for social 
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reform. I t  has been said of  him that "his refusal to compromise grew 

out of a characteristically Western Marxist insistence on the Utopi­

an potential of modem society, which prevented him from ever con­

fusing any actually existing socialist regime with the genuine 

realization of the socialist dream." Adorno was also a gifted musician 

and composer in the atonal mode (his writing is also "atonal") and a 

strenuous champion of modem art. His final, unfinished book, Aes­

thetic Theory, was intended to be dedicated to Samuel Beckett, patron 

saint of the modernist theater. Yet, paradoxically, he was also a cul­

tural conservative, disdainful of popular music and literature, hos­

tile to the kind of instrumental reason that produces more and 

better technology. In fact, he thought one of the wellsprings of fas­

cism might be our "mythic" past, breaking out of its home in the 

unconscious; also that it was a turning of the tables, a kind of retri­

bution on the part of nature for our ruthless mastery of her. In 1967, 

Adorno made it clear that he valued aesthetics over politics when he 

refused to change the subject of a lecture, "The Classicism of 

Goethe's Iphegenia," in Berlin soon after a student, Benno Ohne­

sorg, had been killed by the police during a visit by the Shah ofIran. 

He believed that true art could show the way to social change. Ideol­

ogy, he said, is untruth, a lie. "The greatness of works of art lies sole­

ly in their power to let those things be heard which ideology 

conceals." They point toward the truth, including the vision of a 

future "true" society. Only in the utter uselessness of art can the util­

itarianism of today's civilization be resisted. 

Another theorist who considered Marxism in need of thorough 

review if it was to survive was Herbert Marcuse, a colleague of 

Adorno's, whose sayings were painted on the walls of the Sorbonne 

during the May 1968 uprisings. Marcuse, like Adorno, believed that 

art, literature, and music can express truths impossible to capture in 

any other form. Art is a "rupture with the established reality system" 

and therefore an avenue of liberation. "The message of art and liter­

ature is that the world really is as the lovers of all times experienced 

it, as King Lear experienced it, as Anthony and Cleopatra experienced 

it." Marcuse adopted Schiller's theory of aesthetics, which empha­

sized art as a "play impulse," a frolic without any other purpose. The 
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inclination to play i s  a "third way" of  explaining the world, apart 

from the operations of sense and reason. Human beings are free only 

when "reality loses its seriousness." It was this conception that 

evolved into the late nineteenth-century cult of art for art's sake. 

Marcuse also agreed that philosophical writing ought to verge on the 

unintelligible and acknowledged that quite a bit of Adorno's work 

was over his head, which was presumably all to the good. As he 

explained: "Ordinary language, ordinary prose, even a sophisticated 

one, has been so much permeated by the Establishment, expresses so 

much the control and manipulation of the individual by the power 

structure, that in order to counteract this process you have to indi­

cate already in the language you use the necessary rupture with con­

formity. Hence the attempt to convey this rupture in the syntax, the 

grammar, the vocabulary, even the punctuation." Commas can start 

a revolution. 

The retreat into aesthetics and the adoption of what is virtually a 

private code in these neo-Marxist thinkers anticipated the postmod­

ern evasion of hard truths and stubborn facts. For Marx, capital was 

a substantial thing, following trajectories of development that are 

unpredictable and sui generis. 1t took on a life of its own. Capital was 

a living force that, once sufficiently enlarged, once embarked on a 

certain course, is unstoppable until it breaks down in its own fash­

ion. In Western post-Marxist thought, by contrast, it is language, the 

signifier, that emulates the role of capital in Marx's theory: some­

thing idiosyncratic, self-sufficient, out of control. Traditional leftists 

complain that deconstruction, with its emphasis on words not 

deeds, signs not beliefs, is a philosophy of inertia and passivity. 

Robert Fitch, for example, a professor of urban economics at New 

York University, believes that an "unhealthy fixation" on such cul­

tural issues as feminism, racism, and sexual orientation tends to rel­

egate ordinary truthfulness to a secondary role. "There is a sense that 

objective conditions don't matter at all," Professor Fitch observes. 

"They don't believe in facts." The recourse to aesthetics, Christopher 

Norris thinks, appears to be "little more than a desperate holding 

operation, a means of continuing to talk, think and theorize about 

issues of a vaguely political import while serenely ignoring the man-
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ifest 'fact' that socialism is  everywhere in a state of terminal 

decline." 

Strange things happen when language and culture are given a 

privileged status, above nature, above "what is," superior to hard 

reality. It is then and only then that the question of truth becomes a 

difficult and perplexing one, inviting heretical answers, making it 

possible to doubt the value of plain speaking, to look for exotic new 

sources of truth, new reasons to make it subordinate to other, more 

immediately felt interests. Truth is not sacred any more. That shift 

of accent is nowhere more apparent than in the work of the post­

Marxist thinker Michel Foucault, who along with other French intel­

lectuals in the aftermath of the 1968 tumult shared a deep distrust 

of the power of institutions to control individual thought and 

behavior. 

Foucault, obsessed for much of his life with death, suicide, drugs, 

and various forms of eroticism, held that language, in the broadest 

sense of the word, determines what reality is. Language is the world. 

And truth is wholly a matter of language. It is a creature of that 

world, generated by its many kinds of limits and coercions, by its 

"power." Contrary to a myth whose history would repay further 

study, Foucault said that "truth isn't the reward of free spirits, the 

child of protracted solitude, not the privilege of those who have suc­

ceeded in liberation themselves. Truth is a thing of this world: it is 

produced only by virtue of multiple forms of constraint. And it 

induces regular effects of power." 

