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(If anybody feels like perspiring [cough], I'd advise you to go ahead,
because I'm sure going to. In fact I'm gonna [mumbles while pulling up
his gown and taking out a handkerchief from his pocket].) Greetings
["parents"?] and congratulations to Kenyon's graduating class of 2005.
There are these two young fish swimming along and they happen to meet
an older fish swimming the other way, who nods at them and says
"Morning, boys. How's the water?" And the two young fish swim on for a

bit, and then eventually one of them looks over at the other and goes
"What the hell is water?"

This is a standard requirement of US commencement speeches, the
deployment of didactic little parable-ish stories. The story ["thing"] turns
out to be one of the better, less bullshitty conventions of the genre, but if
you're worried that I plan to present myself here as the wise, older fish
explaining what water is to you younger fish, please don't be. I am not the
wise old fish. The point of the fish story is merely that the most obvious,
important realities are often the ones that are hardest to see and talk
about. Stated as an English sentence, of course, this is just a banal
platitude, but the fact is that in the day to day trenches of adult existence,
banal platitudes can have a life or death importance, or so I wish to
suggest to you on this dry and lovely morning.

Of course the main requirement of speeches like this is that I'm supposed
to talk about your liberal arts education's meaning, to try to explain why
the degree you are about to receive has actual human value instead of just
a material payoff. So let's talk about the single most pervasive cliché in the
commencement speech genre, which is that a liberal arts education is not
so much about filling you up with knowledge as it is about quote teaching
you how to think. If you're like me as a student, you've never liked hearing
this, and you tend to feel a bit insulted by the claim that you needed
anybody to teach you how to think, since the fact that you even got
admitted to a college this good seems like proof that you already know
how to think. But I'm going to posit to you that the liberal arts cliché
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turns out not to be insulting at all, because the really significant education
in thinking that we're supposed to get in a place like this isn't really about
the capacity to think, but rather about the choice of what to think about.
If your total freedom of choice regarding what to think about seems too
obvious to waste time discussing, I'd ask you to think about fish and
water, and to bracket for just a few minutes your skepticism about the
value of the totally obvious.

Here's another didactic little story. There are these two guys sitting
together in a bar in the remote Alaskan wilderness. One of the guys is
religious, the other is an atheist, and the two are arguing about the
existence of God with that special intensity that comes after about the
fourth beer. And the atheist says: "Look, it's not like I don't have actual
reasons for not believing in God. It's not like I haven't ever experimented
with the whole God and prayer thing. Just last month I got caught away
from the camp in that terrible blizzard, and I was totally lost and 1
couldn't see a thing, and it was fifty below, and so I tried it: I fell to my
knees in the snow and cried out 'Oh, God, if there is a God, I'm lost in
this blizzard, and I'm gonna die if you don't help me."" And now, in the
bar, the religious guy looks at the atheist all puzzled. "Well then you must
believe now," he says, "After all, here you are, alive." The atheist just rolls
his eyes. "No, man, all that was was a couple Eskimos happened to come
wandering by and showed me the way back to camp."

It's easy to run this story through kind of a standard liberal arts analysis:
the exact same experience can mean two totally different things to two
different people, given those people's two different belief templates and
two different ways of constructing meaning from experience. Because we
prize tolerance and diversity of belief, nowhere in our liberal arts analysis
do we want to claim that one guy's interpretation is true and the other
guy's is false or bad. Which is fine, except we also never end up talking
about just where these individual templates and beliefs come from.
Meaning, where they come from INSIDE the two guys. As if a person's
most basic orientation toward the world, and the meaning of his
experience were somehow just hard-wired, like height or shoe-size; or
automatically absorbed from the culture, like language. As if how we
construct meaning were not actually a matter of personal, intentional
choice. Plus, there's the whole matter of arrogance. The nonreligious guy



is so totally certain in his dismissal of the possibility that the passing
Eskimos had anything to do with his prayer for help. True, there are
plenty of religious people who seem arrogant and certain of their own
interpretations, too. They're probably even more repulsive than atheists, at
least to most of us. But religious dogmatists' problem is exactly the same
as the story's unbeliever: blind certainty, a close-mindedness that amounts
to an imprisonment so total that the prisoner doesn't even know he's

locked up.

The point here is that I think this is one part of what teaching me how to
think is really supposed to mean. To be just a little less arrogant. To have
just a little critical awareness about myself and my certainties. Because a
huge percentage of the stuff that I tend to be automatically certain of is, it
turns out, totally wrong and deluded. I have learned this the hard way, as I
predict you graduates will, too.

Here is just one example of the total wrongness of something I tend to be
automatically sure of: everything in my own immediate experience
supports my deep belief that I am the absolute center of the universe; the
realist, most vivid and important person in existence. We rarely think
about this sort of natural, basic self-centeredness because it's so socially
repulsive. But it's pretty much the same for all of us. It is our default
setting, hard-wired into our boards at birth. Think about it: there is no
experience you have had that you are not the absolute center of. The
world as you experience it is there in front of YOU or behind YOU, to
the left or right of YOU, on YOUR TV or YOUR monitor. And so on.
Other people's thoughts and feelings have to be communicated to you
somehow, but your own are so immediate, urgent, real.

Please don't worry that I'm getting ready to lecture you about compassion
or other-directedness or all the so-called virtues. This is not a matter of
virtue. It's a matter of my choosing to do the work of somehow altering
or getting free of my natural, hard-wired default setting which is to be
deeply and literally self-centered and to see and interpret everything
through this lens of self. People who can adjust their natural default
setting this way are often described as being "well-adjusted", which I
suggest to you is not an accidental term.



