


conducive to a global environment in which people can realize their personal
as well as national potentialities in the service of a Òcommon goodÓ that unites
them as an ethical community.

It is of great historical significance that today the citizens of
most states, regardless of cultural, geographical, or constitutional differences,
recognize that democracy is essential for the attainment of fundamental
human goals such as freedom, justice, prosperity, and community. Moreover,
in the late 1980Õs and early 1990Õs, the world witnessed an upsurge in demo-
cratic reform movements in many parts of the globe, e.g., in China, Pakistan,
Nicaragua, Argentina, Chile, the countries of Eastern Europe, and some of the
states of the former USSR. For a short time, there seemed reason for optimism
that democratically oriented governments would continue to spread and that
these governments would be cooperative in their relations with one another,
respectful of their own populations, and thus amenable to establishing an ever-
more-peaceful world. Sad to say, this optimism now seems unwarranted. We
see the domination of global corporate and market-forces, a rise (partly in
response to corporate-driven globalism) of ultranationalism and anti-secular
ethno-religious fanaticism, and an ideological void of commanding responses
(in the wake of the collapse of Soviet communism and the discrediting of
socialism) to these forms of deterioration. Fewer people are now expressing the
confident expectation of a few years ago that democracy (and with it increased
freedom, security, and global structural and normative reform) will be the
wave of the future. Indeed, one of the more disturbing developments in recent
years is the trend in many developing countries towards a Òsoft authoritarian-
ismÓÑthat is, an attempt on the part of some governments to increase 
economic freedom and technological development without any significant
accompanying increase in democratic political reform. And even in many
Western liberal democratic states, we have witnessed, of late, a ÒdowngradingÓ
of genuine communal bonds, an ÒatrophyÓ of civic virtues, and the rampant
ÒcolonizationÓ of the public sphere by private economic and corporate inter-
ests. Too often elections seem to avoid the real issues, while political parties
converge on an uncritical consensus, blind to creative alternatives. As a result,
the electorate is often left bored, apathetic, and cynical. Equally troubling is the
prevalence of what some have termed a Òthin democracy,Ó i.e., a public regime
entirely subservient to claims of individual rights and privileges and held
together only by a minimal set of abstractly formal rules and procedures (see
Barber 1984, xvi; see also Dallmayr 1993, 254-255). As an antidote to these 
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conditions of social decline and fragmentation, there is a need to strengthen
democratic engagement through local and regional groupings, without dilut-
ing the liberal democratic commitment to the protection of individual rights.
Examples or approximations of such groupings would be civic cooperatives,
neighborhood assemblies,multiethnic and multidimensional coalitions, etc., con-
cerned with healing the divisions of contemporary society brought about by
crime, racial discrimination, and economic injustices. Other examples would be
new social and political movements focused on issues such as environmental pro-
tection and nuclear disarmament. As Benjamin Barber observes, what is needed
is “a community that does not oppress individuals, a consensus that respects dis-
sent, a politics that recognizes conflict without enthroning permanent factions,
and a democracy that is strong without being unitary, rich without being frag-
mented, and consensual without being monolithic” (Barber 1984, 114).

A democratically oriented system of nation-states remains a
very distant ideal indeed. Yet as several contemporary thinkers have stressed,
we should not belittle the historical significance of this ideal:

We witness at the present a radical transformation in our conception
and practice of power. The older, i.e., statist, model of power,
according to which socio-political power originates from a higher
authority, viz., the sovereign or the state or the chief executive, is now
being replaced by a different model, according to which power origi-
nates from the actual system of human interrelationships: the
domain of human action is the locus of power. The people can 
make a difference in what happens, or can happen, at any level of
human life—at the institutional, regional, national, and inter-
national levels. . . . The concerted efforts of various [democratizing]
national and international organizations which support diverse
human causes like human rights, disarmament, ecology, poverty, etc.,
clearly show that political power does not exclusively reside in the
highest stratum of government but also in the complex network of
human action in the various institutions which make up the structure
of the state. (Mitias 1990a, 199)

IV. THE NEED FOR PROMOTING A POSITIVE

APPROACH TO REGIONALISM

One can conceive of direct ways of implementing global 
democratic reforms, and direct modes of democratic accountability for exist-
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ing global institutions (the World Bank, IMF, IAEA, WTO), based on some-
thing like the cosmopolitan idea of world citizenship on an extra-state or extra-
national basis. This would entail, among other things, instituting structural
procedures for democratic participation on a global scale, e.g., opportunities
for collective deliberation, debate, voting, referenda via viable international
forums, representation via elected assemblies empowered to legislate, regulate,
and make policy decisions. With respect to the issues addressed within the
framework of such international bodies, this would be tantamount to a limited
form of world government. (And as Clark Butler and Errol Harris argue, a
world government with a new global nationality may be something to which
Hegel’s dialectical method eventually leads; see Butler 1997, 170, 231-245; see
Harris 1993, and 1995, 87-95.) 

It goes without saying, however, that even a limited form of
democratic world government is highly unlikely for the foreseeable future. It is
questionable whether it would even be desirable, especially if it entailed a diluting
of cultural diversity or an abandonment of the self-determination of politically
organized communities. At the same time, “state power” and the ability of
national governments to perform their traditional ethical functions (human
rights protection, political self-determination, etc.) are being seriously and
increasingly threatened in some parts of the world by various forms of “patho-
logical anarchy.” By “pathological anarchy” I mean breakdowns of ethical order
within states, culminating in extreme nationalism, ethno-religious fanaticism, ter-
rorism, genocidal outbreaks,“ethnic cleansing,”and massive displacement of peo-
ples from their traditional homelands. (The expression “pathological anarchy”
comes from Falk 1994b.) These types of anarchy are beginning to have interna-
tional effects: the prospects of an expanded “civil war” in Kosovo, Macedonia, and 
elsewhere; massive numbers of refugees causing destabilizing effects in liberal
democratic countries (Germany, Great Britain, France, the United States); the
growing number of “suicidal bombers” in Israel and elsewhere, etc.

Given that both traditional states and the UN have failed effec-
tively to address this “pathological anarchy,” it seems reasonable to ask whether
empowered regional institutions (supranational regional federations and
alliances) could work effectively to combat these pathologically anarchistic forms
of nationalism and “new world disorder” that are on the scene today. For exam-
ple, could the EU or NATO or even KFOR successfully challenge ethnic violence
in Kosovo, prevent it from spreading to Macedonia, and restore order and stabil-
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ity to a multi-ethnic Bosnia or Yugoslavia? Could the newly formed African
Union effectively take on ordering tasks in such troubled regions as Somalia,
Rwanda, and Burundi, reign in the despots and corruption-riddled govern-
ments, and begin to pull the beleaguered continent out of conflict and poverty?

Also, from the point of view of promoting global democratic
reforms, it seems more reasonable to think in terms of transnational regional
organizations as collectively deliberating and deciding on matters of common
concern. It seems more realistic to think that they, as opposed to a world gov-
ernment, would offer effective democratic participation to the citizens of the
various regional states. To date, at least, the most advanced case of such a devel-
opment is the European Union with its European Parliament democratically
elected by the citizens of member countries. Here we have an actual example
of “transnational” democratic participation and even the possibility of regional
(European) citizenship. Of course the European Parliament still has very little
political authority, and the locus of real political power still rests within the 
various sovereign European nations. It is also unclear what direction the
European Community will take in the future. Will it become the United States
of Europe, or will it (as seems more likely) continue to defer complete political
integration and remain a less unified federation where state sovereignty and
national identity are retained? 

Could the EU model be applied to other regions of the world
(e.g., to the Asia/Pacific countries, or to the countries of North America), and
could it play a positive role in implementing democratic reform as well as a
more people-oriented globalism? Scholars and political theorists have only
begun to consider these issues. Regional communities have not yet evolved to
the point where they have the political will and ability to effectively address the
various forms of pathological anarchy which confront them. Still, can or
should regional bodies, institutions, associations, or federations be encouraged
to take on these ordering (globalizing) tasks? The question poses a number of
dilemmas for the contemporary world. In order to be effective and
autonomous, supranational regional organizations would have to become
more cohesive and capable of commanding loyalty and solidarity from their
members, thus coming to resemble nation-states in certain respects. But such
a regional “trend toward unity” and cohesiveness would seem likely to gener-
ate inter-regional conflicts based, e.g., on different and uneven regional
resource bases and on diverse cultural or civilizational identities. As Hegel
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might say, a “we” requires a “they”: “even if a number of states join together as
a family, this league [or regional alliance], in its individuality, will [typically]
generate opposition and create an enemy” (Hegel 1970b, § 324, Addition; cf.
also Thompson 1992, 105). Thus to be truly cohesive, regional bodies would
tend to define themselves contrastively or “negatively,” leading to potential
cases of exclusivism, regional chauvinism, and “clashes of civilizations”
(cf. Huntington 1993, 22-49). Also, as Hegel feared would happen in a Kantian
“league of nations,” would not regional bodies tend to be dominated by their
most powerful member states and hence tend to pursue the narrow self-inter-
ests of these states? “A general [Kantian] league of nations for perpetual peace
would [often] be dominated by one nation [or a few elite nations] . . . [and] its
universality would be obliterated” (Hegel 1987, 250-251).

As Joseph C. Flay recently observed,“the ideality of the sover-
eignty of one state in relation to that of another state or states is no longer the
external affair it was in Hegel’s time.” Moreover,“a philosophical analysis of the
nature of the several general wills which constitute international relations
today yields a dialectic (and essentially Hegelian) revision” of Hegel’s own 
theory of external sovereignty and international relations:

Because of the development of economic, social, and political 
relations within the independent nation-states, there is an internal
relation, in regard to content as well as form, existing between the
independent general wills of the independent nation-states. This
does not involve a dispute with Hegel’s theory, only a philosophical 
dialogue with it. . . . (Flay 1980, 170-171)

Moreover, in light of the tragic events of the twentieth century,
the peoples and regional communities of the twenty-first century have a
greater historical awareness of how the external sovereignty of the (territorially)
limited nation-states of the past often resulted in those states taking interna-
tional law into their own hands, usually with horrendous consequences: the
infliction of untold sufferings, recurring retaliation, genocidal outbreaks, etc.
Thus regional communities (and possibly even a “global community”) could
gradually develop a “dialectical self-identity” of sorts precisely in contrast to 
this tragic past, and not just (as Hegel would have it) in contrast to the peer
nationalities or regional alliances of the present. Such an emergent “regional
self-identity” or even “global nationality”—this “new born child” whose
“entrance into world history Hegel heralded”—would be something different
from a cosmopolitan world state or world government; but as Flay observes, it
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is “nevertheless in some way analogous to the [world] state. It would remain to
work out in the Concept what this unity would be” (Flay 1980, 170-171).