For Foucault, truth, like the self, is not given but made. A vast 

array of humanly invented rules, ordinances, laws, social norms, 

institutions press in upon each person, shaping his or her identity. 

The Marxist idea of a human essence, he rejected totally. And in thus 

casting aside the traditional theory of a fixed and innate core of 

human being, in ushering in the seemingly perverse notion of the 

"death of man," he was able to envisage the emergence of something 

quite new and different, something that never existed before and 

about which we are entirely ignorant. Foucault embodied some of 

the chief features of the postmodern: novelty, obscurity, and play. 

The concept of a perfectly transparent communication between peo-
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pIe was something almost abhorrent. "The thought that there could 

be a state of communication which would be such that the games of 

truth could circulate freely, without obstacles, without constraint, 

and without coercive effects, seems to me to be Utopia." Foucault did 

not believe in Utopia. 

As the chairman of a new philosophy department at the Universi­

ty of Paris at Vincennes, Foucault indulged his impulse for play. One 

of his colleagues, Judith Miller, the daughter of Jacques Lacan, dis­

pensed certificates of course credit to total strangers on a bus, 

explaining later that if the credits were imaginary, so was the univer­

sity. It was nothing but "a figment of capitalist society." In the same 

vein, Foucault told an interviewer: "I am not sure, you know, if phi­

losophy really exists." The "games of truth" really ought to be games, 

not something sober and serious and purposeful. They are rituals, 

"completely arbitrary things, tied to our bourgeois way of life; it is 

good-and that is the real theater-to transcend them in the manner 

of play, by means of games and irony; it is good to be dirty and beard­

ed, to have long hair, to look like a girl when one is a boy (and vice 

versa); one must 'put in play,' show up, transform, and reverse the 

systems which quietly order us about. As far as I am concerned, thar 

is what I try to do in my work." 

Foucault insisted that truth is produced by power, that every soci­

ety has a "regime" of truth special to it, which is an entirely idiosyn­

cratic distortion of the classical concept of truth. He also talked about 

the art of not being governed as a key to the discovery of truth, detach­

ing oneself from the jurisdiction of power, as dissenting sects did dur­

ing the Reformation, by "thoughtful disobedience." We can make our 

own history, sifting through the ideas inherited from the past, replac­

ing them with new ones, "fabricated as in a fiction." Foucault did not 

even try to determine what is true and what is false, but only studied 

the fictions themselves, the various ways in which people have 

thought about madness, crime, sexual identity. What this method 

discovers, he said, is the "arbitrariness" of understanding, of what one 

takes to be the truth. Games of truth are always variable and uncer­

tain. We can always think differently about what seems to be self-evi­

dent, and the starting point is a decision not to be governed. 
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Foucault was anti-humanist, if humanism is taken to involve the 

disovery of universal truths about human nature, which, being the 

same at all times and in all places, fix the perimeters, the boundaries, 

of what individuals can be and do. Eternal truths will never be any­

thing other than what is the case. Foucault was interested in what 

has never been the case. His special brand of anti-humanism is 

intended to release unsuspected potential in us, launch us from the 

cramped familiar into the ample unknown. The insistence that truth 

and falsehood are products of a particular "regime," that truth is a 

game in Wittgenstein's sense, is part of the work ofliberation. Noth­

ing is absolutely true, and that includes humanism. No theory-and 

by definition a theory imposes certain constraints on what it theo­

rizes about-can constrain the possibilities inherent in us. Foucault 

aimed to identify the accidental limits thrust on us by the conditions 

of our particular time and place in history; becoming aware of these 

largely unconscious curbs, we may escape them and embrace the 

prospect of "no longer being, doing or thinking what we are, or do, 

think." 

Another kind of "truth" Foucault explored is the insight that 

comes from a particularly difficult or harrowing experience. Such a 

truth "does not belong to the order of that which is, but rather of 

that which happens." An experience of this sort can range from the 

actual torture of a heretic to a crisis of religious faith, when someone 

is forced to question everything he or she believes. Foucault called 

this a "limit experience." The whole point of a limit experience is its 

novelty, its unpredictability, its capacity to produce mental agita­

tion. Only if it is strange and different will it give rise to the neces­

sary inner turmoil. Thus, one should go out of one's way to invite 

such a crisis. Perhaps this was a motivation for Foucault's notorious 

experiments with sex, sadomasochism, and drugs. In July 1978, a 

biographer reports, he "enjoyed one of the most important mystical 

experiences of his life" when he smoked opium for the first time. A 

limit experience, for sure. 

Newness, first-time encounters, became a kind of obsession with 

Foucault. It was anathema to him to think or write anything he had 

thought or written before. He pursued novelty "with a hint of des-
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peration." The work of  the intellectual, he  said, is "to shake up habit­

ual ways of working and thinking, to dissipate conventional fam­

liarities, to reevaluate rules and institutions." 

He flirted with limit experiences of many kinds, a postmodern 

Dorian Gray, finding that pleasure became more and more difficult 

to obtain. "I would like and I hope to die of an overdose," he told an 

interviewer. Hit by a car in the street outside his Paris apartment, he 

had the brief impression he was dying, and found it "really a very, 

very intense pleasure." Extremist politics also became a stimulant. As 

a journalist in Iran during the revolution against the Shah in 1978, 

his dispatches seemed self-intoxicated, describing the aim of setting 

up an Islamic government as a new kind of "political spirituality" 

holding out the prospect of a "total transfiguration of this world." 