Given the triumphant academic setting here, an obvious question is how
much of this work of adjusting our default setting involves actual
knowledge or intellect. This question gets very tricky. Probably the most
dangerous thing about an academic education -- least in my own case -- is
that it enables my tendency to over-intellectualize stuff, to get lost in
abstract argument inside my head, instead of simply paying attention to
what is going on right in front of me, paying attention to what is going on
inside me.

As I'm sure you guys know by now, it is extremely difficult to stay alert
and attentive, instead of getting hypnotized by the constant monologue
inside your own head (may be happening right now). Twenty years after
my own graduation, I have come gradually to understand that the liberal
arts cliché about teaching you how to think is actually shorthand for a
much deeper, more serious idea: learning how to think really means
learning how to exercise some control over how and what you think. It
means being conscious and aware enough to choose what you pay
attention to and to choose how you construct meaning from experience.
Because if you cannot exercise this kind of choice in adult life, you will be
totally hosed. Think of the old cliché about quote the mind being an
excellent servant but a terrible master.

This, like many clichés, so lame and unexciting on the surface, actually
expresses a great and terrible truth. It is not the least bit coincidental that
adults who commit suicide with firearms almost always shoot themselves
in: the head. They shoot the terrible master. And the truth is that most of
these suicides are actually dead long before they pull the trigger.

And I submit that this is what the real, no bullshit value of your liberal
arts education is supposed to be about: how to keep from going through
your comfortable, prosperous, respectable adult life dead, unconscious, a
slave to your head and to your natural default setting of being uniquely,
completely, imperially alone day in and day out. That may sound like
hyperbole, or abstract nonsense. Let's get concrete. The plain fact is that
you graduating seniors do not yet have any clue what "day in day out"
really means. There happen to be whole, large parts of adult American life
that nobody talks about in commencement speeches. One such part
involves boredom, routine, and petty frustration. The parents and older



tolks here will know all too well what I'm talking about.

By way of example, let's say it's an average adult day, and you get up in the
morning, go to your challenging, white-collar, college-graduate job, and
you work hard for eight or ten hours, and at the end of the day you're
tired and somewhat stressed and all you want is to go home and have a
good supper and maybe unwind for an hour, and then hit the sack early
because, of course, you have to get up the next day and do it all again. But
then you remember there's no food at home. You haven't had time to
shop this week because of your challenging job, and so now after work
you have to get in your car and drive to the supermarket. It's the end of
the work day and the traffic is apt to be: very bad. So getting to the store
takes way longer than it should, and when you finally get there, the
supermarket is very crowded, because of course it's the time of day when
all the other people with jobs also try to squeeze in some grocery
shopping. And the store is hideously lit and infused with soul-killing
muzak or corporate pop and it's pretty much the last place you want to be
but you can't just get in and quickly out; you have to wander all over the
huge, over-lit store's confusing aisles to find the stuff you want and you
have to maneuver your junky cart through all these other tired, hurried
people with carts (et cetera, et cetera, cutting stuff out because this is a
long ceremony) and eventually you get all your supper supplies, except
now it turns out there aren't enough check-out lanes open even though
it's the end-of-the-day rush. So the checkout line is incredibly long, which
is stupid and infuriating. But you can't take your frustration out on the
trantic lady working the register, who is overworked at a job whose daily
tedium and meaninglessness surpasses the imagination of any of us here at
a prestigious college.

But anyway, you finally get to the checkout line's front, and you pay for
your food, and you get told to "Have a nice day" in a voice that is the
absolute voice of death. Then you have to take your creepy, flimsy, plastic
bags of groceries in your cart with the one crazy wheel that pulls
maddeningly to the left, all the way out through the crowded, bumpy,
littery parking lot, and then you have to drive all the way home through
slow, heavy, SUV-intensive, rush-hour traffic, et cetera et cetera.

Everyone here has done this, of course. But it hasn't yet been part of you



graduates' actual life routine, day after week after month after year.

But it will be. And many more dreary, annoying, seemingly meaningless
routines besides. But that is not the point. The point is that petty,
trustrating crap like this is exactly where the work of choosing is gonna
come in. Because the traffic jams and crowded aisles and long checkout
lines give me time to think, and if I don't make a conscious decision about
how to think and what to pay attention to, I'm gonna be pissed and
miserable every time I have to shop. Because my natural default setting is
the certainty that situations like this are really all about me. About MY
hungriness and MY fatigue and MY desire to just get home, and it's going
to seem for all the world like everybody else is just in my way. And who
are all these people in my way? And look at how repulsive most of them
are, and how stupid and cow-like and dead-eyed and nonhuman they
seem in the checkout line, or at how annoying and rude it is that people
are talking loudly on cell phones in the middle of the line. And look at
how deeply and personally unfair this is.

Or, of course, if I'm in a more socially conscious liberal arts form of my
default setting, I can spend time in the end-of-the-day traffic being
disgusted about all the huge, stupid, lane-blocking SUV's and Hummers
and V-12 pickup trucks, burning their wasteful, selfish, forty-gallon tanks
of gas, and I can dwell on the fact that the patriotic or religious bumper-
stickers always seem to be on the biggest, most disgustingly selfish
vehicles, driven by the ugliest [responding here to loud applause] (this is
an example of how NOT to think, though) most disgustingly selfish
vehicles, driven by the ugliest, most inconsiderate and aggressive drivers.
And I can think about how our children's children will despise us for
wasting all the future's fuel, and probably screwing up the climate, and
how spoiled and stupid and selfish and disgusting we all are, and how
modern consumer society just sucks, and so forth and so on.