I cannot address all of the (positive or negative) implications
of the current regionalist tendencies around the world. I only suggest that pro-
moting a more positive approach to regionalism is essential to the cultivation
of a sense of global community and a globalized ethical culture. To the extent
that the EU and other regional bodies can establish effective procedures for
wider democratic participation and create effective regional means of account-
ability to democratic social forces, they can offer an alternative “mitigating”
influence to the drift towards “negative globalism,” e.g., the non-accountable
power exerted by multinational corporate oligarchy and transnational banking
and finance structures. Strengthened regional institutions might also be able to
make selective contributions to combating post-Cold War breakdowns of
order and in promoting peace, justice, human rights, demilitarization, and eco-
logical sustainability, thereby giving the peoples of the world selective “regional
glimpses” of a more desirable world order. For example, when weakened 
states are not able to deal with problems of disease, famine, ethnic or religious
violence, or prevent massacres of their citizens, enhanced regional associations
might successfully intervene to remedy these problems without the usual 
element of narrow national self-interest hindering their work. A “positive”
regional approach to international order might also alleviate some of the fears
that effective world governance would tend to be excessively centralized, e.g.,
that it would tend to encroach upon human freedom and political self-deter-
mination or threaten constitutional integrity and cultural identity. Regional
institutions and associations could be viewed as complementary and subordinate
“mediating” tools of global governance that are shaped from the top by various
(legitimate, recognized) UN agencies and institutions and from the bottom by
various democratic national, local, and grassroots forces.

Will regionalism come to play a positive role in implementing
a more just, equitable, and sustainable global political order? Or will region-
alism, on the contrary, be instrumentalized by “negative” global corporate/
market forces (and other dangerous forms of globalism of which we are all too
aware)? This remains to be seen. What seems certain is that regional arenas (in
particular, Europe, North America, and Asia/Pacific) will be increasingly
important both as sites of the struggle for global order and as exemplifications
of the dialectical play of opposed (positive and negative) global forces.
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V. CONCLUSION

Throughout this essay I have tried to discuss some of the
(many) legal, social, and political conditions under which communities (states,
nations, and regions) in the international world would be more likely to
respect the autonomy and integrity of other individuals and communities and
to resolve their differences by peaceful means, i.e., by compromise, consensus,
conciliation, and appeal to fair and equitable procedures. Some of these condi-
tions include the formation of an effective and workable international legal
system, the promulgation of a cooperative and “people-oriented” globalism,
the implementation of global democratic reforms, and the promotion of a
more positive approach to regionalism.

There are serious problems impeding progress towards these
goals. Much of the contemporary world remains divided into armed ethnic
and religious enclaves (in Bosnia, Kosovo, Macedonia, Afghanistan, etc.) or
hostile nationalistic camps (Palestine and Israel, North and South Korea, China
and Taiwan, India and Pakistan). Many regional conflicts (e.g., in the Middle
East, in the Balkans, in Africa, and in Asia) are likely to figure in the world of
the immediate future. More often than not, these hostilities are based on long-
standing historical grievances and contrary interpretations of past political
events. It is often difficult to know how to resolve these disputes or how to
determine which side (if either) is right. Indeed, as Hegel observes, there are
very few international conflicts where the “rightness” or “justice” of one side is
clear and unambiguous (see Hegel 1970c, 540-541). This is why war is so
tempting as a resolution: “to see which claim to right will give way” (Hegel
1970c, 541). But this is also why war is ultimately unacceptable. For in addition
to the suffering and death that it causes, war does nothing to resolve 
festering historical grievances; it merely creates new grievances. Thus the only
reasonable course of action is to try to envision a global social and political
environment in which hostile parties, despite their differing perspectives,
would be willing and able to make acceptable compromises and concessions
(see Thompson 1992, 194). We need to envision the kind of international envi-
ronment in which the representatives of two conflicting political perspectives
would be prepared to withdraw to some “third” perspective which is 
“neutral” between them in some ways—e.g., a “third” perspective which 
suspends judgment on certain aspects of what the disputing parties presently
disagree on but which does not beg any other relevant questions of rightness
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or justice. (Here, there is an obvious analogy to Hegel’s methodological rec-
ommendations in the “Introduction” to his Phenomenology of Spirit; see Hegel
1970a, 68-81. According to his method of “immanent critique” or “internal 
criticism,” differing perspectival beliefs or claims to knowledge, on the one
hand, and differing standards of rational acceptability, e.g., differing standards
of justice, on the other, can develop and change in relation to one another.) We
need to envision and pursue rules, principles, and institutional applications of
“universal justice” in which the basic moral objectives (of individual freedom,
the rights of persons, the value of communities, peaceful resolutions of con-
flicts, etc.) are promoted on a global scale. Important among these would be
respect for the independence of national peoples, respect for the freedoms 
of association and communication, respect for basic human rights, and the
observation of a “duty” of non-intervention as well as a “duty” to assist other
peoples who are living “under unfavorable conditions that prevent their 
having a just or decent political and social regime” (see Rawls 1999, 37;
and Thompson 1992, 167-187; for more on the controversial issue of “non-
intervention” and “assistance” under “unfavorable conditions,” see Rawls 1999,
105-120). Other important and related global institutional amplifications of
“universal justice” would include building “secondary” transnational associa-
tions and organizations of “civil society,” encouraging the political and 
judicial structures of a global “political authority,” strengthening existing inter-
national bodies and procedures for settling disputes, and fostering global 
democratic reforms and democratically structured regional alliances.

Still, it must be admitted that not all developments of
transnational interdependence and global interconnection are positive ones.
Many IMF and WTO policies have benefited the “ruling” classes as opposed to
ordinary citizens. NAFTA and other international “free trade” agreements have
been opposed by many labor unions and environmental groups as being bad
for workers and harmful to the global environment. And while advances in
communication and information technologies have helped to forge new
transnational communities as well as a huge global economy, they have also
helped to amplify and exacerbate many of our current international problems.
They have created wider gaps between the rich and the poor, between the pow-
erful and the powerless. They have driven a “high-tech” wedge between those
who have access to information technologies and those who do not. Moreover,
the combination of a global free market with advanced global communication
technologies has created a small minority of “high-tech” informational and
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corporate elites and a large majority of “low-tech” free agents who are working
long hours for low wages. This is causing greater divisions, dislocations, hard-
ships, and fragmentations. It is leading to greater job insecurity, more corpo-
rate “downsizing,” more exclusions for the poor, and the gradual erosion of
local communities and settled forms of social organization. Moreover,
advances in informational technology are allowing more self-enclosure and
isolation for the elites, e.g., by allowing them to build “high-tech” walls around
themselves to keep the excluded poor at bay. As the new corporate and infor-
mational elites are less able to see beyond themselves, they will be less inclined
to distribute resources in a way that benefits the least well-off. They will be less
inclined and less prepared to regard sharing as a duty of justice owed to other
community members (cf. Thompson 1992, 191). It is not hard to imagine an
ominous future where political and economic power are centralized in a few
“high-tech” corporate centers (in New York, Tokyo, Frankfurt, Singapore, etc.)
and where the corporate elites are answerable to no one (e.g., no democratic
procedures, no regulatory oversight) beyond the corporate board room. Thus
if it turns out that economic and informational connectedness is the only
“social glue” holding us together as a world community, then the new “global-
ism” will likely lead to new inequalities, more impoverishment, more 
exclusions, and greater injustices. In the face of such a failed global culture, it is
likely that we will continue to see extremist revivals of radical nationalism and
anti-secular fundamentalism as “cynical” attempts to fill the global ethical and
cultural void. In short, the new “globalism” may herald a new “dark ages” for
many of the world’s citizens.

Yet for those who are concerned to promote a more just and
peaceful world order, Hegel’s philosophy will continue to be a source of inspi-
ration. Hegel champions a globalized ethical culture and a just international
legal framework; he advocates a political universalism and the gradual forma-
tion of a rationalized global order. Moreover, he strives to show us how we can
have participation in the best of local, national, and regional cultures and tra-
ditions, as well as location in much broader cultural and historical contexts—
including, perhaps, a universal modern world culture and a world community
of nation-states.
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What Is Political Theology?

H E I N R I C H M E I E R

CARL FRIEDRICH VON SIEMENS FOUNDATION, MUNICH/

UNIVERSITY OF MUNICH

The concept of political theology is most intimately connect-
ed with the name of Carl Schmitt. Not only was it “introduced in the literature”
by Schmitt, as Erik Peterson wrote in 1935 (p. 158). Today, nearly 70 years later,
one has to say that Schmitt has helped the concept “political theology” to gain
prominence throughout the world, across disciplinary and national bound-
aries, as well as across political and theological fronts. Above all, however,
Schmitt’s own position is determined by the concept. “Political theology”
names the core of Schmitt’s theoretical enterprise. It characterizes the unifying
center of an oeuvre rich in historical turns and political convolutions, in delib-
erate deceptions and involuntary obscurities. The intimate connection with
this oeuvre, which has sowed enmity and reaped enmity as only few have, this
connection alone would be enough to make political theology a controversial
concept.

The cause of political theology is, of course, not to be equated
with the concept’s gain in prominence nor entered into the world with the
articulation of Schmitt’s theory. Political theology is as old as faith in revela-
tion, and it will continue to exist, as far as human beings can tell, as long as faith
in a God who demands obedience continues to exist. The question What is
political theology? thus leads and points far beyond the confrontation with, or
reflection on, Schmitt’s position. It is of far more fundamental significance. Yet
whoever poses the question today, asks it within the horizon of the debate that
Schmitt inaugurated. The questioner runs up against opinions, expectations,
and prejudices that have emerged from this debate. That is precisely why he
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would be prudent to begin at the beginning of the present quarrel.
Furthermore, the consideration of the first theoretician in the history of polit-
ical theology to make that concept his own and to use it for the purpose of self-
characterization, sheds light on the cause of political theology itself.