In the bloodbath that ensued, however, Foucault drastically moder­

ated his enthusiasm for revolution, speaking out for human rights 

and championing the cause of refugees. 

In the early eighties, Foucault sought limit experiences in the gay 

culture of San Francisco. He was teaching at Berkeley two months out 

of every year. Hans Sluga, chairman of the philosophy department, 

remembers telling Foucault, while driving across the Bay Bridge, 

about a strange disease that was appearing, so new it did not even 

have a name. "You'd better be careful," he warned his colleague. But 

Foucault refused to believe what he was being told. True to his theo­

ry that "discourse makes truth," he replied that it was all an effusion 

of words, that the prudish and anti-sexual forces in the American psy­

che were finding an outlet in the form of mass hysteria and exagger­

ation about a disease nobody understood. Even when the terrible 

truth about AIDS became common knowledge, and Foucault had 

every reason to believe he had contracted the disease, he still fre­

quented the bathhouses of San Francisco, "accepting the new level of 

risk," as his biographer James Miller puts it. But of course the risk was 

for his partners, who might not yet have succumbed. The grotesque 

possibility emerges that Foucault, in search of the "truth" that comes 

from limit experiences, from the "overwhelming, the unspeakable, 

the creepy, the srupefying, the ecstatic," did not communicate to his 

partners the life-or-death-dealing truth that he had AIDS. 
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George Orwell believed that the most ominous peril in the future 

was that "the very concept of truth is fading out of this world." He 

argued that a surrender to mere words leads to the idea that all truth 

is relative, which in the end results in the debauching of "every 

department of thought." If truth is relative, so is oppression, injus­

tice, coercion, and dictatorship. Abortion can be equated with homi­

cide, the u.s. combat role in Vietnam with Nazi terror. Orwell came 

to have an abhorrence for the power of political orthodoxy, especial­

ly its effects on intellectuals, and in particular the orthodoxy of com­

munism, which in some cases provided English thinkers with a 

substitute for an authoritarian religion, a superstition disguised as a 

political fact. At the BBC, where he worked for a time, the name of 

Stalin was "completely sacrosanct." Orwell regarded left orthodoxy 

as "poisonous" to literature. In fact, he considered that leftist writ­

ers had acted most poorly, most dishonestly, in respect to the Span­

ish Civil War, omitting to mention that the Communists were 

among the worst offenders in suppressing revolution. They were 

simply hewing to the party line. And they were dealers in words, not 

deeds. They were "people to whom war is fought on paper-without 

any more personal danger than was entailed in a move at chess." Of 

W. H. Auden, who in a poem about the Civil War used the phrase 

"necessary murder," Orwell said this could only have been written by 

a person for whom "murder is at most a word." 

Orwell specifically rejected the excuse that lying is a necessary 

form of politeness or the preservation of values more important 

than truth. He called the idea that intellectual honesty is a form of 

antisocial selfishness a "dangerous proposition." Lying for a worthy 

cause, say to deceive the enemy in wartime, might justify lying for 

much less worthy causes when the war is over. "Lying becomes the 

norm, and one cannot, even by an act of will, confine it to just mili­

tary matters." 

In 1984, language is the key to either mental serfdom or decency 

and freedom. Big Brother can exercise total control over the 

thoughts of all in Oceania if language is detached from nature, if it 

becomes completely autonomous. The only hope for an end to this 

totalitarian bad dream lies with the proles, the uneducated masses 
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working at menial tasks, because their daily, direct contact with the 

physical world through manual labor gives them a handhold on real­

ity that brain workers lack. It helps them to resist the effects of the 

Party's main instrument of deception, Newspeak, the official lan­

guage of Oceania. 

Only by reconnecting language back to actual felt existence and 

thought, to simple, objective truth, could a sane and decent society 

be restored, Orwell suggested. No intellectual, no Party hack or 

bureaucrat would be equippped to perform that feat. The people 

likeliest to use simple concrete language, and to think of metaphors 

that really call up a visual image, are those in contact with physical 

reality. One of the characters in 1984 of whom Orwell clearly 

approves is a young woman oflurid profanity who is unable to men­

tion the Party "without using the kind of words that you saw chalked 

up in dripping alleyways." 

In one respect, the operating principles behind Newspeak are 

quite different from those deconstructionists tell us reside in ordi­

nary language. Here meaning contracts. It is tightly constrained so 

that one word signifies one thing and excludes everything else, as in 

the artificial languages of the seventeenth century, which failed for 

the very reason that they lacked the rich ambiguity and depth of 

ordinary English. In deconstruction, by contrast, a word is sur­

rounded by a spectral aura of other words whose absence constitutes 

a sort of presence. Meaning is unstable, off the leash, always on the 

move. Yet in both cases, language has been disengaged from the 

mind that produces it, taking on a life of its own, having no anchor 

in objective reality, divorced from any author's intentions. The sepa­

ration of nature, the hard concrete world of facts and things, from 

culture, is radically extended. 