You get the idea.

If I choose to think this way in a store and on the freeway, fine. Lots of us
do. Except thinking this way tends to be so easy and automatic that it
doesn't have to be a choice. It is my natural default setting. It's the
automatic way that I experience the boring, frustrating, crowded parts of



adult life when I'm operating on the automatic, unconscious belief that I
am the center of the world, and that my immediate needs and feelings are
what should determine the world's priorities.

The thing is that, of course, there are totally different ways to think about
these kinds of situations. In this traffic, all these vehicles stopped and
idling in my way, it's not impossible that some of these people in SUV's
have been in horrible auto accidents in the past, and now find driving so
terrifying that their therapist has all but ordered them to get a huge, heavy
SUV so they can feel safe enough to drive. Or that the Hummer that just
cut me off is maybe being driven by a father whose little child is hurt or
sick in the seat next to him, and he's trying to get this kid to the hospital,
and he's in a bigger, more legitimate hurry than I am: it is actually I who
am in HIS way.

Or I can choose to force myself to consider the likelihood that everyone
else in the supermarket's checkout line is just as bored and frustrated as I
am, and that some of these people probably have harder, more tedious
and painful lives than I do.

Again, please don't think that I'm giving you moral advice, or that I'm
saying you are supposed to think this way, or that anyone expects you to
just automatically do it. Because it's hard. It takes will and effort, and if
you are like me, some days you won't be able to do it, or you just flat out
won't want to.

But most days, if you're aware enough to give yourself a choice, you can
choose to look differently at this fat, dead-eyed, over-made-up lady who
just screamed at her kid in the checkout line. Maybe she's not usually like
this. Maybe she's been up three straight nights holding the hand of a
husband who is dying of bone cancer. Or maybe this very lady is the low-
wage clerk at the motor vehicle department, who just yesterday helped
your spouse resolve a horrific, infuriating, red-tape problem through some
small act of bureaucratic kindness. Of course, none of this is likely, but it's
also not impossible. It just depends what you what to consider. If you're
automatically sure that you know what reality is, and you are operating on
your default setting, then you, like me, probably won't consider
possibilities that aren't annoying and miserable. But if you really learn how



to pay attention, then you will know there are other options. It will
actually be within your power to experience a crowded, hot, slow,
consumer-hell type situation as not only meaningful, but sacred, on fire
with the same force that made the stars: love, fellowship, the mystical
oneness of all things deep down.

Not that that mystical stuff is necessarily true. The only thing that's
capital-T True is that you get to decide how you're gonna try to see it.
This, I submit, is the freedom of a real education, of learning how to be
well-adjusted. You get to consciously decide what has meaning and what
doesn't. You get to decide what to worship.

Because here's something else that's weird but true: in the day-to day
trenches of adult life, there is actually no such thing as atheism. There is
no such thing as not worshipping. Everybody worships. The only choice
we get is what to worship. And the compelling reason for maybe choosing
some sort of god or spiritual-type thing to worship -- be it JC or Allah, be
it YHWH or the Wiccan Mother Goddess, or the Four Noble Truths, or
some inviolable set of ethical principles -- is that pretty much anything
else you worship will eat you alive. If you worship money and things, if
they are where you tap real meaning in life, then you will never have
enough, never feel you have enough. It's the truth. Worship your body
and beauty and sexual allure and you will always feel ugly. And when time
and age start showing, you will die a million deaths before they finally
grieve you. On one level, we all know this stuff already. It's been codified
as myths, proverbs, clichés, epigrams, parables; the skeleton of every great
story. The whole trick is keeping the truth up front in daily consciousness.

Worship power, you will end up feeling weak and afraid, and you will
need ever more power over others to numb you to your own fear.
Worship your intellect, being seen as smart, you will end up feeling stupid,
a fraud, always on the verge of being found out. But the insidious thing
about these forms of worship is not that they're evil or sinful, it's that
they're unconscious. They are default settings.

They're the kind of worship you just gradually slip into, day after day,
getting more and more selective about what you see and how you measure
value without ever being fully aware that that's what you're doing.



And the so-called real world will not discourage you from operating on
your default settings, because the so-called real world of men and money
and power hums merrily along in a pool of fear and anger and frustration
and craving and worship of self. Our own present culture has harnessed
these forces in ways that have yielded extraordinary wealth and comfort
and personal freedom. The freedom all to be lords of our tiny skull-sized
kingdoms, alone at the center of all creation. This kind of freedom has
much to recommend it. But of course there are all different kinds of
treedom, and the kind that is most precious you will not hear much talk
about much in the great outside world of wanting and achieving and
[unintelligible -- sounds like "displayal"]. The really important kind of
treedom involves attention and awareness and discipline, and being able
truly to care about other people and to sacrifice for them over and over in
myriad petty, unsexy ways every day.

That is real freedom. That is being educated, and understanding how to
think. The alternative is unconsciousness, the default setting, the rat race,
the constant gnawing sense of having had, and lost, some infinite thing.