On no less than three occasions, at three quite different stages
of his career, and in three very different historical moments, Schmitt raises the
flag of Political Theology for all to see. In 1922 he publishes the first book with
this title. The subtitle reads: Four Chapters on the Doctrine of Sovereignty.
In 1934, a year after joining the National Socialist Party, he publishes an
abridged and revised edition, which he now opens with a most instructive
introduction. Nearly 40 years later, Schmitt presents his final book-length
publication under the title Political Theology II. Its subtitle, The Legend of the
Disposal of Every Political Theology, signals to the reader already on the cover
that he is faced with a disputed concept and that, in reading the book, he will
be dealing with a case surrounded by legends. But the legend Schmitt refers to
here—the legend promulgated by Erik Peterson and his followers of the final
disposal of all political theology—is only one among many legends that 
surrounds political theology. Another, rather widespread legend reduces the
concept to a simple and narrow technical term to be used by historians inter-
ested in the secularization of theological concepts during the different phases
of modernity, or it detoxifies and renders political theology a thesis in the
fields of the “philosophy of science” and “conceptual history” concerned 
with certain “correspondences,” “analogies,” or “structural affinities” between
theology and jurisprudence. Yet it was precisely this legend that Schmitt tried
to support in his last work when, in retrospect, he styled his Political Theology
of 1922 as a “purely juridical text” and asserted that all of his remarks on that
topic were “statements of a jurist” who moved in the “sphere of inquiry in the
history of law and in sociology” (Schmitt 1970, 30, 101 n. 1; cf. 22, 98, 110.
Schmitt does not hesitate to slip into the same passage the statement: “My
writing Politische Theologie of 1922 bears the subtitle Vier Kapitel zur
Soziologie des Souveränitätsbegriffes [Four Chapters on the Sociology of the
Concept of Sovereignty].” The most obvious reason for self-stylizations of this
kind—the indefensibility of which any careful reader of Political Theology and
Political Theology II, to say nothing of Schmitt’s other writings, will readily 
discern—is alluded to towards the end of the cited note. Concerning the most
profound reason for Schmitt’s defensive strategy, see Meier 1995, 57–60; notice
the especially blatant instance documented on p. 77 n. 92.).
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In order to grasp what kind of flag Schmitt raises when, with-
out any explanation whatsoever, he chooses the title Political Theology for a
book on the doctrine of sovereignty, one has to know—in keeping with
Schmitt’s own, explicitly stated principles of understanding—which enemy it
is raised against, which “concrete opposition” he has “in view” when using the
concept (Schmitt 1932, 31). Schmitt does not take the expression from the
Stoics (cf. Reinhardt 1921, 408 ff.) or from Varro (1976, I, fr. 6, 7, 9, 10, pp.
18–20 and 37; cf. commentary, II, 139–44, and see Fortin 1980), as did
Augustine and his followers—and as all of Schmitt’s predecessors had done—
with the intention of criticizing political theology. Instead, he takes it from
Bakunin. He does not follow the long tradition of the theologia tripertita (cf.
Lieberg 1973), but responds to the challenge of the Russian anarchist. Bakunin
had hurled the concept against Mazzini, attacking what he called “la theologie
politique de Mazzini” (Bakunin 1871). He used it as a weapon in a war in which
two irreconcilable armies face one another, one under the banner of Satan, the
other under the sign of God (Bakunin 1871, 43–44; cf. 45 and 72). Schmitt uses
the weapon in the same war. But he wants to help the opposite camp to victory
—and whereas everything said about the struggle between God and the Devil
was nothing but a man-made fiction for the atheistic anarchist, the very same
thing is a God-given reality for the political theologian. Bakunin attacks the
truth of revelation and disavows the existence of God; he wants to do away
with the State; and he negates the universal claim of Roman Catholicism.
Under the slogan Ni Dieu ni maître, he revolts “with Scythian fury” against all
dominion, all order, all hierarchy, against divine as well as human authority.
(Cf. Bakunin 1982, 173: “Toute autorité temporelle ou humaine procède directe-
ment de l’autorité spirituelle ou divine.”) In Bakunin Schmitt sees the “true
enemy of all traditional concepts of Western European culture”enter the arena.
In Bakunin Schmitt believes he discerns, generations ahead of the “barbarians
in the Russian republic of soviets,” the most persistent adversary of morality
and religion, of the Pope and God, of idea and spirit (Schmitt 1922, 45, 49, 50,
55, 56 [2d ed., 1934, 64–65, 69, 71, 81, 83–84]; 1923, 74–78 and 80 [2d ed.,
1925, 49–51 and 53]; 1926, 79, 83, 87; cf. 1932, 60, 64, and esp. the third version
[1933], 45). Whereas Bakunin used the term “political theology” to brand and
mortally wound the opponent against whom the anarchist is waging his war,
Schmitt makes the polemical concept his own so as to answer with the most
decisive affirmation what seems to him in 1922 to be the most extreme assault
on theology and politics. (Schmitt makes no mention of La Théologie politique
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de Mazzini. Yet he does say of Bakunin: “His battle against the Italian Mazzini
is like the symbolic border skirmish of a vast world-historical upheaval which
has greater proportions than the migration of the Germanic peoples [in the
late Roman Empire]. For Bakunin, the Free Mason Mazzini’s faith in God was,
just as all faith in God, only proof of slavery and the true root of all evil, of all
governmental and political authority; it was metaphysical centralism” [Schmitt
1923, 75 (2d ed., 1925, 49); my emphasis]. Furthermore, compare the contrast
drawn between Bakunin and Mazzini in the last sentence of the book, which,
according to Schmitt’s report in his Political Theology, was written “at the same
time” as this “in March 1922.” His Political Theology itself culminates in an
attack on the enemy, on whom Schmitt trains his sights in choosing his title:
the concluding sentence figures Bakunin as “the theologian of the anti-theo-
logical” and “the dictator of an anti-dictatorship.” That Schmitt, precisely as far
as the key terms and sentences of his work are concerned, quite consciously
abstains from giving “references” can be shown by a number of examples. On
this, see Meier 1995, 46, 82 nn. 103 and 104; cf. 61–62.)

The “concrete opposition,” in view of which Schmitt makes
the concept “political theology” his own, is thus the opposition between
authority and anarchy, faith in revelation and atheism, obedience to and rebel-
lion against the supreme sovereign. But authority, revelation, and obedience are
the decisive determinations of the cause of political theology—independent of
the particular actualization of it advanced by Schmitt. Precisely because, with
his indictment, Bakunin negated the “right” thing [das Richtige] in the twofold
sense of the word (namely, on the one hand, that which is in itself right—for
Schmitt that is the authority of God and the State which Bakunin negates; on
the other hand, it is the thing whose negation enables Schmitt to transform
“political theology” into a positive concept and thereby to reverse the value of
a concept that in Bakunin’s parlance is thoroughly negative: “political theology”
is the “right thing” because its negation is just what Schmitt needs in order to
appropriate it for his own purposes), Schmitt can transform political theology
into a positive concept without its remaining—neither for Schmitt himself nor
for any other political theologian—polemically dependent on Bakunin or the
opposition to anarchism. (Consider the determination of the enemy and of his
own identity at the end of the “Afterword” [Schmitt 1970, 124–26] that
Schmitt wrote for his Political Theology II and that is by far the most important
part of the entire book. Cf. Schmitt 1950, 9–10.) “Political theology,” under-
stood as a political theory or a political doctrine that claims to be founded on
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faith in divine revelation, now becomes for the first time a concept of self-iden-
tification and self-characterization. Not only political theologians who take up
Schmitt’s teaching or refer approvingly to it will use the concept in the future
in this new, affirmative sense. (Early examples are the book by the Protestant
theologian Alfred de Quervain, Die theologischen Voraussetzungen der Politik.
Grundlinien einer politischen Theologie [1931], or the essay “Politische
Theologie”by the Catholic theologian Karl Eschweiler [1931–32]. In the mean-
time, the flood of books and essays that include “political theology” in their
titles has become vast. It is noteworthy that the first essay ever written about
Schmitt was entitled “Carl Schmitts Politische Theologie.” However, its
author—the writer Hugo Ball [1924], who was at first strongly influenced by
anarchism and was then adamantly Catholic—was not yet familiar with the
conceptual heart of Schmitt’s political theology, the new version of the concept
of the political, which was worked out between 1927 and 1933.) This is also
and ever more frequently true of those who sharply reject Schmitt’s political
options or do not share his faith: political theologians whose basic attitude 
is conservative or liberal, who have revolutionary or counterrevolutionary 
convictions, whose creeds may be Catholicism or Protestantism, who may
belong to Judaism or Islam. One is tempted to say that the concept of political
theology—via Bakunin’s challenge and Schmitt’s response—finally found its
way to its true cause.