For Newspeak, as for deconstruction, language is all there is. In 

the first case, this acts to suppress possibilities; in the second, to 

open up so many possibilities speakers may never settle on the best 

one. There is no way of deciding which is best. George Steiner said 

the unboundedness of falsehood, which words permit, "is crucial 

both to human liberty and to the genius of language." But whereas 

Orwell's nightmare state shrinks all expression to a single, bogus 
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"truth," deconstruction throws open the gates to endless equivoca­

tion, never terminating, because there is nothing external to lan­

guage that might resist its flighty acrobatics. Words have nothing to 

push against. There is only the principle of "endlessly aiming at gen­

erating the new." Everything is suspect, because in everything lurks 

its opposite. Postmodernism refuses to admit any difference 

between the imaginary and the symbolic, the true and the false, real­

ity and imitations of reality. Derrida does not believe that what is 

said or written is without meaning, or that anything goes, but rather 

that discourse "has too many meanings so that we can fix meaning 

only tentatively and only so far." That is why postmodernism can be 

made to serve the interests not only of the permanent revolution but 

also of the status quo. For that reason, Jurgen Habermas called the 

French intellectuals of the post- 1968 period the "Young Conserva­

tives." 

The retreat into language, the idea that the genuine and the fake 

are now so thoroughly merged that everything is simulation, that 

the sign is sovereign, that there is no need to make contact with any­

thing actual-real suffering, real happiness-has bred a certain dis­

engagement, what Don Cupitt, the English theologian, approvingly 

describes as an antipathy to "stupid seriousness," and the extreme 

anthropocentrism that comes from the belief that everything that 

matters, everything that has meaning, is a human creation. Before 

postmodernism was a glimmer on the horizon, Bertrand Russell 

warned of the risks inherent in a set of ideas that diminish the "real 

world" to nothing more than an effect oflanguage. "The concept of 

'truth' as something dependent upon facts largely outside human 

control has been one of the ways in which philosophy hitherto has 

inculcated the necessary element of humility," Russell wrote. "When 

this check upon pride is removed, a further step is taken along the 

road towards a certain kind of madness-the intoxication with 

power which invaded philosophy with Fichte, and to which modern 

men, whether philosophers or not, are prone. I am persuaded that 

this intoxication is the greatest danger of our time, and that any phi­

losophy which, however unintentionally, contributes to it is increas­

ing the danger of vast social disaster." 
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"In the same novel, » said the Dean, "somebody deliberately falsifies a result­
later on, I mean-in order to get a job. And the man who made the origjnal mis­
take finds it out. But he says nothing, because the other man is very badly off and 
has a wife and family to keep. » 

"These wives and families!" said Peter. 
-Dorothy L. Sayers, Gaudy Night 

To pursue truth with such astonishing lack of consideration for other people's 
feelings, to rend the thin veils of civiliwtion so wantonly, so brutally, was to her 
so horrible an outrage of human decency that, without replying, dazed and 
blinded, she bent her head as if to let the pelt ofjagged hail, the drench of dirty 
water, bespatter her unrebuked. There was nothing to be said. 

-Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse 
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more genuine." That masterpiece of paradox is a 

description of the entertainer Liberace, but it might 

stand for the way in which the Wildean substitution of 

the counterfeit for the real has become common currency in the 

thinking of our twenty-first century. In a biography of Liberace, 

Darden Pyron narrates the episode in which the rhinestone-stud­

ded pianist sued a London newspaper for hinting that he was 

homosexual. Liberace's whole persona, behind the outrageous 

gaudiness of his dress and manner, was calculated to appeal to the 

conservative, the middle class, the normal and the square. His act 

would have been seriously compromised by such innuendoes as the 

newspaper circulated. When asked in court, "Have you ever 

indulged in homosexual practices?" he replied: "No, sir, never in my 

life." Liberace died of AIDS in 1987, but never let on that he had 

contracted the disease. He won the libel suit. Was he guilty of out­

right lying? It seems not, at least in the presently accepted use of 

the word. Being someone who held an egregiously old-fashioned, 

almost prim view of what sort of audience he should appeal to, a 

302 
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critic noted, "a  lie like that was a curious, backhanded way of 

telling some larger truth." 

The "some larger truth" presumably was the image Liberace culti­

vated, the belief he harbored that he must gratify the tastes of the 

vast median multitude who would be offended by any inkling of the 

not quite straight and wholesome. He held a mental picture of an 

America essentially conventional and regular in its average com­

portment; such ordinariness made all the more keen a desire for the 

illusion of wealth and glamour that was Liberace's trademark. Pre­

serving the illusion was more important by far than owning up to 

some inconvenient historical data relating to his actual sexual ori­

entation that might taint it beyond redemption. The artificial is 

"truer" than the natural, because the artificial is what we would pre­

fer ourselves, our world, to be; what it is, in imagination. 

This view of things puts human needs and interests first, and mat­

ters of known fact which may conflict with them a long way second. 

By contrast, the Greeks of the classical period observed a hard and 

principled separation between what something is and how it con­

nects with what human beings desire. The American philosopher 

Richard Rorty has now declared this ancient distinction obsolete. 

The millennia-old conundrums of philosophy, Rorty thinks, are 

artifacts in the sense that they were made by a language which has 

now lost its usefulness, and should be unmade by using a different 

language, better adapted to our interests. We need not talk about 

"reality and appearance" or "absolute and relative" any more. Plato's 

theory of the Forms as being the true reality, of which mundane 

things are mere imitations, was not the last word on this matter. It 

was merely useful for his purposes, for his "needs," at a particular 

stage of the Greek Enlightenment. We today have different needs, 

other kinds of interests, and therefore we use a different vocabulary, 

in which the Forms are conspicuously absent. Our requirements do 

not stay the same century after century. 