I know that this stuff probably doesn't sound fun and breezy or grandly
inspirational the way a commencement speech is supposed to sound.
What it is, as far as I can see, is the capital-T Truth, with a whole lot of
rhetorical niceties stripped away. You are, of course, free to think of it
whatever you wish. But please don't just dismiss it as just some finger-
wagging Dr. Laura sermon. None of this stuff is really about morality or
religion or dogma or big fancy questions of life after death.

The capital-T Truth is about life BEFORE death.

It is about the real value of a real education, which has almost nothing to
do with knowledge, and everything to do with simple awareness;
awareness of what is so real and essential, so hidden in plain sight all
around us, all the time, that we have to keep reminding ourselves over and
over:

"This is water."
"This is water."



It is unimaginably hard to do this, to stay conscious and alive in the adult
world day in and day out. Which means yet another grand cliché turns out
to be true: your education really IS the job of a lifetime. And it
commences: NOw.

I wish you way more than luck.
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The Master said, He who sets to work on a
different stand destroys the whole fabric.
—CoNFucIus, Analects I, 16.






The Abolition of Man






Chapter 1
Men without Chests

So he sent the word to slay
And slew the little childer.
Carol






I pouBT whether we are sufficiently attentive to
the importance of elementary text-books. That is
why I have chosen as the starting-point for these
lectures a little book on English intended for
‘boys and girls in the upper forms of schools.” I
do not think the authors of this book (there were
two of them) intended any harm, and I owe them,
or their publisher, good language for sending me
a complimentary copy. At the same time I shall
have nothing good to say of them. Here is a
pretty predicament. I do not want to pillory two
modest practising school-masters who were doing
the best they knew: but I cannot be silent about
what I think the actual tendency of their work. I
therefore propose to conceal their names. I shall
refer to these gentlemen as Gaius and Titius and
to their book as The Green Book. But 1 promise
you there is such a book and I have it on my
shelves.
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THE ABOLITION OF MAN

In their second chapter Gaius and Titius quote
the well-known story of Coleridge at the water-
fall. You remember that there were two tourists
present: that one called it ‘sublime’ and the other
‘pretty’: and that Coleridge mentally endorsed
the first judgement and rejected the second with
disgust. Gaius and Titius comment as follows:
‘When the man said That is sublime, he appeared
to be making a remark about the waterfall. . . .
Actually . . . he was not making a remark about
the waterfall, but a remark about his own feel-
ings. What he was saying was really I have feel-
ings associated in my mind with the word
“Sublime,” or shortly, I have sublime feelings.’
Here are a good many deep questions settled in a
pretty summary fashion. But the authors are not
yet finished. They add: ‘This confusion is con-
tinually present in language as we use it. We ap-
pear to be saying something very important about
something: and actually we are only saying some-
thing about our own feelings.” *

Before considering the issues really raised by
this momentous little paragraph (designed, you
will remember, for ‘the upper forms in schools’)
we must eliminate one mere confusion into which
Gaius and Titius have fallen. Even on their own
view—on any conceivable view—the man who
1 The Green Book, pp. 19, 20.
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MEN WITHOUT CHESTS

says This is sublime cannot mean I have sublime
feelings. Even if it were granted that such quali-
ties as sublimity were simply and solely projected
into things from our own emotions, yet the emo-
tions which prompt the projection are the cor-
relatives, and therefore almost the opposites, of
the qualities projected. The feelings which make
a man call an object sublime are not sublime feel-
ings but feelings of veneration. If This is sublime
is to be reduced at all to a statement about the
speaker’s feelings, the proper translation would
be I have humble feelings. If the view held by
Gaius and Titius were consistently applied it
would lead to obvious absurdities. It would force
them to maintain that You are contemptible
means I have contemptible feelings: in fact that
Your feelings are contemptible means My feelings
are contemptible. But we need not delay over this
which is the very pons asinorum of our subject. It
would be unjust to Gaius and Titius themselves
to emphasize what was doubtless a mere inad-
vertence.

The schoolboy who reads this passage in The
Green Book will believe two propositions: firstly,
that all sentences containing a predicate of value
are statements about the emotional state of the
speaker, and, secondly, that all such statements
are unimportant. It is true that Gaius and Titius
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THE ABOLITION OF MAN

have said neither of these things in so many
words. They have treated only one particular
predicate of value (sublime) as a word descrip-
tive of the speaker’s emotions. The pupils are left
to do for themselves the work of extending the
same treatment to all predicates of value: and no
slightest obstacle to such extension is placed in
their way. The authors may or may not desire the
extension: they may never have given the ques-
tion five minutes’ serious thought in their lives. I
am not concerned with what they desired but
with the effect their book will certainly have on
the schoolboy’s mind. In the same way, they have
not said that judgements of value are unimportant.
Their words are that we ‘appear to be saying
something very important’ when in reality we are
‘only saying something about our own feelings.’
No schoolboy will be able to resist the suggestion
brought to bear upon him by that word only. I do
not mean, of course, that he will make any con-
scious inference from what he reads to a general
philosophical theory that all values are subjective
and trivial. The very power of Gaius and Titius
depends on the fact that they are dealing with a
boy: a boy who thinks he is ‘doing’ his ‘English
prep’ and has no notion that ethics, theology,
and politics are all at stake. It is not a theory
they put into his mind, but an assumption, which
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MEN WITHOUT CHESTS

ten years hence, its origin forgotten and its pres-_
ence unconscious, will condition him to take one
side in a controversy which he has never recog-
nized as a controversy at all. The authors them-
selves, I suspect, hardly know what they are
doing to the boy, and he cannot know what is
being done to him.