We must return, however, to Schmitt for a moment. “Political
theology” is the apt and solely appropriate characterization of Schmitt’s doctrine.
(In The Hidden Dialogue, I have sought to develop this point at greater length
and to argue it with greater precision. In the same work, I have subjected
Schmitt’s position to an in-depth critique [see Meier 1995, esp. 41 ff. and 79 ff.].
In the meantime, this interpretation has unexpectedly and quite clearly been
confirmed by the publication of Glossarium from Schmitt’s Nachlass [cf., e.g.,
Schmitt 1991, 28, 63, 89, 95, 139, 165, 203, 212, 213, 269, 283]. By the same
token, I regard this work as having confirmed my critique in all points. After
reading the postwar notes, it should now be difficult to play down Schmitt’s
anti-Semitic attacks from the period before 1945 as “opportunism” or as acts
of “camouflage” and to deny their connection with his political theology. Cf.
Meier 1995, 6–7 n. 5, 43 n. 40, 61–62. n. 64, and 81.) But at the same time the
concept serves Schmitt as a universally deployable weapon within the frame-
work, and for the promotion of the aims, of his political theology. The concept
thus marks, on the one hand, Schmitt’s locus within the political battle of faith.
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On the other hand, it is the instrument he uses with the greatest skill in order
to force his adversary to join in this battle. For Schmitt does not use the term
“political theology” only for political theories that, like his own, claim to be
anchored in theology. Rather, he knows how to detect “political theologies”
even where all theology is expressly repudiated, where the political is negated,
and where all political theology is declared to have been “disposed of.” (On this
and what follows, see the references in Meier 1995, 68–79, and esp. Meier
1998a, 151–9. In the text of his Political Theology, Schmitt uses the concept
“political theology” exactly three times: in 1922, 40, 44, 45 [2d ed., 1934, 56, 63,
64]. The first and third employments refer to the “writers of the Restoration,”
the political theologians Maistre, Bonald, Donoso Cortés, Stahl; the second, by
contrast, has the concept appear in the context of Kelsen’s view of democracy
as the “expression of relativistic, impersonal scientificity.”) The adversaries’
positions are either based on “transfers” and “recastings,” or they prove to be
forms and products of “secularization,” or they are passed off as metaphysics
malgré lui. Schmitt’s political theology, its “pure and whole knowledge” about
the “metaphysical core of all politics,” provides the theoretical foundation for a
battle in which only faith meets faith—in which the right faith counters the
thousand varieties of heretical faith. On the plane of political theology there
can be no “neutral parties,” but always only “political theologians,” even if they
be “theologians of the antitheological”—as Schmitt likes to refer to Bakunin.
Neither indifference nor ignorance offers a way out. The truth of revelation
calls for and brings about the distinction between friend and enemy. Whoever
denies that truth is a liar. Whoever places it in question obeys the Old Enemy.
Whoever does not side with it, sides against it. The truth to which political the-
ology lays claim proves its power to seize everything and to permeate every-
thing precisely by forcing everyone to make a decision, by confronting every-
one with an Either-Or that cannot be evaded.

One reason why “political theology” is a controversial concept
is that political theologians themselves prefer to use it as a weapon in their 
battles. Schmitt excelled in this game à deux mains, his peculiarity being that
he used the concept of political theology, even after its “positive recasting,”
as a weapon to force his enemy to fight on Schmitt’s own battleground. But
whereas Schmitt seeks to make his enemies, as it were, “akin” to himself with
the concept, it is frequently used by other political theologians with quite the
opposite intention: in order to distance themselves from political theologians
whose political doctrines they disapprove of, and to attack any political theology
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that is not grounded in their own faith.

The most famous example in the twentieth century of this
rather common practice is Erik Peterson’s 1935 treatise on monotheism, which
culminates in his oft-cited thesis of the “theological impossibility of a ‘political
theology.’” In the guise of a learned book in the center of which stands the cri-
tique of the political theology of Eusebius, Bishop of Caesarea, Schmitt’s friend
from the 1920s attacks all those political applications of theological notions
which he considers to be misuses of Christian theology. The Christian theolo-
gian reaches the conclusion that “in principle” the Trinitarian dogma marks
“the break with every ‘political theology’ that misuses the Christian
Proclamation for the justification of a political situation” (Peterson 1935, 99;
my emphasis). Whatever one may think of how persuasive this assertion is
from a theological or historical point of view, there can be no doubt that
Peterson’s treatise attacks a particular kind of political theology. His verdict is
aimed at the theological legitimation of a political rule or regime—at least to
the extent that the author disapproves of that rule or regime for political-the-
ological reasons—for example, the legitimation expressed in the formula “One
God, one ruler of the world.” Peterson’s theological writing is an attempt to
exert influence in a purposive manner both politically and within the Church
(cf. Nichtweiß 1992, 764–79). It contains a clear admonition addressed to his
old friend, who in the meantime had made himself an advocate of the National
Socialist regime. And last but not least the book contains a barely hidden attack
on Judaism. (Peterson 1935, 99–100: “There can be something like a ‘political
theology’ only on the ground of Judaism and paganism.” Cf. Löwith 1986, 94.)
Thus it is a highly political treatise, written by an extraordinarily gifted politi-
cal theologian, as any unbiased reader of his works can see. (Peterson 1935, 70,
95–97, further 1933a, 289–99, esp. 289 and 298–99, but also 1933b, 24–26, 31,
34, 40, 42, 56, 62, 64, 71 n. 28, as well as 1937, 14–15, 20, 22, 39–45, 58, 60, 68.
Nichtweiß has presented a wealth of additional material from Peterson’s
unpublished papers which shows just how much he was a political theologian;
cf. Nichtweiß, 1992, 789–90, 797–98, 805, 807, and esp. 820–26.)

That the concept of political theology is used in many differ-
ent ways as a weapon does not render hopeless the attempt to clarify the cause
of political theology. Of far greater weight is the incontestable fact that the
number of political theologies is growing that avail themselves of the concept
in characterizing their own positions. Thus it has become possible to employ
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the concept in such a way that it, firstly, names the cause aimed at in the ques-
tion What is political theology? without attacking it; secondly, includes the most
important representatives of this cause without doing violence to them; and,
thirdly, remains a concept of distinction without fostering discrimination in a
pejorative sense. I have already defined the cause: a political theory, political
doctrine, or a political position for which, according to the self-understanding
of the political theologian, divine revelation is the supreme authority and the
ultimate ground. Among the most important representatives of political theol-
ogy in the history of Christianity, Paul may be named (arguing from the stand-
point of political theology, Jacob Taubes made “Paul’s political theology” the
object of a series of lectures held on the Epistle to the Romans at the
Forschungstätte der evangelischen Studiengemeinschaft in Heidelberg just a
few weeks before his death [Taubes 1993]), as well as Tertullian or Augustine,
Luther or Calvin. Finally, “political theology” remains a concept of distinction
insofar as it is separated by an ineradicable difference from political philosophy.

Political theology and political philosophy are bound together
by the critique of the self-forgetful obfuscation or of the intentional bracketing
of what is most important. Both agree that the quarrel over what is right—over
what is just rule, the best order, real peace—is the fundamental quarrel and
that the question How should I live? is the first question for man. However, with
the answer that each gives to this question, they stand in insuperable opposi-
tion to one another. (See the in-depth discussion of this in Meier, 1995, as well
as in Meier, 1998. Compare the distinction between political theology and
political philosophy that Ralph Lerner and Mushin Mahdi draw in the world
of medieval Judaism and Islam [1963, 7–20].) Whereas political theology
builds unreservedly on the unum est necessarium of faith and finds security in
the truth of revelation, political philosophy raises the question of what is right
entirely on the ground of “human wisdom” (Plato, Apology 20d–e) so as to
develop the question in the most fundamental reflection and the most com-
prehensive way available to man. In the most comprehensive way, insofar as all
known answers are examined, all conceivable arguments are taken up, and all
demands and objections that claim to be authoritative are included in the
philosophical confrontation—in particular those that political theology
advances or could advance. In the most fundamental reflection, because the
level on which the confrontation takes place cannot be surpassed or outbid by
any argument and because the way of life that enables the most comprehensive
confrontation with the question “What is right?” is itself made the central
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object of that confrontation, or thorough reflection.

From the very beginning, political theology denies the possi-
bility of a rational justification of one’s own way of life. Political theology knows
that it is grounded in faith, and wants to be so grounded because it believes in
the truth of faith. Political theology subordinates everything to this truth; it traces
everything back to this truth. Insofar as political theology champions the bind-
ing force of revelation, it places itself in the service of obedience. To obey revela-
tion or be consistent with itself, political theology has to want to be “theory” out
of obedience, in support of obedience, and for the sake of obedience. The obedi-
ence of faith (cf. Calvin’s commentary on Romans 1:5, in Calvin 1981, 16) is the
raison d’être of political theology in the best sense. The fact that the doctrines and
demands that the believing obedience is able to derive from revelation can devi-
ate from and even massively contradict one another does not contradict the
principle that rules political theology. Political theology may support worldly
authority or revolution. In a concrete historical situation it may also abstain from
taking up any political option—in the narrower sense of the word “political.”

The answer briefly sketched here to the question What is
political theology? is aimed, on the one hand, at restoring to a diffusely
employed concept the sharpness that alone enables one to make distinctions
regarding the cause. (It helps one to keep apart what does not belong together
and yet, disregarding what is most important, is often mixed together. Thus, for
example, Rousseau’s religion civile, which long played a prominent role in the
discussion surrounding political theology, is a conception informed by politi-
cal philosophy. The “articles of faith” that Rousseau postulates in Du contrat
social IV, 8 “comme sentiments de sociabilité” are proposed by a political theo-
retician who was most definitely not a political theologian and who subjected
the presuppositions of political theology to a far-reaching critique. Cf.
Rousseau 1984, xxxii ff., 70 ff., 104, 150, 168, 270, 318 ff., 386 ff.) On the other
hand, our answer attempts to take political theology’s own claim to truth rad-
ically seriously in order to enter the horizon of its strength. For only when
political philosophy engages political theology in the horizon of its strength, or,
equivalently, when political philosophy thinks political theology itself, can
political philosophy in the confrontation of political theology gain clarity on
its own cause and can know what it itself is not, what it cannot be, and what it
does not want to be. (The lines of argumentation that I elaborated in Meier
1998a, have been extended and continued in my Epilog “Eine theologische or
eine philosophische Politik der Freundschaft?” to Meier 1998b, 153–90. Part II of
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the Epilog confronts Jacques Derrida’s “Politiques de l’amité” in light of the dis-
tinction between political theology and political philosophy. Furthermore, see
Meier 2000 and Meier 2003.)