Today's breed of pragmatists, of whom Rorty is a leading repre­

sentative, begin their project with Darwin. According to this 

account, human beings share with the rest of the animal kingdom a 

need to come to grips with their surroundings, "doing their best to 
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develop tools which will enable them to enjoy more pleasure and less 

pain." 

Darwin, says Rorty, made it difficult for us to think of the higher 

anthropoids as having suddenly become a different sort of creature 

by evolving a brand-new faculty called "reason" or "intelligence." 

Better to see reason as a more complex form of the cunning which 

the lower anthropoids already possessed in abundance, before 

mankind came along. The truth-seeking aspect of human character 

is merely a later, more sophisticated form of animal cunning, and 

that includes the tricky, "Machiavellian" strategies deployed by non­

human creatures who are up against it in the competition for sur­

vival. The theory of evolution might not have become accepted so 

quickly by large numbers of people were it not for the lessons learned 

from the advance of democracy and the rise of technology, which 

showed that mankind, by effort and brain power, by cleverness, can 

be master of its fate, can win against the forces of nature and acci­

dent. It became clear that this superior kind of cunning, descendant 

of pre-human craftiness, could alter reality so as to make it provide 

more happiness, whereas the early modern philosophers, notably 

Descartes, thought we should adapt to reality and find happiness in 

doing so, "trimming the sails of our desires to the prevailing winds." 

But as the age of Darwin merged into the age of Freud, human 

"desires and interests" became more problematic, grew suspect and 

not a little murky. Can we be truthful about what we really want, 

given the fact that much of what goes on in the mind is locked up in 

the unconscious, like a mad wife in the attic? "Our conscious mind," 

said Ernest Gellner, "seems to be rather like the public relations 

department of a large, complex and turbulent firm, dominated by a 

secretive and divided management, which never allows the PR offi­

cer to be privy to its secrets." 

If truth is connected to our desires and interests, if those interests 

are ephemeral, if, in an important sense, we do not know what they 

are, then truth itself is built on shifting sands. Rorty recommends 

that we give up the quest for truth altogether, throw overboard the 

idea that there is some grand secret at the heart of things. Instead, he 

wants us simply "to be good at being human." Like Darwin, Rorty is 
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averse to metaphysics. But Darwin, though inclined to materialism, 

was never in haste to relinquish his belief in God, feeling "compelled 

to look to a First Cause having an intelligent mind in some degree 

analogous to that of man; and I deserve to be called a Theist." That 

was Darwin's version of the Logos. It is anathema to many of today's 

philosophers. They claim to detect religious concepts still lurking in 

our modern worldly theories, and mercilessly root them out. The 

idea that there is a universal human nature is suspected of conceal­

ing the unwanted assumption that if we were all made by God, then 

we must share a common core of attributes. Similarly, the insistence 

that there can be no thoughts without language, an axiom of post­

modern doctrine, is emphasized because "thoughts" by themselves 

smack of the disembodied Ideas of Plato, with their otherworldly 

status and link to the divine. "We will be wary," writes the Universi­

ty of Paris linguist and feminist Julia Kristeva, "of affirming that lan­

guage is the instrument of thought. Such a conception leads one to 

believe that language expresses, as if it were a tool, something-an 

idea-external to it. But what is this idea? Does it exist other than in 

the form of language? To claim that it may exist in that way would 

amount to an idealism whose metaphysical roots are only too visi­

ble. One can thus see how an instrumentalist conception of lan­

guage, whose basis presupposes the existence of thought or symbolic 

activity without language, by its philosophical implications leads to 

theology." Heaven forbid! 

The suggestion Kristeva is anxious to discredit is that thoughts are 

somehow "truer" than language because they are nearer the source 

of metaphysical truth, closer to the Cartesian God who because he is 

perfect never deceives. And this is a God who, because he has no 

"needs and interests," no desires or wants; because he is a deity 

entirely remote from the arena of struggle and cunning that is Dar­

win's world, can know truth in all its pristine splendor. The death of 

God, to the new pragmatists, must also mean the death of truth, the 

decease of anything that stands outside the human, beyond human 

concerns, exterior to language. Truth, like morality and religion, is 

made for us and by us. We are not made for it. Rorty turns the senti­

ment, "Nothing human is alien to me," into the doctrine, "Every-
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thing that i s  placed above and beyond the human is unacceptable to 

me." Truth is one of the last points at which human beings are 

responsible to something nonhuman. So crush the infamous thing. 

For the eighteenth century, "rational" meant being careful not to 

entertain ideas that had not been put through the wringer of critical 

scrutiny. Rorty defines it more as an attitude, an outlook of open­

mindedness, a readiness to pay attention to different opinions, with 

a dash of the virtues the Greek Sophists adhered to: the sweet lubri­

cant of persuasion as opposed to the brute force of logic. Again, he 

sniffs out a residue of theology in the notion that by intellectual 

sweat we can hope one day to arrive at a unique point of convergence 

where the truth, the Great Secret, is at last unveiled. This belief, he 

thinks, "seems to us an unfortunate attempt to carry a religious con­

ception over into a secular culture." He does not want inquiries to 

converge, but to multiply, to propagate: "The end of human activity 

is not rest, but rather richer and better human activity." Progress 

consists in making it possible for us humans to "do more interesting 

things and be more interesting people." 

In traditional philosophy, there were pairs of concepts in opposi­

tion to one another, and it was the job of philosophers to sort them 

out. These included mind and world, appearance and reality, subject 

and object. What is truth opposed to? Not falsehood, according to 

Rorty, but pleasure. And pleasure includes taking a delight in the 

original, the new, the surprising, the never before imagined. In an 

ideal Rortyan community, the image of the great scientist would not 

be of someone who "got it right," but of somebody who "made it 

new." 