Before considering the philosophical creden-
tials of the position which Gaius and Titius have
adopted about value, I should like to show its
practical results on their educational procedure.
In their fourth chapter they quote a silly adver-
tisement of a pleasure cruise and proceed to in-
oculate their pupils against the sort of writing it
exhibits.” The advertisement teils us that those
who buy tickets for this cruise will go ‘across the
Western Ocean where Drake of Devon sailed,’
‘adventuring after the treasures of the Indies,’
and bringing home themselves also a ‘treasure
of ‘golden hours’ and ‘glowing colours.” It is a
bad bit of writing, of course: a venal and bath-
etic exploitation of those emotions of awe and
pleasure which men feel in visiting places that
have striking associations with history or legend.
If Gaius and Titius were to stick to their last and
teach their readers (as they promised to do) the
art of English composition, it was their business

e

2 Ibid., p. 53.
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THE ABOLITION OF MAN

to put this advertisement side by side with pas-
sages from great writers in which the very same
emotion is well expressed, and then show where
the difference lies. They might have used John-
son’s famous passage from the Western Islands,
which concludes: ‘That man is little to be envied,
whose patriotism would not gain force upon the
plain of Marathon, or whose piety would not
grow warmer among the ruins of Iona.”® They
might have taken that place in The Prelude
where Wordsworth describes how the antiquity
of London first descended on his mind with
‘Weight and power, Power growing under
weight.” * A lesson which had laid such literature
beside the advertisement and really discrimi-
nated the good from the bad would have been a
lesson worth teaching. There would have been
some blood and sap in it—the trees of knowl-
edge and of life growing together. It would also
have had the merit of being a lesson in literature:
a subject of which Gaius and Titius, despite their
professed purpose, are uncommonly shy. What
they actually do is to point out that the luxurious
motor-vessel won’t really sail where Drake did,
that the tourists will not have any adventures,
that the treasures they bring home will be of a

8 Journey to the Western Islands. Inch Kenneth.
4 The Prelude, viii, 11. 549-59.
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MEN WITHOUT CHESTS

purely metaphorical nature, and that a trip to
Margate might provide ‘all the pleasure and rest’
they required.® All this is very true: talents in-
ferior to those of Gaius and Titius would have
sufficed to discover it. What they have not no-
ticed, or not cared about, is that a very similar
treatment could be applied to much good litera-
ture which treats the same emotion. What, after
all, can the history of early British Christianity,
in pure reason, add to the motives for piety as
they exist in the eighteenth century? Why should
Mr. Wordsworth’s inn be more comfortable or
the air of London more healthy because London
has existed for a long time? Or, if there is indeed
any obstacle which will prevent a critic from ‘de-
bunking’ Johnson and Wordsworth (and Lamb,
and Virgii, and Thomas Browne, and Mr. de la
Mare) as The Green Book debunks the adver-
tisement, Gaius and Titius have given their
schoolboy readers no faintest help to its dis-
covery. From this passage the schoolboy will
learn about literature precisely nothing. What he
will learn quickly enough, and perhaps indelibly,
is the belief that all emotions aroused by local as-
sociation are in themselves contrary to reason
and contemptible. He will have no notion that
there are two ways of being immune to such an

5 The Green Book, pp. 53-5.
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THE ABOLITION OF MAN

advertisement-—that it falls equally flat on those
who are above it and those who are below it, on
the man of real sensibility and on the mere
trousered ape who has never been able to con-
ceive the Atlantic as anything more than so
many million tons of cold salt water. There are
two men to whom we offer in vain a false leading
article on patriotism and honour: one is the
coward, the other is the honourable and patriotic
man. None of this is brought before the school-
boy’s mind. On the contrary, he is encouraged
to reject the lure of the ‘Western Ocean’ on the
very dangerous ground that in so doing he will
prove himself a knowing fellow who can’t be
bubbled out of his cash. Gaius and Titius, while
teaching him nothing about letters, have cut out
of his soul, long before he is old enough to
choose, the possibility of having certain experi-
ences which thinkers of more authority than they
have held to be generous, fruitful, and humane.

But it is not only Gaius and Titius. In another
little book, whose author I will call Orbilius, I
find that the same operation, under the same
general anaesthetic, is being carried out. Orbilius
chooses for ‘debunking’ a silly bit of writing on
horses, where these animals are praised as the
‘willing servants’ of the early colonists in Aus-
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tralia.® And he falls into the same trap as Gaius
and Titius. Of Ruksh and Sleipnir and the weep-
ing horses of Achilles and the war-horse in the
Book of Job—nay even of Brer Rabbit and of
Peter Rabbit—of man’s prehistoric piety to ‘our
brother the ox—of all that this semi-anthropo-
morphic treatment of beasts has meant in human
history and of the literature where it finds noble
or piquant expression—he has not a word to
say.” Even of the problems of animal psychology
as they exist for science he says nothing. He con-
tents himself with explaining that horses are not,
secundum litteram, interested in colonial expan-
sion.® This piece of information is really all that
his pupils get from him.Why the composition be-
fore them is bad, when others that lie open to the
same charge are good, they do not hear. Much
6 Orbilius’ book, p. 5.