If the question What is political theology? first obtains its
philosophical significance with respect to the self-knowledge of the political
philosopher, then its political relevance arises from the increasing interest
political theology has met with in recent years. It gains its sustenance from
quite different sources and can be observed in quarters that are separated by
great differences. I would like to mention four aspects of this interest. The col-
lapse of the Soviet empire and the worldwide erosion of Marxist hopes that
preceded it have in many places inspired the search for a new certainty of faith.
Revealed religions not only promise a security that none of the faded ideolo-
gies approach, what is more, they seem to offer an effective foothold for resist-
ing the global triumph of the union of liberalism and capitalism, or rather to
present an alternative to the secularism of modernity in its entirety. The weight
that both moments have in the antiwestern type of political-religious radical-
ism is obvious. Such radicalism is, however, just one, even if at present the most
spectacular, variety of the revival of Islamic, Jewish, and Christian orthodoxies.
Both the disenchantment of political-antireligious utopias and the expecta-
tions of salvation that are bound up with the establishment of a theocracy have
restored an urgency to the question of the relationship between politics and
religion that few granted it for a long time. Compared with the three view-
points just sketched—the free-floating yearnings for a new absolutely binding
commitment, the return of orthodoxies, and the reflection on the question of
the theological-political foundations of the community—the fourth aspect
seems to be of lesser significance. Still, it should not be underestimated given
the intellectual climate in which a political theory that claims to be grounded
in faith in divine revelation is gaining appeal and an audience. I am thinking of
those diffuse expectations that in the broad stream of “postmodernity” revolve
around the Ereignis (appropriating event), which, should it occur, will put an
end to the “wandering in the deserts,” and yet must not, if it is to show itself
openly in its otherness, if it is to occur precisely as the Ereignis, be made the
object of a thinking that conceives, distinguishes, and therefore aims at domi-
nance. Jean-François Lyotard has recalled the divine commandment given to
Abraham to sacrifice Isaac, and Abraham’s faithful obedience, as the paradigm
of the Ereignis—of the unforeseeable call as well as the attitude in which one
must answer it. The proximity of some “postmodern” authors not only to the
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famous religious writer from Copenhagen but also to the political theologian
from Plettenberg in Westphalia is greater than it may at first seem. In an intricate
way—dans un état de latence ou dans un état de langueur—they are turned
towards the decisive determinations of the political theologian’s cause: authority,
revelation, and obedience.

Translated by Marcus Brainard
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Introductory Essay by Peter Kalkavage (Newburyport, MA: Focus
Publishing/R. Pullins Company, 2001), x + 161 pp., $8.95.

I.

Plato’s Timaeus, as everyone knows, is a story of origins. Its
theme is the origin of everything: body and soul, man and the animals, gods,
planets, and stars, as well as time and the cosmos itself. Like the whole that it
mythologizes, the Timaeus is a grand, shimmering, multiplex cosmos—a deco-
rous construction of speeches metaphysical, astronomical, musical, geometri-
cal, and medical. Perhaps because the Timaeus has something for everyone, it
has proven to be a most fecund origin in its own right. Its geometrical expres-
sion of cosmic harmony captured the imagination of Kepler, who tried to
explain the orbits of the planets in terms of Plato’s five regular solids. Its meta-
physical expression of the same influenced Leibniz, whose attempt to reconcile
final and efficient causes recalls the Timaeus’s interweaving of the two funda-
mental explanatory principles of the necessary and the good. And its most
basic teachings—that the fashioner of the whole was unstintingly good, that
the sphere of Becoming (the world of existence, in which all things come to be
and pass away in time) is a necessarily imperfect image of eternal and unchang-
ing Being, and that the hallmarks of the cosmos are hierarchical order and
purposiveness—have influenced countless readers, and are memorably echoed



in the masterworks of the Christian authors Augustine and Dante.

The Timaeus that everyone knows and the Timaeus that Plato
wrote are, however, two different things. This is because the famous story
about the whole is only part of the dialogue. It is the part spoken by the char-
acter Timaeus, which takes up slightly less than the last seven-eighths of the
work. Read by itself, the cosmology is a monologue out of context; it is the oft-
forgotten first eighth of the Timaeus—the conversation between Socrates,
Timaeus, Critias, and Hermocrates—that makes the work a dialogue. In the
course of this conversation, we are told that Timaeus’s speech is organically
connected with two other speeches: it is the sequel to a discourse by Socrates
and the prologue to one by Critias. Yet even this trilogy comes down to us as
something less than whole. Its beginning and its end—like the beginning and
end of the cosmos, one is tempted to say—are obscure: Socrates provides only
a perplexing summary of his remarks of “yesterday,” while Critias’s speech
breaks off just as it really gets going (Timaeus 17c-19a, Critias 121c).

Most scholars seem not to have heeded these warnings about
the curious incompleteness of Timaeus’s account of the whole. Indeed, it
would appear that the dialogue has rarely been carefully studied in its entirety.
The Timaeus was known to the Latin West only through the partial translations
of Cicero and, later, of Calcidius (a 4th century scholar). The former covered
only the first parts of Timaeus’s speech (27d-47b); the latter started at the
beginning of the work, but broke off roughly halfway through, at 53c (Novotny
1977, 72, 171-172). Greekless medieval readers were consequently able to
study only a fragment of the dialogue. Today, the whole dialogue is once again
universally available; yet a piecemeal approach to the Timaeus persists even
among those who can read the original text. Two of the most influential com-
mentaries on the dialogue, F. M. Cornford’s Plato’s Cosmology (London:
Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1937) and A. E. Taylor’s A Commentary on Plato’s
Timaeus (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1928), pay scant attention to the portion of
the text prior to the beginning of Timaeus’s speech at 27c. The otherwise
extensive introduction to the recent Hackett edition of the Timaeus follows the
same pattern. Its author asks, but makes no attempt to answer, a question that
is fundamental to our understanding of the dialogue: “Why should Plato pref-
ace his cosmological discourse with this story [about Atlantis], which, whether
factual or fictitious, seems totally irrelevant to it?” (Zeyl 2000, xxviii). Worse
still is the treatment the dialogue suffered at the 1995 Fourth Symposium
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Platonicum of the International Plato Society, which was devoted entirely to
the Timaeus. The conference organizers—leading Plato scholars all—divided
up the text into sections and solicited papers on every part, with the exception
of the opening pages (17a-27b); this section of the dialogue was left out of con-
sideration altogether. From the point of view of the Timaeus Symposium, the
first ten Stephanus pages of the dialogue may as well not have existed.

To mistake a part for a whole is a critical error in any
endeavor. To do so in reading a Platonic dialogue guarantees misinterpre-
tation. In the case of the Timaeus, any interpretation that does not come 
to grips with the emphatically political context of Timaeus’s cosmology is
simply inadequate. As a rule, however, this context is all but invisible in
commentaries on the dialogue.

The Kalkavage edition of the Timaeus is an important
exception to this rule. (Two other exceptions are Welliver 1977, and Sallis
1999. Welliver criticizes the usual piecemeal approach to the dialogue in his
opening chapter, “The Present State of Interpretation,” 1-7.)  Kalkavage has
produced an inexpensive translation of the Timaeus that is aimed at “the
adventuresome beginner,” but that has something to teach students of Plato
at every level of accomplishment. This edition has a host of features that aid
in the study of the dialogue, including a long introductory essay, an outline
of the Timaeus, a translation with footnotes, an extensive glossary of impor-
tant terms (which is intended “to introduce the reader to the Greek of the
Timaeus and to convey a sense of the dialogue’s central philosophic
themes”), and appendices on music, astronomy, and geometry. The clarity,
precision, and intellectual breadth of the translation and commentary are
perhaps not surprising, given Kalkavage’s years of experience as a Tutor at
St. John’s College. But what is most noteworthy about this edition of the
Timaeus is its attention to the dialogue as a whole, i.e., as a dialogue. In par-
ticular, Kalkavage’s introductory essay—especially when read in conjunc-
tion with the glossary—renders visible the dramatic and philosophical con-
text of Timaeus’s cosmology in a way that makes possible a fresh under-
standing of the Timaeus’s deepest implications.
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II.

In the opening lines of the Timaeus, Socrates alerts us to the
theme of absence: “One, two, three . . . but now where’s our fourth, my dear
Timaeus, of yesterday’s feasters and hosts of today?” The absence of the
unnamed fourth means that something may be left out of the anticipated feast
of speeches. Socrates accordingly instructs his companions to take up “the task
of filling the missing one’s part” (17a). The dialogue thus begins with a puzzle.
What is missing in the Timaeus?  In what way do the speakers respond to the
phenomenon of absence, and what, if anything, is left out of their speeches?
Socrates goes on to recapitulate the main points of a discourse he delivered
“yesterday” about the best regime. Socrates has conceived a desire to see yes-
terday’s city at war, and today’s hosts have agreed to try to satisfy him. Critias
follows Socrates by recounting the story of Solon’s visit to the Egyptian district
of Sais, during which Solon learned from certain priests about a war between
the ancient Athenians and the invading armies of Atlantis. Critias proposes to
satisfy Socrates’ desire by telling the story of this ancient conflict. In prepara-
tion for this story, which Critias begins to narrate in the Critias, Timaeus will
first speak “about the nature of the all . . . beginning from the birth of the cos-
mos and ending in the nature of mankind” (27a). The game-plan for the
Timaeus and Critias, as Kalkavage notes, presents us with yet another puzzle:
“Why is the greatest philosophic work on the cosmos framed by politics?” (p. 4,
italics in original).

The very fact that Timaeus’s cosmology is framed by politics
should be enough to alert the thoughtful reader to a basic problem of inter-
pretation. The situation is analogous to the one that obtains in the Republic, in
which the philosopher is introduced as the solution to the problem of political
rule. Any interpretation of Socrates’ subsequent description of the nature of
the philosopher must take into account the demands posed by this political
context. In book 6 of the Republic, for example, Socrates presents the philoso-
pher not as a seeker of wisdom, but as a wise man; the reason for this exagger-
ation is that the best regime requires wise rulers. Similarly, we should expect
to find in Timaeus’s cosmological discourse certain excesses or deficiencies,
certain telling emphases or omissions, that can at least in part be traced to the
richly-drawn context in which he fashions his speech. But again, we will not
be able to understand (and perhaps in some cases even to detect) these features
of his speech if we remain insensitive to its context.
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In his introductory essay, Kalkavage reflects on the opening
sections of the Timaeus with a view to both of the puzzles mentioned above.
What is absent in the political speeches of Socrates and Critias?  The answer, in
a nutshell, is erôs, and in particular the philosophical desire to transcend
Becoming. What remains—what is left behind when erôs has been removed
from the context of politics—is spiritedness or thumos, which manifests itself
in the speeches of Socrates and Critias in multiple guises. All of this, as
Kalkavage makes clear, provides a fitting introduction to Timaeus’s cosmology.
Most important, the prelude to Timaeus’s speech anticipates the peculiarly
thumotic and practical, as opposed to erotic and contemplative, character of
his intellectual endeavor.