Iflanguage is just the correspondence of words to facts, then it is 

severely limited in the power of making new. If it must express only 

"true" thoughts, confine itself to getting it right, where is the plea­

sure then? Darwin, like Rousseau, speculated that language evolved 

out of the emotional cries of animals, and that the original human 

language was in the form of song and poetry. It was tightly linked to 

feelings and moods. (Rorty says the new rhetoric in his ideal com­

munity would draw on the lexicon of Romantic poetry and socialist 

politics rather than on that of Enlightenment rationalism.) 
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Today, there is  an opposite tendency to view language as some­

thing quite arbitrary, abstract, a theory built into the mind, accord­

ing to Chomsky, elegant but not designed for usefulness alone. It is 

not an "adaptation" in the usual sense. It has nothing to do with feel­

ings. Being arbitrary, it has no natural correspondence with external 

reality or internal needs and desires. "Syntactic behavior," says Paul 

Heyer, "the increasing separation of conceptual activity from the 

sensory environment, now appears to be a more revealing place to 

look for language origins than in the emotional and imitative 

domain that Darwin focused on." Disconnected from the actual, 

language is thus free to fabricate the never was, the never is, the never 

will be. It enables smart-alecs to ask such questions as what the 

meaning of the word "is" is. 

Celebrating the new means devaluing the familiar, the generally 

accepted, the widely agreed. And originality is uncomfortable in the 

presence of common sense, Darwin's great virtue and trademark 

habit of mind, which for the ordinary person embodies the workable 

truths of everyday existence. Iris Murdoch noted that today's litera­

ture tends to be involuted and obscure because the idea is to play 

with the language in a puzzling, "exciting" manner, to confound 

common sense. The idea that words refer to something outside 

themselves is simple-minded. "Literature must therefore be full of 

novelties, and obstacles and obscurities." And science too has suc­

ceeded in making what once seemed comfortable and familiar prob­

lematic and disconcerting. New, specialized languages of physics 

and biology refer only to themselves, elucidate nature in codes that 

are highly artificial and unnatural. This is a distant remove from the 

medieval concept of natural reason, which for the most part was glo­

rified common sense. Murdoch talked of the "recurrent anti-rational 

and anti-intellectual reaction of intellectuals against what seems to 

them an old, tired tradition, heavy with unavailing thoughts which 

have been worked over innumerable times, an exasperated weariness 

with the old metaphysical world." The new anti-metaphysical meta­

physic sets the intellectuals free to play, and such a license suits the 

humor of a culture captivated by the dizzying pace of technological 

change. But the suspicion held by the rest of humanity, the com-
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monsensical ones, that the intellectuals "are merely playing about 

instead of serving society" can stabilize a tyranny as well as prompt­

ing a revolution. Here the severance of meaning from truth, and lan­

guage from the world, can be seen not only as philosophically 

baseless and morally intolerable but as politically suicidal. The fun­

damental value which is obscured by this sort of outlook, Murdoch 

goes on, "is truth, language as truthful, where 'truthful' means faith­

ful to, engaging intelligently and responsibly with, a reality which is 

beyond us." 

For much of the nineteenth century, common sense was some­

thing like an official philosophy in America. As developed by such 

thinkers as Thomas Reid, eighteenth-century founder of the Scot­

tish School of Common Sense, Dugald Stewart, his pupil, and Lord 

Kames, it was taught at universities, being regarded as a useful 

damper on the tendency of imagination to overheat, run riot, some­

thing the Puritans kept a wary eye on. Stability was an important 

requirement for the fledgling republic. At Princeton, the common­

sense metaphysic was very much in vogue, and it was taught at Har­

vard and at Yale. It tended to inhibit writers of fiction, some of whom 

sought escape through the genre of the romance. Thomas Jefferson, 

who said that in the Declaration of Independence he had not tried 

to discover new principles, but simply "to place before mankind the 

common sense of the subject," deplored the popular taste for novels, 

which he felt destroyed a person's natural respect for "reason and 

fact, plain and unadorned." We may have got our ideas of anti­

intellectualism in America back to front. Anti-intellectualism was 

not the reason for a distrust of the imagination, which multiplies 

possibilities; rather, Terence Martin thinks, it was part of a larger, all­

embracing suspicion of the imaginative mind. College professors 

liked the Scottish School because it made no bones about the exis­

tence of right and wrong, and the reality of the world outside lan­

guage and our minds. It was the kind of no-nonsense standpoint 

that suited a country on the move, one that had no time for frills. 

Philosophers like Bishop Berkeley, who championed common sense 

but produced theories that flew in the face of it, were pushed aside 

to make room for something more practical and conservative, more 
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down to earth, more natural. Common sense was a sort of instinct, 

a compulsion like breathing and walking. Oliver Wendell Holmes 

remarked to his friend Sir Frederick Pollock: "As I have said so often, 

all I mean by truth is what I can't help believing." Holmes also said 

that philosophers were people hired by the comfortable class to 

prove that everything is all right. He added that he thought every­

thing was all right, "but on very different grounds." 

Thomas Reid held the view that common sense, like the Logos of 

Heraclitus, is shared by everyone, but not through reading and study. 