7 Orbilius is so far superior to Gaius and Titius that he does
(pp. 19-22) contrast a piece of good writing on animals
with the piece condemned. Unfortunately, however, the
only superiority he really demonstrates in the second extract
is its superiority in factual truth. The specifically literary
problem (the use and abuse of expressions which are false
secundum litteram) is not tackled. Orbilius indeed tells us
(p. 97) that we must ‘learn to distinguish between legitimate
and illegitimate figurative statement,” but he gives us very
iittle help in doing so. At the same time it is fair to record
my opinion that his work is on quite a different level from

The Green Book.
8 1bid., p. 9.
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less do they learn of the two classes of men who
are, respectively above and below the danger of
such writing—the man who really knows horses
and really loves them, not with anthropomorphic
illusions, but with ordinate love, and the irre-
deemable urban blockhead to whom a horse is
merely an old-fashioned means of transport.
Some pleasure in their own ponies and dogs they
will have lost: some incentive to cruelty or
neglect they will have received: some pleasure in
their own knowingness will have entered their
minds. That is their day’s lesson in English,
though of English they have learned nothing.
Another little portion of the human heritage has
been quietly taken from them before they were
old enough to understand.

I have hitherto been assuming that such teach-
ers as Gaius and Titius do not fully realize what
they are doing and do not intend the far-reaching
consequences it will actually have. There is, of
course, another possibility. What I have called
(presuming on their concurrence in a certain tra-
ditional system of values) the ‘trousered ape’ and
the ‘urban blockhead’ may be precisely the kind
of man they really wish to produce. The differ-
ences between us may go all the way down. They
may really hold that the ordinary human feelings
about the past or animals or large waterfalls are
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contrary to reason and contemptible and ought
to be eradicated. They may be intending to make
a clean sweep of traditional values and start with
a new set. That position will be discussed later. If
it is the position which Gaius and Titius are
holding, I must, for the moment, content myseif
with pointing out that it is a philosophical and
not a literary position. In filling their book with
it they have been unjust to the parent or head-
master who buys it and who has got the work of
amateur philosophers where he expected the
work of professional grammarians. A man would
be annoyed if his son returned from the dentist
with his teeth untouched and his head crammed
with the dentist’s obiter dicta on bimetallism or
the Baconian theory.

Rut I doubt whether Gaius and Titius have
really planned, under cover of teaching English,
to propagate their philosophy. I think they have
slipped into it for the following reasons. In the
first place, literary criticism is difficult, and what
they actually do is very much easier. To explain
why a bad treatment of some basic human emo-
tion is bad literature is, if we exclude all ques-
tion-begging attacks on the emotion itself, a very
hard thing to do. Even Dr. Richards, who first
seriously tackled the problem of badness in liter-
ature, failed, I think, to do it. To ‘debunk’ the
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emotion, on the basis of a commonplace ration-
alism, is within almost anyone’s capacity. In the
second place, I think Gaius and Titius may have
honestly misunderstood the pressing educational
need of the moment. They see the world around
them swayed by emotional propaganda—they
have learned from tradition that youth is senti-
mental—and they conclude that the best thing
they can do is to fortify the minds of young peo-
ple against emotion. My own experience as a
teacher tells an opposite tale. For every one
pupil who needs to be guarded from a weak ex-
cess of sensibility there are three who need to be
awakened from the slumber of cold vulgarity.
The task of the modern educator is not to cut
down jungles but to irrigate deserts. The right
defence against false sentiments is to inculcate
just sentiments. By starving the sensibility of our
pupils we only make them easier prey to the
propagandist when he comes. For famished na-
ture will be avenged and a hard heart is no in-
fallible protection against a soft head.

But there is a third, and a profounder, reason
for the procedure which Gaius and Titius adopt.
They may be perfectly ready to admit that a
good education should build some sentiments
while destroying others. They may endeavour to
do so. But it is impossible that they should suc-
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ceed. Do what they will, it is the ‘debunking’
side of their work, and this side alone, which will
really tell. In order to grasp this necessity clearly
I must digress for a moment to show that what
may be called the educational predicament of
Gaius and Titius is different from that of all their
predecesscrs.

Until quite modern times all teachers and even
all men believed the universe to be such that cer-
tain emotional reactions on our part could be
either congruous or incongruous to it—believed,
in fact, that objects did not merely receive, but
could merit, our approval or disapproval, our
reverence, or our contempt. The reason why
Coleridge agreed with the tourist who called the
cataract sublime and disagreed with the one who
called it pretty was of course that he believed in-
animate nature to be such that certain responses
could be more ‘just’ or ‘ordinate’ or ‘appropriate’
to it than others. And he believed (correctly)
that the tourists thought the same. The man who
called the cataract sublime was not intending
simply to describe his own emotions about it: he
was also claiming that the object was one which
merited those emotions. But for this claim there
would be nothing to agree or disagree about. To
disagree with This is pretty if those words simply
described the lady’s feelings, would be absurd: if
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she had said I feel sick Coleridge would hardly
have replied No; I feel quite well. When Shelley,
having compared the human sensibility to an
Acolian lyre, goes on to add that it differs from
a lyre in having a power of ‘internal adjustment’
whereby it can ‘accommodate its chords to the
motions of that which strikes them,” ® he is as-
suming the same belief. ‘Can you be righteous,’
asks Traherne, ‘unless you be just in rendering
to things their due esteem? All things were made
to be yours and you were made to prize them ac-
cording to their value.”*® St. Augustine defines
virtue as ordo amoris, the ordinate condition of
the affections in which every object is accorded
that kind and degree of love which is appropri-
ate to it.** Aristotle says that the aim of educa-
tion is to make the pupil like and dislike what he
ought.** When the age for reflective thought
comes, the pupil who has been thus trained in
‘ordinate affections’ or ‘just sentiments’ will eas-
ily find the first principles in Ethics: but to the
corrupt man they will never be visible at all and
he can make no progress in that science.*® Plato
before him had said the same. The little human
9 Defence of Poetry.