Socrates’ summary of yesterday’s speech about the best
regime is clearly intended to remind us of the Republic (regardless of problems
with respect to the relative dramatic dates of the two dialogues: cf. Sallis 1999,
21-23). But his summary is manifestly incomplete. It makes no mention of
philosophy, and it “omits everything that involves an ascent beyond the strict-
ly political” (p. 8). On the other hand, Socrates wants to see the city engaged
in the thumotic activity par excellence, namely, war. We are perhaps meant to
recall that the Republic’s city in speech has its roots in thumos, and especially in
Adeimantus’s indignation at injustice (362d-367e). Socrates’ request is fur-
thermore itself oddly spirited. As Kalkavage notes in his glossary (134-135, s.v.
“disorder” and “desire”), Socrates “orders” his hosts to depict the city at war
(the verb is epitattein) and thereby satisfy his epithumia; the latter word for
“desire” builds upon the term thumos. The wars of a healthy regime, unlike
those of actual, “feverish” cities, must be purely defensive (cf. Rep. 373d-e); the
war that Socrates wishes to hear about—the war that Critias identifies with the
struggle of the virtuous ancient Athenians against the invading Atlantids—will
therefore be a protective response to the encroachment of disorder. As such,
this war beautifully exemplifies what Timaeus will later suggest is nothing less
than the human vocation: the imposition of order within an intrinsically dis-
ordered field.

A mere list of the dialogue’s other dramatis personae is suffi-
cient to suggest the thematic presence of thumos in the Timaeus. The charac-
ter of Timaeus seems to be a Platonic invention. Perhaps his existence in the
dialogue exemplifies a poetic response to absence—a creative attempt on
Plato’s part to fill in that which is missing. Hermocrates and Critias are in any
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case historical persons. Hermocrates is a Syracusan statesman who helped to
defeat Athens in the Sicilian expedition of 415-413, some years after the prob-
able dramatic date of the Timaeus (see Welliver 1977, 54). His participation in
the dialogue lends a cautionary and ironic undercurrent to Critias’s tale of
Atlantis: perhaps, as Kalkavage suggests, we should regard contemporary,
imperialistic Athens as “a new Atlantis” (p. 7). As for Critias, he seems to be the
grandfather of the eponymous leader of the Thirty at Athens, an oligarchic
regime that executed some fifteen hundred Athenians during its eight-month
rule in 404-403. Critias’s very presence thus looks forward to a time “when
ambitious aristocrats tried to impose the rule of the best, when a presumed
ideal was tyrannically forced upon the humanly real” (p. 6; cf. Seventh Letter
324d). As if to underscore this point, Critias is portrayed in Timaeus and
Critias as a competitive and overreaching lover of honor (Welliver 1977, 8-28).

More important, Critias’s approach to the task that Socrates
has assigned his hosts echoes Socrates’—and anticipates Timaeus’s—curious
valuation of thumos over erôs and Becoming over Being. Critias promises
Socrates that he will transfer yesterday’s mythical city into “the truth” (26d).
For Critias, then, “truth is fact” (p. 13); and fact is, as Timaeus will reiterate, a
consequence of the deed that orders. Critias is initially struck by the impres-
sion that Socrates’ speech about the best regime “wasn’t far off the mark from
agreeing for the most part with what Solon said” about ancient Athens (25e).
If ancient Athens does not precisely fit the mold of the regime of which
Socrates spoke yesterday, Critias will nevertheless make it fit:

As for the citizens and the city you went through for us yesterday as
though in a story, we, having now carried them here into the truth,
shall set down that city as being this very one I was talking about;
and we shall declare that the citizens you had in mind are those true
ancestors of ours about whom the priest was speaking. In all ways
they will fit one another, and we will not sing out of tune in declar-
ing that they are the very ones who existed at that time. (26c-d)

If Critias’s legend about the feverish imperialism and subse-
quent destruction of Atlantis is a cautionary tale, his story of Egypt seems to be
one of another sort. Egyptian Sais, said to be a sister-city to ancient Athens
(23d-e), is characterized by “a rigidly observed caste system in which a scien-
tifically-enlightened priesthood plays a hierarchical role that mimics the
philosopher-kings in the Republic.” Sais is furthermore a place devoid of erôs,
a place where “everything . . . seems weirdly ossified and dead”: “we meet very
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old men (that is, human males on the brink of death) but no young males and
no women and children” (p. 15). Perhaps not coincidentally, the priests with
whom Solon speaks are demythologizers who explain the periodic destructions
of mankind in other parts of the world in purely scientific terms (22c-d; cf.
Phaedrus 229c-230a). Geographical accident has protected Egypt from destruc-
tion by natural disaster (22d); beyond this, Sais exemplifies the successful con-
quest of disorder by technical means (including the arts of legislation and war
[cf. 24a-b]), and thus the most permanent solution to the political problem.
Just as the priestly art of writing has saved the ancient things from slipping into
the sea of forgetfulness, the law of Sais, having paid attention “to the cosmos,”
has “discovered all that accrues to human things from those that are divine,
down to divination and medicine . . . [and] all the other studies that follow
them” (24c). In sum, Egyptian Sais is a monument to the technical and political
expression of thumos as the “will to order” in the sphere of Becoming (p. 42). In
this respect, it is not unlike the best regime of “yesterday,” which Socrates pres-
ents as “a technical city, one to be fabricated by and submitted to a certain know-
how” (Sallis 1999, 20). We may also note that the priest says nothing about the
realm of Being beyond Becoming—nothing, in other words, about the ultimate
objects of philosophic erôs that dwell beyond the cosmos itself: the Ideas of the
Republic or the hyperuranian beings of the Phaedrus (247b-c).

III.

At one point, Kalkavage pauses to reflect on Socrates’
“uncharacteristic silence and receptivity” in the Timaeus. These features of
his behavior, which are evidenced in his description of his desire to see the
city at war as a chance “feeling” or “affection” (pathos: 19b) and in his hesi-
tation to interrupt or cross-examine Timaeus, function in part “to make a
receptive space for the designs of men who think of truth in terms of doing
or making” (p. 10). Foremost among these men is Timaeus himself, whose
cosmological discourse functions in an analogous way: Timaeus “reno-
vate[s] Becoming in order to make the world at large receptive to noble
designs” (p. 42). According to him, the cosmos is receptive to productive
practice, to the fabrications of moral and political craftsmanship, precisely
because of the way in which it was artfully pre-fabricated by its divine
maker. “The world according to Timaeus comes about not through chance
and necessity . . . but through the sober professionalism of technê or art”(p. 17).
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The role of the mathematical arts in Timaeus’s cosmology
bears special consideration. As Kalkavage observes, mathematics is in the
Republic the study whereby the soul is turned toward Being. But Timaeus,
unlike Socrates, is not moved by the philosophical longing to come into the
presence of Being; there is, as he says, no need to search for anything beyond
the “likely story” that he tells about the cosmos (29c-d; cf. Kalkavage’s reflec-
tions on the nature of sexual erôs in Timaeus’s cosmology, pp. 39 with 37, n.
58). His likely story makes the same point in another way. Timaeus explains
that, after the divine craftsman fashioned our minds, he placed them in the
stars and “showed them the nature of the all.” He told them that they would
be implanted in bodies, and that he who was able to master the disorderly
motions that are necessarily induced by union with the body (and with the
other, lower parts of the soul) would “make his way back to the dwelling of his
lawful star” (41e-42d). The soul’s original intellectual endowment thus con-
sists not in a vision of the hyperuranian beings, as in the Phaedrus, but in a tour
of the cosmos. According to Timaeus, then, the soul is at home in the cosmos,
and the cosmos is by itself adequate to the fulfillment of its vocation; it neither
desires, nor is able to achieve, the philosophical transcendence of Becoming. If
the philosophical movement of the Republic is from Becoming to Being, the
movement of the Timaeus is “back down from Being to Becoming.” Being is
above all “useful” with respect to the artful renovation of Becoming: as a
“changeless model” for the construction of the cosmos, it “guarantees the sta-
bility and fine formation of a likeness.” Mathematics is the primary instrument
of the divine craftsman’s fabrication of the cosmos. In the Timaeus, mathe-
matics is “not valued for its theoretical or contemplative power”; rather, “it is
the means by which world and soul are made law-abiding and well-behaved”
(p. 19). So, too, Timaeus exemplifies “the mathematical temperament of prob-
lem-solving,” a temperament that is more closely connected with thumos than
with philosophical erôs (p. 135).

In fine, mathematical physics is “a form of poiêsis or poetry”
by which Timaeus “rationalizes body,” or by which he makes it thinkable and
thus receptive to our technical designs. Given its role in Timaeus’s likely story,
one should perhaps speak of “mythematical physics” (pp. 21, 33). In this con-
nection, Kalkavage offers some particularly illuminating reflections on what
might at first seem to be an offhand remark by Socrates. After Timaeus deliv-
ers what Socrates calls a “prelude” to his cosmological discourse, Socrates urges
him to “perform the song [nomos] itself” (29d). Nomos, as Kalkavage alerts us
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in the glossary (p. 138, s.v. “law,” with specific reference to this passage), means
both “song” and “law.” (In the Hackett edition, the passage reads “let us have
the work itself”; Socrates’ double reference to song and law is thus rendered
invisible. This is indicative of the overall superiority of Kalkavage’s translation
to that of Zeyl. See also Kalkavage’s discussion of the proper translation of the
dialogue’s opening line, pp. 41-42.)  Like Solon, Timaeus is both a poet and a
lawgiver. His cosmic myth is a “scientific song” whose primary function is
“more musical than theoretical”; just as singing “binds us to our political
place,” Timaeus’s “intellectual hymn” appeals to thumos in that it “roots us in
the laws and customs of our cosmic fatherland” (pp. 20, 23). Beyond this, his
discourse is an act of cosmological legislation as much as explanation. Because
Timaeus is concerned above all with artful doing and making, with reshaping
Becoming rather than with knowing Being, his likely story is essentially some-
thing to live by. In the end, Kalkavage writes,

Timaeus casts his vote for the forms (51d). This is an emphatic
reminder that cosmological discourse for Timaeus is governed by a
certain political or statesmanlike attitude toward even the highest
objects of contemplation. To think is ultimately to judge. (P. 31,
italics in original.)