Philosophers like Descartes, Berkeley, and Hume had tended to 

make familiar knowledge strange, alien and difficult, limited to a 

handful of ingenious thinkers. Berkeley had made the world disap­

pear and Descartes doubted everything. Commonsense philosophy 

said the world does exist, but we can't prove it. In Reid's account, we 

don't need to prove it. Someone well versed in the theory of optics 

does not see any better than a person to whom that theory is a closed 

book. It is exactly for this reason that our powers of common sense 

are shrouded and inexplicable. Philosophers are free to ferment dis­

trust in their ability to give us genuine knowledge. Reid suggests 

such knowledge is God-given, a kind of miracle. We take it for grant­

ed. Philosophy can give no firm reason why we are the same person 

today that we were yesterday, but somehow we know we are the same 

person. 

The Scottish School was popular with the clergy because it was 

seen to promote good morals, was compatible with liberal politics, 

and kept heterodox ideas at bay. It suited the "defensive" character 

of the American Revolution as opposed to the reckless trashing and 

overthrowing of the French one. Benjamin Franklin met Lord Kames 

in Scotland in 1759 and the two men exchanged letters. Jefferson 

read Kames, and found in his writings the theory of natural rights. 

But the reign of common sense in the new republic was not perma­

nent; it was overtaken by the flowering of transcendentalism, which 

placed imagination firmly ahead of reason. The "commonsense" 

axioms of the Declaration of Independence came to be regarded by 

some as not common at all. In the nineteenth century they were seen 

as a possible incitement to revolutions of a less sane and reasonable 
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kind. "What seems but common sense in  one age often seems but 

nonsense in another." Jefferson moved on from the Scottish thinkers 

to an "operative" theory of democracy. James Marsh, president of the 

University of Vermont, in a letter to Coleridge in 1829, blasted the 

entire cast of the school of common sense for their "pages of inani­

ty" and scoffed at their numerous readers "who are content to read 

without thinking." 

Today, common sense is regarded in some quarters as a sort of 

Cartesian imp of deceit, a plausible falsifier and storyteller, while lan­

guage is a device for unsettling and confounding the malign 

incubus. Lacan saw the unconscious as operating like a language 

unhooked from common sense and free to go its own way. It can lie 

to itself about such a basic thing as that a lemon tastes not like a 

lemon but like a vanilla ice cream. Philosophers must not commit 

the crime of being transparently easy to understand or summarize. 

In the war on common sense, intelligibility is a retrograde step, as 

good as a surrender to the enemy. Judith Butler, a professor of 

rhetoric at Berkeley, set off a flurry of correspondence in The New 

York Times with a defense of what she called "difficult sentences" in 

academic writing, but which others regarded as bad, pretentious, 

and impenetrable. Professor Butler wrote that it is necessary to 

couch one's arguments in language that seems deliberately perverse, 

refusing to make words mean what they customarily mean, explod­

ing the notion that there is a "natural" way of understanding social 

and political realities, in order to dismantle commonsense ways of 

looking at the world. "If common sense sometimes preserves the 

social status quo and that status quo sometimes treats unjust social 

hierarchies as natural, it makes good sense on such occasions to find 

ways of challenging common sense. Language that takes up this 

challenge can help point to the way to a more socially just world." 

One twentieth-century philosopher who despised such obfusca­

tions was G. E. Moore. He cultivated a lucid, plain style and champi­

oned certain simple commonsense statements as true: absolutely, 

positively, manifestly true. Defying centuries of philosophical spec­

ulation that time and space are mental fictions, that we cannot prove 

there are other minds apart from our own, Moore expressed amaze-
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ment that anyone could entertain such bizarre and outlandish ideas. 

Today, it is Moore who arouses the antipathy of thinkers who insist 

that only the bizarre does justice to the oddness of the world. In 

deploring Moore's influence, which he considers an intellectual cat­

astrophe, Bryan Magee believes that the "greatest tragedy" of philos­

ophy in the twentieth century was that it was dominated largely by 

thinkers who had no appreciation for the strangeness of things, who 

simply analyzed statements asserted by others instead of putting for­

ward ideas of their own. They did not "make it new" because they 

were people for whom the world was not a problem. Quite apart 

from philosophy, modern science has shown that behind the surface 

ordinariness of things "teem truths and realities that common sense 

is totally unaware of, that are frequently astounding and often 

counter-intuitive, and sometimes deeply difficult to grasp even when 

we know them to be true." Only a few hundred years ago, people who 

dared to flout common sense by suggesting we are living on the sur­

face of a huge sphere that is whirling on its axis and hurtling through 

space "were denounced as either ludicrous fantasists or dangerous 

liars whose wild falsehoods would, if believed, undermine all true 

religion and (therefore) true morality." 

The overturning of common sense, the desire to escape from the 

familiar and the obvious, so necessary in science, one of the "unnat­

ural" branches of knowledge, has been conspicuously at work dur­

ing the past several decades in the formulation of social policy. If it 

is common sense to deny that all are born equal, to assume that boys 

are more intellectually robust than girls, to regard homosexuality as 

a removable kind of pathology, to define as "murder" the termina­

tion of a pregnancy, to treat animals as having no rights and no 

capacity for suffering, then common sense has to be abandoned and 

something new and different brought in to take its place. That may 

lead to the creation of double standards, and, judged by normal cri­

teria, double standards are a sort of lie. They punish outbursts of 

hate on the part of the right more severely than those emanating 

from the left. They are harder on men who create an uncomfortable 

atmosphere for female workers than on women who do the same for 

their male colleagues. They tolerate untruths, if those untruths have 
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useful social consequences, whereas mendacity of other, less benefi­

cial kinds is given short shrift. 