10 Centuries of Meditations, i. 12.

11 De Civ. Dei, xv. 22. Cf. ibid. ix. 5. xi. 28.

12 Eth. Nic. 1104 B.
13 Ibid. 1095 B.
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animal will not at first have the right responses.
it must be trained to feel pleasure, liking, dis-
gust, and hatred at those things which really are
pleasant, likeable, disgusting, and hateful.** In
the Republic, the well-nurtured youth is one
‘who would see most clearly whatever was amiss
in ill-made works of man or ill-grown works of
nature, and with a just distaste would blame and
hate the ugly even from his earliest years and
would give delighted praise to beauty, receiving
it into his soul and being nourished by it, so that
he becomes a man of gentle heart. All this be-
fore he is of an age to reason; so that when Rea-
son at length comes to him, then, bred as he has
been, he will hold out his hands in welcome and
recognize her because of the affinity he bears to
her.” * In early Hinduism that conduct in men
which can be called good consists in conformity
to, or almost participation in, the Rta—that
great ritual or pattern of nature and supernature
which is revealed alike in the cosmic order, the
moral virtues, and the ceremonial of the temple.
Righteousness, correctness, order, the Rta, is con-
stantly identified with satya or truth, correspond-
ence to reality. As Plato said that the Good was
‘beyond existence’ and Wordsworth that through
14 Laws, 653.

15 Republic, 402 A.

27



THE ABOLITION OF MAN

virtue the stars were strong, so the Indian mas-
ters say that the gods themselves are born of the
Rta and obey it.** The Chinese also speak of a
great thing (the greatest thing) called the Tao.
It is the reality beyond all predicates, the abyss
that was before the Creator Himself. It is Nature,
it is the Way, the Road. It is the Way in which
the universe goes on, the Way in which things
everlastingly emerge, stilly and tranquilly, into
space and time. It is also the Way which every
man should tread in imitation of that cosmic and
supercosmic progression, conforming all activi-
ties to that great exemplar.” ‘In ritual,’ say the
Analects, ‘it is harmony with Nature that is
prized.’ *®* The ancient Jews likewise praise the
Law as being ‘true.” **

This conception in all its forms, Platonic,
Aristotelian, Stoic, Christian, and Oriental alike,
16 A, B. Keith, s.v. ‘Righteousness (Hindu).’ Enc. Religion
and Ethics, vol. x.

17 Ibid., vol. ii, p. 454 B; iv. 12 B; ix. 87 A.

18 The Analects of Confucius, trans. Arthur Waley, London,
1938, i. 12.

19 Psalm cxix. 151. The word is émeth, ‘truth.” Where the
Satya of the Indian sources emphasizes truth as ‘correspond-
ence,” émeth (connected with a verb that means ‘to be firm’)
emphasizes rather the reliability or trustworthiness of truth.
Faithfulness and permanence are suggested by Hebraists as
alternative renderings. Emeth is that which does not deceive,
does not ‘give,” does not change, that which holds water.
(See T. K. Cheyne in Encyclopedia Biblica, 1914, s.v.
‘Truth.”)
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I shall henceforth refer to for brevity simply as
‘the Tao.” Some of the accounts of it which I
have quoted will seem, perhaps, to many of you
merely quaint or even magical. But what is com-
mon to them all is something we cannot neglect.
It i_s the doctrine of objective value, the belief
that certain attitudes are really true, and others
really false, to the kind of thing the universe is
and the kind of things we are. Those who know
the Tao can hold that to call children delightful
or old men venerable is not simply to record a
psychological fact about our own parental or
filial emotions at the moment, but to recognize a
quality which demands a certain response from
us whether we make it or not. I myself do not en-
joy the society of small children: because I speak
from within the Tao 1 recognize this as a defect
in myself—just as a man may have to recognize
that he is tone deaf or colour blind. And be-
cause our approvals and disapprovals are thus
recognitions of objective value or responses to
an objective order, therefore emotional states
can be in harmony with reason (when we feel
liking for what ought to be approved) or out
of harmony with reason (when we perceive
that liking is due but cannot feel it). No emo-
tion is, in itself, a judgement: in that sense
all emotions and sentiments are alogical. But
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they can be reasonable or unreasonable as they
conform to Reason or fail to conform. The heart
never takes the place of the head: but it can, and
should, obey it.

Over against this stands the world of The
Green Book. In it the very possibility of a senti-
ment being reasonable—or even unreasonable—
has been excluded from the outset. It can be rea-
sonable or unreasonable only if it conforms or
fails to conform to something else. To say that
the cataract is sublime means saying that our
emotion of humility is appropriate or ordinate to
the reality, and thus to speak of something else
besides the emotion: just as to say that a shoe
fits is to speak not only of shoes but of feet. But
this reference to something beyond the emotion
is what Gaius and Titius exclude from every sen-
tence containing a predicate of value. Such state-
ments, for them, refer solely to the emotion. Now
the emotion, thus considered by itself, cannot be
either in agreement or disagreement with Rea-
son. It is irrational not as a paralogism is irra-
tional, but as a physical event is irrational: it
does not rise even to the dignity of error. On this
view, the world of facts, without one trace of
value, and the world of feelings without one
trace of truth or falsehood, justice or injustice,
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confront one another, and no rapprochement is
possible.