Although Socrates opines that Timaeus has “reached the peak
of all philosophy” (20a), he is not exactly a philosopher. Indeed, as the bringer
of a nomos that reveals, secures, and exemplifies the human vocation of giving
order, he bears a strong resemblance to what in the religious traditions of the
West would be called a prophet.

IV.

Perhaps the deepest question posed by the Timaeus concerns
the vocation of man. In thinking about our natural (or God-given) aptitudes
and ends, it is instructive to compare Timaeus’s account of our origins with
what is said in the first chapters of Genesis. Whereas the God of Genesis forms
the whole human being, the divine craftsman of the Timaeus fashions only the
human intellect, and farms out to lesser gods the job of fabricating the lower
parts of the soul and the body (41c-d). The double origin of man in the
Timaeus is nonetheless reflected in Genesis in another way: in 1:27, man and
woman are created in the image of God, whereas in 2:7, man is formed from
the dust of the earth. In the Timaeus, the divine craftsman informs our intel-



lect that human beings are to master the disorderly motions of their bodies and
the lower parts of their souls (42a-d). In Genesis, God enjoins human beings
to exercise dominion over the natural world and to till and tend the Garden of
Eden (1:28, 2:15). In both texts, however, our lower nature interferes with the
fulfillment of our appointed tasks. The divine craftsman of the Timaeus is so
certain that men will fail to impose order on body and soul that he makes this
failure the means by which the cosmos will be populated by women and beasts
(42c). In this way,“vice itself is a kind of demiurge or craftsman”(p. 40); more-
over, what is seen to be evil when viewed from the human perspective or the
perspective of the part is another thing altogether when viewed from the per-
spective of the whole (cf. Augustine, Confessions 7, 12-16). In Genesis, man’s
disobedience is connected with “his desires of the imagination and the pleas-
ures of his corporeal senses—inasmuch as it is said: that the tree was good for
food and a delight to the eyes” (Maimonides 1963, 25). It is also said, however,
that the tree was “desirable as a source of wisdom” (Genesis 3:6). Perhaps the
aspirations of the human intellect are in themselves a source of rebellion
against divine commands; this is denied by Maimonides, who claims that
prelapsarian man enjoyed the “ultimate perfection” of theoretical contempla-
tion, and asserted by Hegel, who argues for a version of what has come to be
known as the “Fortunate Fall” (Maimonides 1963, 24-25; Hegel 1991, 61-63).

These sorts of intertextual resonances guaranteed that the
Timaeus would find a receptive audience among readers who approached Plato
from the vantage point of scripture. Yet it is surely a historical curiosity that
the medieval Christian thinkers who found so much in the Timaeus that was
congenial to them also held that happiness consists in the encounter with God
who is the Word, and thus in the contemplation of a transcendent reality
(Augustine, Confessions 9.10; cf. Summa Theologica, II-I, Q. 3, A. 8, where
Aquinas maintains that happiness consists in the intellectual vision of the
God’s essence). The defense of the philosophical life that Socrates sets forth in
dialogues such as the Republic and the Phaedrus lies at, or near, the roots of this
religious teaching: Augustine tells us that Cicero’s Hortensius changed his life by
inflaming him with the love of wisdom and the longing for eternal truth
(Confessions 3.4). The Timaeus, on the other hand, experiments with the notion
that man is by nature fitted for, and fulfilled by, practical and productive action

rather than contemplation. For Timaeus, even theôria is a kind of practico-pro-
ductive activity. In this respect, the spirit of Timaeus’s cosmology is captured
less by the opening words of the Gospel of John than by the revised version
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proposed by Goethe’s Faust: “Im Anfang war die Tat!”—“In the beginning was
the deed!” (Faust, Erster Teil, Studierzimmer I). As an ancient anticipation of
modern expressions of this Faustian principle, the Timaeus prepares the
ground for works as diverse as Bacon’s New Atlantis, Descartes’ Discourse on
Method, Fichte’s Vocation of Man, and Marx’s German Ideology.

We do well to remember at this juncture the questions to
which Socrates alludes at the beginning of the Timaeus. What is missing in our
lives, and how can we make up for its absence?  Plato suggests that there are two
fundamental responses to our perceptions of absence and incompleteness.
One—let us call it “philosophy”—is essentially erotic, and involves the quest
for wisdom. The other—let us call it “poetry,” after the Greek poiein, “to
make”—is essentially thumotic, and involves the will to order. Should we strive
to find that which we lack in the domain of Being?  Or should we strive to pro-
duce it in the sphere of Becoming?  And are we in any case adequately equipped
by nature, or can we become equipped, to do either of these things?  In his dia-
logues, Plato repeatedly invites us to consider both sides of this coin. The
Timaeus is accordingly an exploration of the nature and consequences of the
will to order in the light of an awareness of the fundamental alternative, the
quest for wisdom. As such, it extends and deepens the examination of the
“ancient quarrel between philosophy and poetry” (Republic 607b) that we may
imagine to have taken place as recently as “yesterday.”

Kalkavage concludes his introductory essay by returning to
the question of why the greatest philosophic work on the cosmos is framed by
politics. The Timaeus, he suggests, explores what happens when the love of
wisdom is replaced by the will to order. With this in mind, the political frame
may be seen to call attention to the perils of order (p. 41-43). This is a fruitful
suggestion, as it allows us to perceive what Egyptian Sais and Atlantis have in
common. Egypt stands apart from the rest of the world in that it is not sub-
ject to cyclical destruction. Yet Sais, in which human life is virtually mummi-
fied, is a moribund dystopia that results from the all-too-successful imposition
of order. Critias’s tale of Egyptian Sais thus answers the question “What hap-
pens if we permanently succeed in imposing order on Becoming?” in a way that
anticipates a certain strain of modern anti-utopian literature. At first blush,
Critias’s tale of the doomed island of Atlantis would seem to stand at the oppo-
site end of the spectrum, and to reflect the failure of the attempt to conquer
disorder. The destruction of Atlantis, however, is a consequence of the success
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of the will to order. Atlantis is a technically advanced society with abundant
natural resources and good laws (Critias 113c-120d). As such, it seems to be a
perfect reflection, on the political level, of the artful imposition of order that
Timaeus’s divine craftsman has assigned to human beings as their proper and
characteristic activity. Yet the luxury that the Atlantids inevitably enjoy as a
result of their cultivation of practical and productive technai ultimately helps
to make them arrogant and grasping, and thus contributes to inward disorder
or vice.

Taken together, the stories of Sais and Atlantis seem to have a
tragic implication. Our world is one in which things fall apart. The attempt to
prevent things from falling apart on the level of the body (Atlantis) causes
them to fall apart on the level of the soul. Yet were we to succeed in doing the
impossible—namely, in permanently imposing order on our souls and bodies
(Sais)—life would be excessively sterile. Are we to conclude that there is no
solution to the problem of disorder that is both possible and desirable?  Francis
Bacon’s New Atlantis proposes a solution, rule by a scientific priesthood, that
seems to combine elements of the regimes of Sais and Atlantis. Bacon’s
response, however, fails to find a middle ground. It is immoderate in a way that
is characteristic of the moderns in general, but that has its roots in the thought
of Timaeus: it emphasizes poetry to the exclusion of philosophy. If I read
Kalkavage correctly, the Timaeus teaches that the will to order cannot moder-
ate itself, but must be moderated by the love of wisdom. It is true that the love
of wisdom offers no solution to the problem of disorder. In part, however,
this is because it rejects the terms in which the will to order understands the
phenomenon of disorder. In particular, it is only from the vantage point of the
love of wisdom that we may appreciate the limitations inherent in approaching
human existence as a set of “problems” to be “solved.”
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A New Science?

A L E X H A R V E Y

EMERITUS, QUEENS COLLEGE

A New Kind of Science, Stephen Wolfram (Wolfram Media,
Champaign, IL), ISBN 1-57955-008-8. 1197 pp., $44.95.

Dr. Wolfram’s credentials and accomplishments are impres-
sive. He was educated at Eton, Oxford, and Caltech where he took a PhD in 
theoretical physics at the age of 20. He was the creator of Mathematica, a
widely used, powerful, symbolic algebra software package for the personal
computer and then founded a very successful company to market the package.
Most of his work since has been devoted to further development of
Mathematica and other aspects of computer science particularly with respect to
complexity, cellular automata and related matters. And, in 1981, he was the
youngest recipient ever of a MacArthur award.

A New Kind of Science starts with the stunning claim, “Three
centuries ago science was transformed by the dramatic new idea that rules
based on mathematical equations could be used to describe the natural world.
My purpose in this book is to introduce a new kind of science based on the
much more general types of rules that can be embodied in a simple computer
program.” The new kind of science is described as “... one of the more impor-
tant single discoveries in the whole history of the physical sciences”. Dr.
Wolfram proposes to dispense entirely with the commonly accepted scheme of
a system of laws expressible in systems of equations governing the behavior of
various aspects of the physical universe from the infinitesimal to the cosmo-
logical in favor of computer algorithms. This is a very large claim. Master
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Galileo said that the language of nature is mathematics; Dr. Wolfram says it is
a computer program based on cellular automata. Were it not for Dr. Wolfram’s
credentials the book would probably be widely ignored. As it is, it will be wide-
ly read by computer scientists and other interested professionals.

The systems of equations which Dr. Wolfram proposes to
supersede are usually written in the language of calculus. They are so written
because the variables with which physicists deal, such as length, time, electric
fields, etc., are all believed to vary smoothly. Time does not move by discrete
increments; space is not a discrete lattice. The natural language for discussing
such variables is the calculus which is based on the concept of continuity; every-
thing varies smoothly. There have, however, been formulations based on the
hypothesis that space and time are in fact discrete. For these schemes the cal-
culus is not suitable. This hypothesis has not as yet proven to be fruitful.
Calculus remains the essential tool.