The targeting of social inequality as the single greatest threat to 

the moral authority, even the legitimacy of American democracy, 

says Shelby Steele, "transformed our culture in a way that we are just 

beginning to understand. It made social morality, more than per­

sonal morality, the test of moral authority in public life." 

Lying, misleading, letting silences be misinterpreted, using lan­

guage to confuse and misdirect, are grievous lapses when seen from 

the viewpoint of personal morality. They may be less damning if, like 

Nietzsche's lies of life, they bolster the advance of social decency, 

especially the task of making every American equal. That is why Pres­

ident Bill Clinton, as a Democrat wedded to the concept of equality, 

was so rapidly, against the best predictions of political experts, for­

given for lying about his relations with Monica Lewinsky. Common 

sense told those experts that a president who behaved like that, 

whose personal morality was deplorable, could not stay in office. But 

social morality, the "needs and interests" of the majority, which 

approved of the direction in which he was taking the country, tran­

scended the principle that a president should always tell the nation 

the truth. 

The new pragmatists see truth as a dead end when it comes to 

remaking society. Rorty asserts flat out that the trouble with aiming 

at truth is that you would not know when you had reached it, even 

supposing you could reach it. The same goes for morality. You may 

think you have done "what is right," but who knows, a hundred, two 

hundred years from now, it may all turn out to be a ghastly mistake. 

All you can confidently hope for is the "greater satisfaction of ever 

more various needs," and this is accomplished by taking the desires 

and interests and views of more and more diverse human beings into 

account. Above all, you must think of something new. "We see both 

intellectual and moral progress not as a matter of getting closer to 

the True or the Good or the Right, but as an increase in imaginative 

power," Rorty writes. "We see imagination as the cutting edge of cul­

tural evolution, the power which-given peace and prosperity­

constantly operates so as to make the human future richer than the 
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human past. Imagination is the source both of new scientific pic­

tures of the physical universe and of new conceptions of possible 

communities. It is what Newton and Christ, Freud and Marx, had in 

common: the ability to redescribe the familiar in unfamiliar terms." 

The trouble is of course that when philosophers develop a theory 

that entails abandoning the True, the Good, and the Right, for seem­

ingly admirable reasons, people are apt to be vaguely receptive to the 

abandonment without making an effort to understand the theory in 

any depth. Trickle-down wisdom is as iffy as trickle-down econom­

ics. That is clear from the devastating expose by Alan Sokal of the use 

of mathematical concepts and jargon by so-called experts on the 

humanities in a hoax paper published in the journal Social Tex� 

whose editors mistook it for a serious academic project. The paper 

argued that physical reality, no less than social reality, is at bottom 

just a social and linguistic construct: "the pi of Euclid and the G of 

Newton, formerly thought to be constant and universal, are now per­

ceived in their ineluctable historicity; and the putative observer 

becomes fatally de-centered, disconnected from any epistemic link 

to a space-time point that can no longer be defined by geometry 

alone." The point of the hoax was to bring home the fact that even 

professional scholars will accept gross insults to common sense, 

such as the idea that physical reality is made oflanguage, if they are 

dressed up in the seductive apparel of ideas drawn from the discov­

eries of science which, since Galileo and Newton, have confounded 

our expectations of how the world works. The intention is to make 

the study of society as counterintuitive as the theories of science 

which first struck the commonsense public as "wild falsehoods." 

Cynicism, as Iris Murdoch said, is often bred from a superficial 

acquaintance with theories. It may at first be an affectation, but later 

it can develop into a deadly disease. 

The Age of Theory and the Age of Suspicion converge at a time 

when culture, not nature, is the medium to be manipulated and 

toyed with for our pleasure and benefit, for the sake of our desires 

and needs. In a sense, Darwin brought human beings closer to 

nature by showing that they evolved from simpler and older species. 

But in another way he estranged us from nature by his hardheaded 



3 1 4  T H E  L I A R ' S  T A L E  

conviction that nature was not created to satisfy our needs. Culture 

took on that role, and culture, unlike nature, is infinitely malleable, 

endlessly subversible. It has no fixed relation to "the Truth" or to the 

physically real. That was the reason why the theologian Karl Barth 

waged such a vehement war of words against the idea that theology 

is a creation of culture, which he recognized as primarily a need­

supplying vehicle, not a truth-preserving one. Barth's intemperate 

onslaughts on the liberal theology fashionable at the time were moti­

vated by a belief that what is in fashion today can easily pass out of 

it tomorrow. He set great store by the prophetic role of the church, 

which he feared would be lost if it attached itself to something as 

self-legitimating, as keyed to the ideal, not of truth but of the "more 

important" considerations of human well-being and social progress, 

as culture. 

A history of falsehood may start with the world of Darwin, with 

the surprisingly "natural" evolution of cunning and chicanery in the 

animal kingdom, but it ends with the triumph of culture; of lan­

guage, art, politics, social theory, all now regarded as founts of mean­

ing, as vehicles for multiplying possibilities, for sustaining and 

justifying beneficial untruths, for making human life more interest­

ing by removing the traditional anchors, dissolving the foundations. 

Society is not simple enough for its members to survive by always 

telling the truth, but one result of the decline of the concept of truth 

has been to make the culture more complex than ever, which in turn 

promotes the sort of falsehood an in-fashion critic can dignify by 

calling it "a curious, backhanded way of telling some larger truth." 
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