Hence the educational problem is wholly dif-
ferent according as you stand within or without
the Tao. For those within, the task is to train
in the pupil those responses which are in thein-
selves appropriate, whether anyone is making
them or not, and in making which the very na-
ture of man consists. Those without, if they are
logical, must regard all sentiments as equally
non-rational, as mere mists between us and the
real objects. As a result, they must either decide
to remove all sentiments, as far as possible, from
the pupil’s mind: or else to encourage some sen-
timents for reasons that have nothing to do with
their intrinsic ‘justness’ or ‘ordinacy.” The latter
course involves them in the questionable process
of creating in others by ‘suggestion’ or incanta-
tion a mirage which their own reason has suc-
cessfully dissipated.

Perhaps this will become clearer if we take a
concrete instance. When a Roman father told his
son that it was a sweet and seemly thing to die
for his country, he believed what he said. He was
communicating to the son an emotion which he
himself shared and which he believed to be in
accord with the value which his judgement dis-
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cerned in noble death. He was giving the boy the
best he had, giving of his spirit to humanize him
as he had given of his body to beget him. But
Gaius and Titius cannot believe that in calling
such a death sweet and seemly they would be
saying ‘something important about something.’
Their own method of debunking would cry out
against them if they attempted to do so. For
death is not something to eat and therefore can-
not be dulce in the literal sense, and it is unlikely
that the real sensations preceding it will be dulce
even by analogy. And as for decorum—that is
only a word describing how some other people
will feel about your death when they happen to
think of it, which won’t be often, and will cer-
tainly do you no good. There are only two
courses open to Gaius and Titius. Either they
must go the whole way and debunk this senti-
ment like any other, or must set themselves to
work to produce, from outside, a sentiment which
they believe to be of no value to the pupil and
which may cost him his life, because it is useful
to us (the survivors) that our young men should
feel it. If they embark on this course the differ-
ence between the old and the new education will
be an important one. Where the old initiated,
the new merely ‘conditions.” The old dealt with
its pupils as grown birds deal with young birds
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when they teach them to fly: the new deals with
them more as the poultry-keeper deals with
young birds—making them thus or thus for pur-
poses of which the birds know nothing. In a
word, the old was a kind of propagation—men
transmitting manhood to men: the new is merely
propaganda.

It is to their credit that Gaius and Titius em-
brace the first alternative. Propaganda is their
abomination: not because their own philosophy
gives a ground for condemning it (or anything
else) but because they are better than their
principles. They probably have some vague no-
tion (I will examine it in my next lecture) that
valour and good faith and justice could be suf-
ficiently commended to the pupil on what they
would call ‘rational’ or ‘biological’ or ‘modern’
grounds, if it should ever become necessary. In
the meantime, they leave the matter alone and
get on with the business of debunking.

But this course, though less inhuman, is not
less disastrous than the opposite alternative of
cynical propaganda. Let us suppose for a mo-
ment that the harder virtues could really be theo-
retically justified with no appeal to objective
value. It still remains true that no justification of
virtue will enable a man to be virtuous. Without
the aid of trained emotions the intellect is power-
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less against the animal organism. I had sooner
play cards against a man who was quite sceptical
about ethics, but bred to believe that ‘a gentle-
man does not cheat,’ than against an irreproach-
able moral philosopher who had been brought
up among sharpers. In battle it is not syllogisms
that will keep the reluctant nerves and muscles
to their post in the third hour of the bombard-
ment. The crudest sentimentalism (such as Gaius
and Titius would wince at) about a flag or a
country or a regiment will be of more use. We
were told it all long ago by Plato. As the king
governs by his executive, so Reason in man must
rule the mere appetites by means of the ‘spirited
element.’ ** The head rules the belly through the
chest—the seat, as Alanus tells us, of Magna-
nimity,”* of emotions organized by trained habit
into stable sentiments. The Chest—Magnanimity
—Sentiment—these are the indispensable liaison
officers between cerebral man and visceral man.
It may even be said that it is by this middle ele-
ment that man is man: for by his intellect he is
mere spirit and by his appetite mere animal. The
operation of The Green Book and its kind is to
produce what may be called Men without Chests.
It is an outrage that they should be commonly

20 Republic, 442 B.C.
21 Alanus ab Insulis. De Planctu Naturae Prosa, iii.
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spoken of as Intellectuals. This gives them the
chance to say that he who attacks them attacks
Intelligence. It is not so. They are not distin-
guished from other men by any unusual skill in
finding truth nor any virginal ardour to pursue
her. Indeed it would be strange if they were: a
persevering devotion to truth, a nice sense of in-
tellectual honour, cannot be long maintained
without the aid of a sentiment which Gaius and
Titus could debunk as easily as any other. It is
not excess of thought but defect of fertile and
generous emotion that marks them out. Their
heads are no bigger than the ordinary: it is the
atrophy of the chest beneath that makes them
seem So.

And all the time—such is the tragi-comedy of
our situation—we continue to clamour for those
very qualities we are rendering impossible. You
can hardly open a periodical without coming
across the statement that what our civilization
pneeds is more ‘drive,” or dynamism, or self-
sacrifice, or ‘creativity.” In a sort of ghastly sim-
plicity we remove the organ and demand the
function. We make men without chests and ex-
pect of them virtue and enterprise. We laugh at
honour and are shocked to find traitors in our
midst. We castrate and bid the geldings be fruit-
ful.
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