Motivated in part by his discovery that very simple computer
programs involving cellular automata can lead to results of remarkable com-
plexity, Dr. Wolfram proposes that such structures as the Maxwell equations
which describe with admirable precision the dynamics of the electromagnetic
field, the extremely successful theory of general relativity descriptive of the
classical gravitational field, and the remarkably successful quantum theory all
be replaced by computer programs using self-replicating cellular automata. It
should be noted that the fractal set is another simple scheme that can lead to
extremely elaborate results.

Cellular automata are a species of algorithm—a recipe. To
construct the simplest of these, take a sheet of graph paper and, in the top-
most line, black out a single square or none at all. Each square in the next
row, in accord with a specified rule, derives its character (black or white)
from that of the triplet centered immediately above. This is then propagat-
ed by the same rule into the third and successive rows. It is readily deter-
mined that there are 256 distinct rules of the simple kind noted above. Most
of them are not of interest; they lead to simple repetitive patterns. However,
there are some rules which lead to extremely complex, seemingly random
patterns. There are obviously a large variety of more complicated schemes,
e.g., instead of just black and white, several colors might be used or several
of the squares in the topmost row might be filled in. Obviously, a computer
could be easily programmed to apply a given rule. In the “Notes” at the end
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of the book, Dr. Wolfram provides specific examples of such programs 
written in Mathematica.

The concept of cellular automata was first put forward by
John von Neumann in the 1940s to model in vastly simplified form, self-
replicating biological systems, and has been the subject of continuous study
since then. The ultimate aim here is to understand the manner in which a
living organism depends on the self-replication of a finite amount of DNA,
i.e., a finite amount of initial information. A New Kind of Science is a com-
prehensive treatise on the behavior of cellular automata and is without peer.
There is no treatment in the (existing substantial) literature which is simul-
taneously so extensive and intensive. Much of the material is the product of
Dr. Wolfram’s own research and has advanced tremendously our under-
standing of cellular automata and related structures.

Chapters 1 through 7 constitute the “treatise” on the prop-
erties of cellular automata. Chapter 8 explores how a cellular automaton
can exhibit the behavior of ordinary physical and biological systems such as
crystal growth and the onset of turbulence in fluid flow. He shows how very
complex structures can be generated by very simple rules and initial condi-
tions. For instance, he can model, with startling accuracy, the growth of pat-
terns resembling spiral sea shells, the forms of plants, and the coloration
patterns in animals. Dr. Wolfram correctly states, “Any model is ultimately
an idealization in which only certain aspects of a system are captured and
others ignored....In most cases there have in the past never really been models
that can even reproduce the most obvious feature of the behavior we see. So
it is already major progress that the models I discuss yield pictures that even
look roughly right.” This claim is definitely justified.

All this is foundation for the subsequent chapters. In
“Fundamental Physics” (Chapter 9) Dr. Wolfram explores first the concept
of “reversibility.” It is well known that at the microscopic level the equations
for dynamical processes are reversible, i.e., if one changes the sign of the
time variable, the equations still run without a hitch. That is, time can run
either forward or backward. This, however is not true of macroscopic
processes; all those we know are irreversible. They all run, time wise, in the
same direction. Hence, the picturesque phrase: “The Arrow of Time”. Every
living organism grows older, not younger. We remember yesterday much
better than we remember tomorrow.
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In the section “The Nature of Space,” the second paragraph
states, “Present day physics almost always assumes that space is a perfect con-
tinuum.” “Almost always” does not give an accurate assessment. There is a
growing view that at a sufficiently small scale, space exhibits the character of
froth, and the smaller the scale the more pronounced the frothiness. This
derives from well-founded opinion that the equations of general relativity
should be quantized, as is the rest of physical theory, and, in such scheme,
spacetime would be quantized and, at a sufficiently small scale, the Heisenberg
uncertainty principle would manifest itself in frothiness.

Dr. Wolfram then proceeds to discuss inter alia the conser-
vation of energy, modeling the universe, the structure of space-time, elementary
particles, quantum phenomena, and gravity in terms of computer algorithms.

Chapter 10 (Processes of Perception and Analysis) explores
the various facets of sensory perception and the processing of these stimuli 
by the brain. Dr. Wolfram attempts to show that the relevant brain functions
can be captured by “simple programs based on simple rules.”Here Dr. Wolfram
is on more certain ground. It is well known that the operation of the brain
involves the firing of neurons, a discrete process. This fact has long since been
the basis for a vast area of research under the rubric “artificial intelligence,”
an area in which computer modeling is the major research tool. All biological 
systems also proceed discretely.

Chapter 11 explores the concept of computation itself in the
light of cellular automata. He notes that if one takes the initial conditions for
a cellular automaton to be the input for a computation, then after a number of
steps, what one has is the output. He presents a very good discussion of Turing
machines, the abstract minimal, universal computer invented by Alan Turing.
Dr. Wolfram shows how a cellular automaton can represent a Turing machine.

Finally, in Chapter 12, Dr. Wolfram presents “The Principle of
Computational Equivalence” that all processes, whether they are produced by
human effort or occur spontaneously in nature, can be viewed as computa-
tions.” This he takes to be a fundamental principle of nature. He also discuss-
es how it is that a simple rule and initial conditions can result in enormous
complexity. He asserts that all natural phenomena can be described by com-
puter programs which are equal in complexity. Part of this discussion is about
“reducible”and “irreducible”computations. The former are those in which the
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results at any step can be readily predicted. The latter are computations for which
this is impossible. As analogies for the former, consider the expansion of 1/7. It
is the repeating decimal 0.142857.... This is obviously reducible. As an example
of the latter, consider pi. Its expansion is a non-repeating decimal and only by
actual calculation can one know what the nth digit is. It cannot be predicted. The
implication is that although a computer program is rigid, its outcome cannot be
known if it is irreducible. The chapter treats, among other things, free will and
how it fits into his general scheme. The chapter ends on p. 846.

The book is well written in a lucid style. Its daunting length
is necessitated by Dr. Wolfram’s desire to present an accessible, comprehensive
grounding for his theses. The first 7 chapters (the “treatise”) and the 8th
require little background. Thereafter, the going gets a bit harder. Beginning
with Chapter 9, Fundamental Physics, some background in general science,
biology, physics, and computer science is definitely helpful. The occasional
usage of technical terms such as “ergodicity” or “Ricci scalar,” which may not
be understood by the uninitiated, is not a serious impediment.

A text on a technical topic, whether or not intended for an
educated lay audience minimally knowledgeable in the field, will customarily
have explanatory footnotes and citations of the work of other researchers.
Lamentably, A New Kind of Science has none at all. This makes it difficult to
search the literature. This lack is partly compensated for in a huge set of
“General Notes” following Chapter 12 (pp. 849-1197). In these, one will find
mention of some, but not all, important contributors to the field. This makes
it difficult to distinguish Dr. Wolfram’s contributions to the subject from
those of his contemporaries and predecessors. This is unfortunate because
Dr. Wolfram’s contributions are original and important. Nonetheless, the
Notes are very useful and should be consulted by the reader. What the book
does do is provide a comprehensive picture of “the state of the art.” The 
volume closes with a substantial index.

Understanding this book demands close attention and an
open mind throughout. As Dr. Wolfram says of potential readers, “At first
probably they will think that parts of it cannot possibly be correct—for they
seem so at odds with existing science. And indeed if I myself were just to pick
up this book today without having spent twenty years thinking about its con-
tent, I have little doubt that I too would not believe many of the things it says.”
Were he not possessed of the outstanding credentials he brings to this enter-
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prise, this judgement might well be accurate. Nonetheless, the book offers con-
siderable intellectual rewards to those who are willing to explore it thoroughly.

Independently of whether or not Dr. Wolfram’s claim of hav-
ing found a “A New Kind of Science” is ultimately justified, he has assembled an
overwhelming mass of material in support of his thesis. With the appropriate
rule and initial condition, Dr. Wolfram is able to mimic the behavior of virtu-
ally any biological or physical phenomena in the everyday universe. This is
quite an achievement. Ultimately, though, the question is: does Dr. Wolfram
present “A New Kind of Science”?  He asserts that “Underneath the laws of
physics as we know them today it could be that there lies a very simple program
from which all the known laws and ultimately all the complexity we see in the
universe emerges.” However, he does not present a “new science.” What he
does present is the outline of a structure that he believes the new science must
have. Everything must be expressible in terms of cellular automata. To show
that this can either produce directly the scientific results we already have
achieved, or, in approximation, produce the equations that can, would seem 
at best to be a long way off. Whether his claim that the work describes “... one
of the more important single discoveries in the whole history of the physical
sciences” is valid, remains to be seen.

R E F E R E N C E S

N.B. All sorts of tutorial material on cellular automata is accessible on the
Internet. Look for “cellular automata” with a search engine such as Google.
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By turns wickedly funny and profoundly
illuminating, Encounters and

Reflections presents a captivating and
unconventional portrait of the life 
and works of Seth Benardete. The book
discloses vignettes about fellow students
and colleagues who were to become major
intellectual figures—including glimpses
into the student days of Allan Bloom, Stanley
Rosen, and George Steiner, and encounters
with the minds of David Grene, Jacob Klein, 
and Benardete’s mentor Leo Strauss. 
The book’s second part visits Benardete’s
reflections on his own intellectual growth
and on his ever-evolving understanding 
of the texts and ideas he spent a lifetime
studying. This book is the closest thing we
will have to an autobiography of one of the twentieth century’s leading intellectuals.

“Seth Benardete was a scholar, a philosopher, and a most extraordinary man. . . .
Before he died on November 14, 2001, at the age of seventy-one, he was the 
most learned man alive and, I venture to assert, the deepest thinker as well.”
—Harvey Mansfield, The Weekly Standard

“There is in the United States one man who is as comfortable with the art of inter-
preting Homer, Herodotus, or Euripides as he is with that of understanding the
most difficult problems raised by Plato’s dialogues, a man who follows texts step 
by step and discovers their hidden meanings. That man is Seth Benardete. I have
long believed that he deserves glory—that of the heroes of Homer to be precise.”
—Pierre Vidal-Naquet
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